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IN BRIEF 

RBI did not buy dollars 
for 2nd straight month 
in August: Bulletin 
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) did not pur-
chase dollars for the second consecutive 
month in August, amid pressure on the rupee, 
according to its monthly bulletin released on 
Monday. The central bank sold $7.6 billion 
worth of dollars in August, against $2.5 billion 
in July. During the current financial year, the 
RBI was a net buyer of the greenback only in 
May, while it remained a net seller in the other 
four months — April, June, July, and August. 
The outstanding net short dollar position in 
the rupee forward market fell further to $53.35  
billion by the end of August, against $57.85 bil-
lion at the end of July. As of September 2025, 
the real effective exchange rate (REER) of the 
rupee fell further to 97.6 in September. The 
REER was at 98.8 in August. In May, REER had 
increased after five consecutive months of 
moderation since December 2024. Prior to the 
decline, the REER had climbed steadily from 
103.66 in January 2024 to a peak of 108.14 in 
November. The REER adjusts the nominal 
effective exchange rate (NEER) to account for 
inflation differentials between India and its 
major trading partners. A REER value above 
100 indicates an appreciation of the rupee 
relative to the base year, potentially making 
Indian exports less competitive in global mar-
kets. reuters 

PNB expects $1 bn hit 
from transition to new 
credit rules, says CEO 
Punjab National Bank (PNB) will face an esti-
mated $1.03 billion impact as the lender tran-
sitions to a central bank-mandated credit loss 
framework by 2031, Ashok Chandra, its 
managing director (MD) and chief executive 
(CEO) said on Monday. PNB, the country’s 
third-largest state-owned lender by market 
capitalisation, is one of the first to disclose an 
estimate on the likely effect of the rules, issued 
by the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) earlier this 
month, to its balance sheet. “The impact 
comes to around ~9,000 crore,” Chandra said 
in an interview with Reuters. “The bank has 
done a rough estimate as this (new credit 
rules) was already in the pipeline ... I don't see 
any further deviation,” he added. According 
to internal estimates, Chandra said, the bank 
will face an impact of around 0.85 percentage 
points to its capital to risk assets ratio, a metric 
that measures bank's capital adequacy. “I 
think we will be able to manage with our inter-
nal accrual itself. Bank is well poised to take 
care of all requirements which is going to 
come in future,”Chandra added. reuters vvvv
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26% Jan Dhan a/cs with PSBs inoperative 
harsh kumar 
New Delhi, 20 October 

The share of inoperative Pradhan 
Mantri Jan-Dhan Yojana (PMJDY) 
accounts in public-sector banks 
(PSBs) has risen to 26 per cent as of 
the end of September, up from 21 
per cent a year ago, reflecting a 
further slowdown in account activ-
ity under the government’s flag-
ship financial inclusion scheme, 
according to a senior government 
oicial. 

“As of September 2025, of a total 
of 545.5 million PMJDY accounts in 
PSBs, around 142.8 million were 
inoperative. For 2025–26, the target 
for opening new PMJDY accounts 
in PSBs is 20 million, of which 13.2 
million accounts (66 per cent) have 
been opened until September,” the 
oicial said. 

Among large banks, Bank of 
India (33 per cent) and Union Bank 
of India (32 per cent) reported the 
highest share of inactive accounts, 
while Indian Overseas Bank (8 per 
cent) and Punjab & Sind Bank (9 
per cent) had the lowest. The inop-
erative ratio rose notably for State 
Bank of India, from 19 per cent in 

September 2024 to 25 per cent in 
September 2025. 

An email query sent to the 
finance ministry remained 
unanswered at the time of going to 
press. 

According to Reserve Bank of 
India guidelines, a savings account 
is to be treated as inoperative or 
dormant if there are no transac-
tions for over two years. 

Earlier this year, Business Stan-
dard reported that PSBs closed 
roughly 1.5 million inoperative 
zero-balance PMJDY accounts in 
April as a one-time measure to 
weed out duplicate and non-func-
tional accounts. 

Launched in August 2014 by 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, 
PMJDY aims to provide banking 
access to India’s vast unbanked 
population. 

The oicial added that the gap 
between PMJDY accounts and 
RuPay card issuance under PSBs 
stood at 31 per cent as of September 
2025. This means that of the total 
545.5 million PMJDY accounts, 
only 375.3 million have been issued 
RuPay cards, while 170.2 million 
accounts are yet to receive them. 

According to a finance ministry 
press statement issued in August, 
67 per cent of total PMJDY 
accounts — including those 
opened by private banks — are in 
rural and semi-urban areas, and 56 
per cent are held by women, 
reflecting deep penetration in 
underserved segments. Over 380 
million RuPay debit cards have 
been issued under the scheme, 
each offering ~2 lakh accident 
insurance cover. The average bal-
ance per Jan-Dhan account has 
increased 3.7 times over the past 
decade, reaching ~4,768 as of 
August 2025. 

A World Bank study, the Global 
Findex Report 2025, released in 
July, noted that 35 per cent of bank 
account holders in India were no 
longer using their accounts and 
had become inactive by 2021, citing 
Jan-Dhan accounts as a likely 
reason for the country’s high share 
of dormant accounts. The report 
added that nearly half of respon-
dents with inactive accounts in 
India cited distance from financial 
institutions, lack of trust, and no 
perceived need for an account as 
key reasons for inactivity. 

Taking stock 
Inoperative Jan Dhan accounts* (%) 

Bank of India                       33 

Union Bank of India           32 

Canara Bank                       29 

Central Bank of India         29 

Bank of Baroda                   27 

Indian Bank                         27 

Punjab National Bank       27 

State Bank of India            25 

Bank of Maharashtra        20 

Uco Bank                             10 

Punjab and Sind Bank         9 

Indian Overseas Bank         8 

Total                                   26 

*As of Sep '25; Source: Govt documents

‘Massive tariffs’ to 
stay if India buys 
Russia oil: Trump 

reuters 
20 October 

United States (US) President Donald Trump 
reiterated on October 19 that Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi told him India will stop 
buying Russian oil, while warning that New 
Delhi would continue paying “massive” tar-
iffs if it did not do so. 

“I spoke with PM Modi of India, and he 
said he’s not going to be doing the Russian 
oil thing,” Trump told reporters aboard Air 
Force One. Asked about India’s assertion 
that it was not aware of any conversation 
between Modi and Trump, Trump replied: 
“But if they want to say that, then they’ll just 
continue to pay massive tariffs, and they 
don't want to do that.”  

Russian oil has been one of the main irri-
tants for Trump in prolonged trade talks 
with India — half of his 50 per cent tariffs on 
Indian goods are in retaliation for those pur-
chases. The US government has said petro-
leum revenue funds Russia’s war in Ukraine. 

India has become the biggest buyer of 
seaborne Russian oil sold at a discount after 
Western nations shunned purchases and 
imposed sanctions on Moscow for its 2022 
invasion of Ukraine. 

Trade talks between India and the US are 
going on in a “congenial” manner, an Indian 
government oicial said on Saturday, 
declining to be identified due to the sensi-
tivity of talks. 

An Indian delegation which was in the 
US last week for talks has returned, the oi-
cial said, declining to share further details. 

An email to India’s trade ministry was 
not immediately answered on Monday, 
which was a public holiday. 

Trump on Wednesday said Modi had 
assured him that day that India would stop 
its Russian oil purchases. India’s foreign 
ministry said it was not aware of any tele-
phone conversation between the leaders 
that day, but said that New Delhi’s main 
concern was to “safeguard the interests of 
the Indian consumer.” A White House oi-
cial said on Thursday that India has halved 
its purchases of Russian oil, but Indian 
sources said no immediate reduction had 
been seen.  

The sources said Indian refiners already 

placed orders for November loading, 
including some slated for December arrival, 
so any cut may start showing up in 
December or January import numbers. 

India's imports of Russian oil are set to 
rise about 20 per cent this month to 1.9 mil-
lion barrels per day, according to estimates 
from commodities data firm Kpler, as 
Russia ramps up exports after Ukrainian 
drones hit its refineries. 

Tariff threat kept 
India, Pakistan from 
going at it: US Prez  
US President Donald Trump once 
again claimed to have resolved the 
war between India and Pakistan, 
saying that seven planes were shot 
down in the firing between the two 
countries without specifying to 
which nation they belonged. 

Speaking to Fox News on Sunday, 
Trump claimed that the “threat of 
tariffs” forced India and Pakistan to 
stop the war. “The threat of tariffs, as 
an example, kept India and Pakistan, 
two nuclear nations, from going at it. 
They were going at it. Seven planes 
were shot down; that's a lot. And they 
were going at it. And that could have 
been a nuclear war,” he said. 

Trump said Pakistan’s Prime 
Minister Shehbaz Sharif praised him 
for saving millions of lives. 

He said he threatened to impose 
200 per cent tariffs on India and Pak-
istan, which forced them to stop the 
war. Trump said he told both coun-
tries, "We're going to put on 200 tar-
iffs, which will make it impossible 
for you to deal, and we're not going to 
do business with you ... And after 24 
hours, I settled the war,” he said. pti 

Reiterates his claim that  
PM Modi assured him 
India will stop buying 
Russian oil

IMO’S NET-ZERO FRAMEWORK 

Industry at sea over carbon-levy decision 
dhruvaksh saha 
New Delhi, 20 October 

The latest decision by the United 
Nations (UN) maritime watch-
dog International Maritime 
Organisation (IMO) has left the 
international shipping industry 
in uncertainty. 

This comes as global efforts 
towards maritime decarbonisa-
tion were coalescing in prepara-
tion for the proposed carbon levy 
— a vote on this has now been 
deferred till 2026. 

“The IMO has agreed to 
adjourn the extraordi-
nary session of the 
Marine Environment 
Protection Commit-
tee (MEPC), which 
was convened this 
week to consider the 
adoption of draft amend-
ments to MARPOL Annex VI, 
including the IMO Net-Zero 
Framework,” the agency said late 
on Friday night.   

According to sources, India 
voted in favour of the motion to 
delay the extraordinary session 
that will decide the fate of the net-
zero framework. 

India had supported the 
motion in April when the IMO 

had adopted the framework prin-
cipally.  

Sources said many member 
nations voted for the delay not 
because there was an opposition 
to the framework itself, but 
because the divide and recent 
developments had posed the 
concern that the whole frame-
work might completely be off the 
table if it were put to vote on 
Friday. 

“The extraordinary session 
will be reconvened in 12 months. 
In the interim, member states 

will continue to work 
towards consensus on the 

IMO Net Zero Frame-
work,” the agency’s own 
statement said. The 
IMO Net-Zero Frame-

work was approved in 
April 2025, as a new 

Chapter 5 of the Draft Revised 
Annex VI of the International 
Convention for the Prevention of 
Pollution from Ships (MARPOL). 
It will continue to be deliberated 
on in the interim. 

Queries sent to the ministry of 
ports shipping and waterways 
and the directorate general of 
shipping remained unanswered 
till going to press. 

It comprises a set of interna-

tional regulations aimed at 
reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions from ships, in line with 
IMO's 2023 Strategy for Reduc-
tion of GHG emissions from 
ships. It includes two key 
elements: a global fuel standard 
and global GHG emissions pric-
ing mechanism. 

The International Chamber of 
Shipping (ICS), which represents 
more than 80 per cent of the 
global shipping fleet, expressed 
its disappointment with the pro-
ceedings. “We are disappointed 
that member states have not 
been able to agree on a way for-
ward at this meeting. Industry 
needs clarity to be able to make 
the investments needed to decar-
bonise the maritime sector, in 
line with the goals set out in the 
IMO GHG strategy. As an indus-
try, we will continue to work with 
the IMO, which is the best organ-
isation to deliver the global regu-
lations needed for a global 
industry,” Thomas A. Kazakos, 
ICS Secretary General said. 

Dry bulk cargo carriers associ-
ation Intercargo also made a 
similar statement. Most agree 
that the situation has become 
more challenging now. 

“The adjournment is a disap-

pointing setback for shipping, but 
not the end of this journey. The 
adjournment for a full year creates 
serious challenges for meeting the 
timelines in the net-zero frame-
work agreed in April. It will make 
delivery of the sector’s decarbon-
isation targets even more chal-
lenging,” said Jesse Fahnestock, 
Global Maritime Forum's director 
of decarbonisation. 

Similarly, Indian oicials said 
that the government had already 
made plans on absorbing the 
impact of the new framework. 
Government estimates sug-
gested a $100 million extra ship-
ping expenditure for India,. 

This would be around 5 per 
cent and well within industry 
operating margins, estimates by 
India’s shipping regulator DG 
Shipping said. 

A private sector shipping 
executive said that the new rules 
now being seen as brittle in the 
wake of latest developments is 
not a good precedent for the 
sector. 

While India faces not too high 
impact from this, the overall 
uncertainty does not augur well 
for investments towards green-
ing of the blue economy. 

Industry is also unsure of 

what the fate of the carbon levy 
on shipping framework will 
become next year. 

The government’s assess-
ments suggest that of India’s fleet 
of 1,524 registered vessels, only 
212 ships (13.9 per cent) qualify as 
foreign-going and above 5,000 
gross tonnage (GT). Of these, 
around 135 ships are regularly 
engaged in overseas trade, and 
would have been subject to the 
compliance. 

“However, maritime decar-
bonisation will continue to be a 
larger trend. India’s push here 
has always been to support the 
future by starting off our nascent 
shipping and shipbuilding push 
on green lines and become Asia’s 
central green shipping hub. This 
will continue. The government is 
working on national climate 
goals and maritime transport 
decarbonisation is a part of the 
push,” a government oicial said. 

Recently, three major ports 
(owned by the Centre) were rec-
ognised as green hydrogen hubs 
under the National Green 
Hydrogen Mission. They are 
Deendayal Port Authority (Guja-
rat), V.O. Chidambaranar Port 
Authority (Tamil Nadu), and 
Paradip Port Authority (Odisha). 

IDFC First Bank expects NIM to grow from Q3 
anupreksha jain 
Mumbai, 20 October 

IDFC First Bank’s net interest margin 
(NIM), which saw compression over the 
past two quarters, is expected to improve, 
said V Vaidyanathan (pictured), managing 
director (MD) and chief executive oicer 
(CEO). 

As the bank passed on the full impact 
of the cut in repo rate, the interest margins 
are expected to rise from Q3 (October-
December) onwards. 

“We feel this is likely the low point for 
NIMs. We see sequential improvement in 
Q3 and further uptick in Q4,” he said. He 
noted that future rate cuts, if any, could 
make the bank re-evaluate things. 

The private lender’s interest margins in 
Q2 were at 5.59 per cent, down 59 basis 
points (bps) on a yearly basis and 12 bps 
quarter-on-quarter (Q-o-Q). 

In Q1FY26, the NIM was at 5.71 per cent 
and 5.87 per cent in Q4FY25. 

On the sequential decline in profits, 
Vaidyanathan added that the drop was 

largely due to the absence of treasury gains 
amounting to ~470 crore booked in Q1. 

Apart from these, core profitability 
actually improved Q-o-Q and year-on-
year (Y-o-Y). 

“Provisions have been reduced. Loan 
growth remains strong, asset quality is 
stable, and the cost of funds con-
tinues to fall, leading to rise in 
net profits,” he said. 

Cost of funds for the bank 
fell due to a rise in current 
account savings account 
(Casa) ratio to 50.1 per cent. 

On a Q-o-Q basis, cost of 
funds was reduced by 19 bps. Cost 
of deposits was at 6.22 per cent 
for Q2FY26 compared to 
6.37 per cent in 
Q1FY26. 

At the time of 
the merger of 
IDFC Bank and 
Capital First, 
the bank used 
to pay around 

280 bps over scheduled commercial banks 
(SCBs). Over time, the bank reduced its 
cost of funds and now pays only 60 bps 
over the average of SCBs. 

He added that the bank is expanding 
into cash management, start-up banking, 
wealth management, non-resident Indian 

(NRI) services, and trade finance.  
In NRI banking, the bank now 

serves over 100,000 customers 
with ~20,000 crore in deposits. It 
has introduced features like UPI 
for international mobile 
numbers in Australia, the US, 

Canada, UK, France and many 
West Asian countries. It has full 

digital onboarding through GIFT 
City. 

“We are in no 
hurry. The focus is 
on building on 
fundamentals. 
The focus is on 
bringing down 
the credit-
deposit ratio to 

mid-80s and we want to fund the bank 
from deposits and reduce reliance on bor-
rowings,” Vaidyanathan said in an interac-
tion with Business Standard. He plans to 
keep the Casa ratio above 45 per cent. 

Currently, the credit-deposit (CD) ratio 
stands at 94.2 per cent. The bank is not 
planning to raise capital, whether debt or 
equity.  

Its wholesale book now accounts for 20 
per cent of the loan mix, while mortgages, 
vehicle finance, rural and other retail seg-
ments round out a balanced portfolio, said 
Vaidyanathan. “None of our 25 business 
lines contributes more than 11–12 per cent, 
giving us stability,” he added. 

The bank has transformed the loan 
book from a primarily wholesale credit 
book to a well diversified portfolio of retail, 
rural, MSME and corporate banking. 

As on September 30, the loan book was 
at ~2.7 trillion. 

The bank sees a strong second half of 
the financial year as goods and services 
(GST) cuts, tax benefits, and falling inter-
est rates push up consumption. 

RBI pushes to expand ~ 
settlement with partners 
bloomberg 
20 October 

The Reserve Bank of India 
(RBI) is taking active steps to 
allow free-trade partners to 
settle transactions with it more 
easily in the rupee, a person 
familiar with the matter said, a 
move that could help boost the 
local currency over time. 

Initial steps include estab-
lishing direct rupee rates that 
don’t rely on a third currency, 
such as the US dollar, for cross-
reference, said the person fam-
iliar with the RBI’s thinking, 
asking not to be named.  

Earlier this month, the RBI 
said it will establish reference 
rates for the UAE’s dirham and 
Indonesia’s rupiah, adding to 
existing links with the US 
dollar, Japanese yen, euro, and 
British pound. The central 
bank is also actively develop-
ing reference rates for its 
neighbours and Mauritius, the 
person said. 

The moves are part of 

Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s effort to push greater 
use of the rupee in interna-
tional transactions, mirroring 
similar efforts by China and 
other regional peers. Greater 
local currency use lowers risks 
and costs for companies, 
reduces the need for holding 
higher foreign exchange 
reserves and makes the econ-
omy less vulnerable to exter-
nal shocks. 

India sees having a credible 
international currency as vital 
to its goal of becoming a 
“developed nation” by 2047. 
The International Monetary 
Fund expects India to surpass 
Japan as the world’s fourth-
largest economy this year and 
overtake Germany to rank 
third by 2027-28. India also 
views a multi-currency regime 
as a stable and desirable option 
for global trade settlements, 
the person said. 

The RBI did not immedi-
ately reply to an email reques-
ting for comment.  

Alternative data new weapon against credit fraud 
Companies training models on various forms of alternative data to enhance underwriting for new-to-credit customers 
ajinkya kawale 
Mumbai, 20 October 

Risk assessment platforms are increas-
ingly using diverse data sources to help 
lenders identify groups attempting to 
access credit from regulated entities 
and to improve the process of evaluat-
ing new-to-credit (NTC) users. 

Companies are training models on 
various forms of alternative data — 
such as location details, third-party app 
usage, SMS data, payment transaction 
behaviour, and metadata — to enhance 
underwriting for NTC customers. 

Fraud syndicate detection often 
stems from analysing alternative data 
patterns, such as multiple government 
IDs linked to a single mobile number, 
particularly in high-risk regions with a 
history of fraudulent activity. 

“What we look for are aggregated 
insights. For example, whether a user is 

linked to five phone numbers, three of 
which are connected to four other per-
manent account number (PAN) cards. 
The idea is to derive insights from such 
patterns without revealing any per-
sonal data,” said Venkat Srinivasan, 
chief analytics and risk oicer, Bureau. 
The goal, he added, is to understand 
how different types of alternative data 
relate to one another and the insights 
that emerge from these connections. 

For instance, if several companies 
are registered at the same 200-square-
foot oice, it could strongly indicate 
fraudulent activity, experts said. 

Ashok Hariharan, chief executive 
oicer of IDfy, noted that such analysis 
helps lenders determine whether a 
mule or fraudster is linked to a broader 
network or syndicate operating in high-
risk zones. 

A report published this April by the 
Fintech Association for Consumer 

Empowerment (FACE) found that 83 
per cent of lenders in India now use 
both traditional and alternative data to 
underwrite credit. It also observed that 

for small-ticket loans under ~50,000, 
income verification carries more weight 
than traditional credit bureau scores. 

Such verification is typically based 
on bank statement data obtained with 
the borrower’s consent. 

Companies said user signals — such 
as location, virtual private network 
usage to mask digital trails, altered 
camera settings to bypass know-your-
customer, and multiple loan apps on a 
single device — can further strengthen 
fraud detection. 

“For example, a person’s record of 
cheque bounces or registered first 
information reports can be relevant 
from a credit perspective. You won’t 
find that in a credit bureau, but these 
are highly predictive indicators when 
entering a credit transaction,” said 
Hariharan. He added that only publicly 
available data or information obtained 
through valid user consent — such as 

from the Ministry of Corporate Affairs 
portal, court records, and criminal 
databases — can be used for analysis. 

The main motivation for lenders to 
tap into alternative data, he said, is the 
absence of comprehensive credit 
bureau information and the need for 
predictive insights into a borrower’s 
repayment capacity. 

Companies continue to invest 
heavily in developing proprietary algo-
rithms to handle the scale of data they 
process. “The search itself is complex 
and requires extensive proprietary 
algorithm development. We’ve 
invested a lot of time and effort into 
that,” Hariharan said. 

The FACE report further noted that 
lowering fraud risk and non-perform-
ing asset rates, along with improving 
loan approval rates, are among the key 
strategic outcomes expected from 
using alternative data. 

How alternative 
data can help  

Main motivation to seek this n
data is lack of credit bureau 
information and predictive 
analysis regarding repayment 

Analysis can reveal large n
networks of fraudsters 
operating in high-risk zones 

Most expected strategic n
outcomes are reducing fraud 
risks and NPAs, and increase 
in loan approval rates 
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Leadership positions 
PSBs should focus on grooming leaders 

In principle, the government’s decision to open up senior positions in public-sector 

banks to candidates in the private sector can be viewed as a creative way of injecting 

management dynamism and competitiveness into a sector that accounts for a little 

over half the bank loans in the Indian system. The proposal can be seen as part of a 

trend that began some years ago with the lateral entry of non-bureaucrats at senior 

levels in the civil service to bring in sector expertise to specific ministries. This 

policy has largely been underwhelming for a number of reasons, including the 

unwillingness of the bureaucracy to cooperate with the lateral entrant. In the spe-

cific case of banking too, it is unclear whether offering leadership positions to pri-

vate candidates will prove effective, on account of core differences in institutional 

values between private and public-sector banking. 

State-owned banks operate under paradigms different from those of their pri-

vate-sector counterparts, a factor that inevitably plays a significant role in their per-

formance outcomes and assessments of employees. It is true that both varieties of 

banks have to follow mandatory social obligations imposed on them in terms of 

lending to designated priority sectors, such as agriculture, education, and housing, 

where profitability may be limited. But social objectives and public welfare remain 

the key objectives of state-owned banks, compelling them, for instance, to operate 

in loss-making financially underserved areas where private-sector banks would 

hesitate to set up branches. These key foundational differences alone would make 

it challenging for any leader imbued with the instincts of risk-taking and profit 

maximisation. These exigencies and the pressures of dealing with entrenched 

unions are unlikely to attract too many private-sector bankers. No surprise, the 

bank unions have opposed the move, saying it would amount to an attack on the 

national character of state-owned banks and open them to de facto privatisation of 

leadership. Indeed, it may be a better idea for state-owned banks to adopt the pri-

vate-sector practice of focusing on grooming dynamic employees for leadership in 

an institution where they are familiar with the culture and operational constraints.   

That said, it is not as though private-sector executives have not ventured into the 

realm of public-sector banking. The most notable example is Prakash Tandon, the 

first Indian chairman of Hindustan Lever (now Hindustan Unilever), who went on 

to head Punjab National Bank. In 2015, the government appointed former Citibanker 

P S Jayakumar managing director (MD) and chief executive oicer (CEO) of Bank of 

Baroda, overseeing its merger with Vijaya Bank and Dena Bank. In the same year, the 

government tasked Rakesh Sharma, MD and CEO of Lakshmi Vilas Bank, with the 

job of leading Canara Bank, as his three decades with State Bank of India would have 

stood him in good stead in reducing the bank’s non-performing asset portfolio. All 

told, these rare examples make it diicult to conclude that private-sector bankers can 

be game changers in public-sector banking. In any case, the wide differential in pay 

and perks between the two sectors alone would make it diicult to attract top talent, 

except for the rare few who have adequately augmented their earnings in the private 

sector and are looking for a new set of challenges to tackle. 

 

Safeguarding competition 
Digital world will need policy intervention 

From a market of $3.2 billion in 2020, India’s artificial intelligence (AI) economy has 

nearly doubled to about $6 billion in 2024, and is expected to reach $32 billion by 

2031. The Competition Commission of India’s (CCI’s) recent “Market Study on 

Artificial Intelligence and Competition”, however, identifies obstacles that threaten 

to make this growth extractive rather than inclusive. Some of these include data-

access barriers, talent shortages, and high Cloud storage costs. These are not small 

frictions. Instead, they act as strong barriers to entry for smaller firms and disin-

centivises them from innovating meaningfully. Compounding the problem, global 

behemoths like Amazon Web Services (AWS), Microsoft Azure, and Google Cloud 

already dominate AI in India, starting from data storage to computing power. AWS 

holds over 32 per cent of India’s Cloud market, and Nvidia, Intel, and AMD monop-

olise high-end AI semiconductor chips. The report further highlights that 37 per 

cent of the surveyed AI startups stated facing algorithmic price collusion by big-

tech, and others flag AI-enabled price discrimination and predatory pricing, thus 

threatening consumer welfare and transparency. 

India is not alone in facing such issues. Europe, for example, has its Cloud and 

AI Development Act, aiming to triple data-centre capacity in five to seven years and 

to strengthen sovereignty over AI infrastructure. The European Union is also 

imposing stricter regulation under its Digital Markets Act (DMA), demanding that 

some Cloud and AI services be treated as core-platform services to prevent incum-

bents from locking in market power. In the United States, antitrust agencies have 

opened probes into major AI players like Microsoft and OpenAI, especially scruti-

nising deals and partnerships that may give dominant firms privileged control over 

data, chips, or Cloud infrastructure. Even China is legislating for domestic supply 

mandates for AI-chips in public data centres to reduce dependence on foreign pro-

viders. There are several lessons for India. First, the growing size of the AI economy 

alone is not enough. Without checks, the explosion of data, infrastructure, and capi-

tal will concentrate power in the hands of a few, replicating the digital monopolies 

elsewhere. Second, regulatory slack or delayed responses cost opportunities. India 

must act early to define what “gatekeeper” firms in AI are, ensure that Cloud, com-

pute, and chip providers are not allowed to self-enforce lockins, and force transpar-

ency in pricing and algorithmic behaviour. 

While the NITI Aayog’s “National Strategy for AI” and other initiatives launched 

by the Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology seek to address issues 

surrounding AI governance and algorithmic transparency, using competition law 

as a key instrument for addressing AI-driven anti-competitive practices remains 

equally important. In this regard, the CCI’s recommendations for self-audits of AI 

systems, algorithmic transparency, and regulatory coordination are timely and 

necessary, but limited. They are the floor, not the ceiling. More needs to be done. 

This includes enacting ex-ante regulation, protecting smaller innovators through 

data trusts, opening data mandates, and imposing penalties for discriminatory 

pricing and algorithmic collusion even in the absence of explicit coordination. 

Thus, democratising data, regulating infrastructure, and preventing the concen-

tration of market power remain the key to achieving AI and data sovereignty.
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As the presidents of the United States and China pre-
pare to meet on the sidelines of an economic summit 
in South Korea — an encounter that may not actually 
happen — some foreign-policy strategists in Wash-
ington are not just worried but aghast. The two might-
iest nations on Earth seem hell-bent on waging 
economic war up to and including “mutual assured 
destruction.” And at least one of the pair seems to have 
no plan, no expertise and no clue. 

“The first thing to understand is that there is no 
China policy” in the current US administration, 
Rebecca Lissner told me. She was a top adviser to Vice-
President Kamala Harris and would now be in the 
National Security Council if Ms Harris 
had won the 2024 election. 

The Trump administration has no 
coherent strategy towards China, and the 
“trade stuff is worse than the markets 
believe,” I heard from Zack Cooper, a vet-
eran Asia expert at the American Enter-
prise Institute. That must be bad indeed, 
because the stock markets have been see-
sawing since April. One of his colleagues 
despairs over “nine months of policy 
whiplash” and a chronic case of “strategic 
schizophrenia.” 

Attempting to summarise the chaos so far runs 
into the same limits of encapsulating, say, the story 
twists in Game of Thrones in one sentence. Roughly: 
Earlier this year, Donald Trump declared economic 
war on most of the world. Almost all countries sued 
for peace, but the most powerful, China, stared him 
down, matching tariffs on the way up (peaking at 
145 per cent at one point) and on the way down 
(hovering around 30 per cent for a while). A few 
reversals, pauses and feints later, a new round of 

spikes is threatened for November. 
But tariffs were just the overture, as Washington 

and Beijing, tit-for-tat, started going after each other 
in every other way. They’re slapping port fees on one 
another. They’re harassing each other’s tech com-
panies — the US is squeezing Chinese firms that use 
American semiconductors; China has targeted 
America’s Nvidia, Qualcomm and others. Every-
thing, it seems, is now a bargaining chip, as the 
Trump administration keeps reversing itself. One 
minute it bans the sale of microchips to China, the 
next it partially lifts the ban again. Adding to the con-
fusion, Mr Trump has also thrown unrelated (and 

relatively trivial) matters into the mix, 
such as the fate of TikTok, a Chinese-
owned video app. 

One move has risen above the noise, 
however. Off and on, China has throttled, 
or threatened to stop, exports of rare 
earths, in which it has a global quasi-
monopoly. This was entirely foreseeable 
— and yet seemed to take the Trump 
administration by surprise. Some of 
these 17 elements (which aren’t that rare, 
just very diicult to mine) are essential to 
make, say, the magnets that go into 

modern electronics, including those inside American 
cars and fighter jets. 

Graham Allison at the Harvard Kennedy School, a 
doyen among international-relations scholars, con-
cludes that “in the game of supply chain poker, China 
holds the high cards” and Mr Trump has come to real-
ise that he doesn’t. Mr Cooper, at AEI, disagrees. “I 
don’t think the Chinese have all the cards,” he told me; 
“we have cards, we just haven’t been willing to play 
them.” For example, the US could cut Chinese banks 

out of dollar transactions in global financial markets, 
which is in its context as asymmetric as blocking 
exports of rare earths. 

One problem is that the White House has recently 
fired a lot of the China experts who have the deep tech-
nical knowledge to find and use such levers. One 
example is David Feith, who was purged for political 
reasons just as the confrontation with China heated up. 

Another problem is that Mr Trump’s remaining 
advisers are at one another’s throats over what the US 
even wants out of China. Ryan Fedasiuk at George-
town University describes three main camps: The 
economic nationalists love tariffs for their own sake. 
The hard-power realists care more about keeping 
China inferior to the US technologically and militarily. 
The transactional restrainers view tariffs and other 
measures merely as tools to extract concessions, such 
as a Chinese clamp-down on the chemicals used to 
make fentanyl. Meanwhile, Mr Trump seems to be all 
over the map. 

That’s what it means to have no strategy. The 
Trump administration has not answered, or seem-
ingly even asked, fundamental questions, small or 
large, specific or general: Does the US want to attract 
Chinese investment, or to decouple the two econ-
omies? Does it want to sell its best semiconductors 
and software, or to hog them? 

More broadly, does America want to keep China 
down, or share with it the burden of restoring order 
and peace in the world, from Ukraine to the Middle 
East? Is Taiwan (or the South China Sea, for that 
matter) a vital American interest to be defended, or a 
mere bargaining chip? Is China an adversary the US 
will have to fight and defeat one day, or a diicult but 
unavoidable partner? 

By the time the top guys take a seat at the same 
table, Ms Lissner told me, “you don’t have the luxury 
of saying, we’re going to do trade, but not Taiwan, or 
we’re going to do fentanyl, but not the Philippines. 
That’s just not how it works.” The result is what she 
calls ADD diplomacy — negotiating with attention 
deficit disorder, in pursuit of no clear goal and guided 
by no compass. 

“I just don’t think that the Trump folks believe you 
need a strategy to do things,” Mr Cooper told me. Their 
narrative, he says, is that Trump is a “master negoti-
ator, walks into the room, decides where he has lever-
age, uses it and walks out.” The problem is that the 
Chinese have prepared for this showdown for a long 
time, and their rare earths are just the start. They 
believe, Mr Cooper says, that they’re “running circles 
around the Trump team. They feel really confident.” 

If the meeting in South Korea doesn’t happen, the 
Chinese will blame it on logistics. If it does happen, 
it’s unlikely that anything big will be resolved. There 
may be a tariff reprieve here, or a corporate deal there. 
But as to the most important relationship in and for 
the world, that between the US and China, nobody 
will be any wiser.  
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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Internationalising the rupee: Way forward 
At its last policy meeting, the Reserve Bank of India 
(RBI) unveiled several measures to boost the rupee’s 
use in cross-border trade — a step towards its gradual 
internationalisation. The notion that an emerging 
economy’s currency can gain global traction took off 
after the International Monetary Fund added 
China’s renminbi (RMB) to its special drawing rights 
basket in 2016. Now, amid renewed geopolitical ten-
sions involving the United States, Russia, and China, 
the question resurfaces: How can India meaning-
fully advance the rupee’s journey towards interna-
tional status? 

For the rupee to become an interna-
tional currency, non-residents must both 
want and be able to trade and invest in it. 
A Russian importer, for instance, should 
be able to pay for South African goods in 
rupees. Likewise, an investor in the 
United Kingdom (UK) should be able to 
buy rupee-denominated bonds or shares 
with ease. In these cases, foreigners —
not Indians — bear the currency risk. 
That shift is the essence of true currency 
power. It’s also the “exorbitant privilege” 
the US dollar has long enjoyed. 

The willingness and ability to use a 
currency globally rest on three key condi-
tions. First, the issuing economy must 
have scale — measured by gross domestic product 
(GDP), trade flows, and volume of international trans-
actions. China, with an $18 trillion economy, meets this 
bar; India, at around $4 trillion, does not yet. To build 
that scale, India must sustain a growth rate of 7–8 per 
cent annually over the coming years — a diicult but 
necessary condition for the rupee’s global ambitions. 

Second, the value of the currency must be stable 
over time. A currency is considered stable when the 
general level of prices does not vary too much. Stabil-
ity has multiple aspects: Macroeconomic, financial, 
and political. On the macroeconomic front, India has 
done well. The consumer price index-based inflation 
is at multi-year lows, and the RBI has built credibility 

in keeping it close to the 4 per cent target. Financial 
stability, too, has strengthened: Banks are better capi-
talised, balance sheets are cleaner, and the broader 
financial system appears sound. 

Political stability is the third pillar. The fact that 
India is a democracy, goes in its favour. Democracy, 
with its institutional checks and balances, reassures 
foreign investors about policy credibility and con-
tinuity. That confidence, in turn, lends long-term sta-
bility to the currency. 

Currency stability is often mistaken for the absence 
of volatility — but the two are not the same. A stable 

currency reflects true market forces, not 
central bank management. Its value 
should be shaped by cross-border capital 
flows, much like the dollar-euro exchange 
rate, which stays broadly stable despite 
constant movement in global finance. 
Think of it like administered prices: India 
once controlled the prices of essentials like 
steel and diesel, keeping them artificially 
steady. Today, those prices fluctuate with 
supply and demand — and that’s a sign of 
a healthy market. Currency markets 
should work the same way. 

Finally, a currency must be liquid — 
meaning investors can buy and sell large 
amounts of assets in it without moving 

prices. Liquidity depends on deep financial markets 
and an open capital account. India’s equity market is 
vibrant, but its debt market remains shallow. History 
shows that countries with capital controls tend to 
have thinner markets, while openness to foreign 
investors boosts liquidity. Yet, more than three dec-
ades after liberalisation began, India still maintains 
extensive controls  —  especially in its debt and deriva-
tives markets — limiting the rupee’s global reach. 

This is where India’s approach must differ sharply 
from China’s. Beijing has sought to internationalise 
the RMB while retaining capital controls and a tightly 
managed exchange rate — a combination no currency 
has ever succeeded with. China’s advantage lies in 

scale: It commands over 12 per cent of global trade, and 
in some products, more than half of world exports. 
That dominance allows it to partially offset the con-
straints of limited convertibility. India, with only about 
3 per cent of global trade, lacks that leverage. The 
contrast shows in the data — the RMB accounts for 
nearly 9 per cent of global foreign exchange turnover, 
while the rupee lags below 2 per cent. 

India’s best path forward is to gradually ease its 
capital controls. The RBI and the government have 
taken meaningful steps since 2020, but more are 
needed. Alongside this, India should embrace a genu-
inely flexible exchange rate while ensuring ample 
hedging options for market participants. Encourag-
ingly, progress is visible: From the near-pegged 
regime of 2022–24, when rupee-dollar volatility hit 
record lows, the RBI has since allowed the currency to 
move more freely with market forces. 

Of course, India cannot liberalise the capital 
account or adopt a fully flexible exchange rate over-
night. One promising approach is to use GIFT City, the 
International Financial Services Centre, as a con-
trolled experiment. It could become India’s “Hong 
Kong,” with an open capital account, flexible 
exchange rates, and robust hedging instruments. The 
RBI could gain valuable experience managing such a 
system, gradually scaling it up to advance the rupee’s 
journey towards international status. 

Making the rupee an international currency aligns 
with India’s vision of becoming an advanced nation 
by 2047. But achieving this over the next two decades 
will demand sustained, deliberate action. Currency 
internationalisation is a long journey, requiring 
multiple building blocks. Indian policymakers must 
chart a path distinct from China’s, steadily dismant-
ling the barriers that limit the rupee’s global role. Suc-
cess will hinge on a steadfast commitment to 
economic reforms that inspire international confi-
dence in the currency. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is associate professor of economics, 
IGIDR, Mumbai. The views are personal

The making of India’s Constitution 

SHREEKANT SAMBRANI 

The 75th anniversary of the Indian 
Republic has spawned a cottage industry 
of books, lecture fests and television 
specials on various aspects of its Constitu-
tion.  Most of what has emerged from 
these efforts is well known and the analy-
sis is often shallow and partisan, with, of 
course, genuflections of utmost rever-
ence to the Basic Law of the country.  
Most books parse debates in the Consti-
tuent Assembly in analysing how the 
document came to be drafted.  Some of 
the more perceptive works discuss the 
interpretations and consequences of its 

provisions and seek to find underlying 
patterns and biases. 

For the uninitiated, if there be any, the 
Indian Constitution is the longest among 
all at 1,46,000 plus words, amended 106 
times during the three quarters of a cen-
tury of its existence, and is generally 
lauded for its detail and depth. 

The book under review is a most 
refreshing departure from this pattern.  It 
discusses how people at large participated 
in what it correctly calls the assembling of 
the Constitution, from well before the 
formation of the Assembly until after its 
promulgation.  The authors’ credentials —
Rohit De is on the faculty of Yale Univer-
sity in the United States and Ornit Shani is 
at the University of Haifa — include 
extensive research, well-reviewed books 
and numerous seminar or conference 
presentations on the Indian Constitution.  

While researching their earlier books 
(both published in 2018), the authors had 
independently accessed substantial 
archival material. Their subsequent con-

versations led to this joint work, carried 
out over six years, indicating the depth of 
research.  The book abundantly testifies 
to its authors’ erudition and industry. 

The archival material included 
requests for direct participation by indi-
viduals and interest groups, suggestions 
for inclusion in the provisions of the Con-
stitution, comments and critiques of the 
various drafts circulated to the general 
public, reactions to the reports of debates 
in the Constituent Assembly, on numer-
ous specific and general points.  Caste 
and community associations, linguistic 
groups, bodies representing women, 
children, various professions, were all 
involved, besides, of course, political 
parties, including even those who were 
represented in the Assembly. The 25-page 
index to the volume mainly lists various 
individuals and groups, showing the 
extent of the spread of interest in making 
the Constitution. 

The authors rightly point out, “Rather 
than letting the state invoke public inter-

est, the public articulated their 
particular wants, often 
through a vision of a common 
good.”  Women’s groups were 
championed by Hansa Mehta, 
fresh from her exertions for 
gender justice by insisting on 
human rights as the term to be 
used. Her oicial residence in 
Delhi became the informal 
headquarters of numerous 
women’s rights groups.  
Balkan-ji-bari, meaning 
children’s garden in Sindhi, an 
organisation actively promot-
ing children’s rights and pro-
grammes, prepared a moving 
charter of children’s rights.  
Various other bodies proposed 
similar manifestos for specific 
groups such as the disabled, 
specific tribals, Dalit caste and subcaste 
groups (then called Harijans) and many 
others, far too numerous to name. Inter-
estingly, most of them pleaded their cases 
as representatives of some minority or 
the other, leading the authors to call this a 
coalition of minorities, giving the term a 
far more profound and significant mean-

ing than presently implied in 
our political diatribes.  

Some of the presentations 
were well organised, such as a 
55-page document from one 
Inder Lal of Saharanpur on the 
basic principles of Indian Con-
stitution.  Others were not so.  
A particularly terse query was 
from one A K Osman of 
Bayana railway station, which 
asked for the questionnaire 
“to solve the problem of ser-
vices to minorities” on a neatly 
type-written postcard. All 
these were duly archived.  

This reviewer highly com-
mends the book for its ability 
to hold the readers’ interest in 
what would otherwise be con-
sidered too esoteric a subject.  

It is a treasure trove of information for the 
academically inclined.  It is profusely foot-
noted, mercifully in the main text itself, 
with full citations.  For the lay readers, the 
literally thousands of instances it men-
tions makes it a deeply allusive and highly 
readable record of our recent history.  

The Indian Constitution is far from 

perfect; it is certainly not etched in stone, 
as many of its new, mostly ill-informed 
acolytes pretend. It has its flaws and 
biases, as several scholars have pointed 
out. Despite this, Professor De and Profes-
sor Shani hold it in high esteem, especially 
in these times of declining democracies.  
Their heroes are not the 282 men and 17 
women who were members of the Assem-
bly, not Benegal Narsing Rau, its constitu-
tional advisor and administrative 
factotum, nor B R Ambedkar, the chair-
man of the drafting committee and the de 
facto author of the Constitution (although 
they laud handsomely the signal contribu-
tions of these worthies), but “Indians [who] 
turned [the process of constitution-
making] into an open site of struggle …
that produced a resilient constitution for 
India. … [T]he deep sense of ownership 
the public assumed over the Constitution 
through their engagement with its 
making became pivotal to the formation 
of India’s democracy against arduous 
challenges and many odds.” 

There can be no better summation of 
the  amrit kaal of the Constitution. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer is a Baroda-based economist
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The US has no China policy
Everything, it seems, is now a bargaining chip, as  
the Trump administration keeps reversing itself
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It could well be the template for India for the foreseeable futu-
re. India and Australia inked agreements earlier this month to
strengthen bilateral defence collaboration and reiterated stra-
tegic convergence of  Quad countries. A security cooperation
declaration with Japan was signed during Narendra Modi’s
visit this August. These are signals to Washington that while
it’s free to potter off, the three other ‘corners’ of  the Quadrila-
teral Security Dialogue remain invested in ensuring the Indo-
Pacific remains free and open. Ironically, it was Trump 1.0 who
gave Japanese PM Shinzo Abe’s 2012 efforts to ensure a ‘free
and open’ Indo-Pacific region an impetus.

On another front, Trump took yet another swipe last week at
BRICS, which India will be chairing next
year. The American president claimed that
‘everyone is dropping out’ of  BRICS as a
response to him threatening member co-
untries attempting to devalue the dollar.
Again, Washington is free to rattle this ca-
ge, even as this formation has Beijing as a
fellow club member with New Delhi. The

US should realise that the maths here is not a zero-sum game.
The big question is whether the Quad, less populated than

BRICS, can survive as a stool with three legs, or if  it becomes a
three-legged stool. If  there is one certainty in Trumpian fore-
ign policy, it’s uncertainty. The bilateral defence and security
frameworks among the three non-US Quad countries keeps
that strategic convergence in place, avoiding a confrontation
with the now-you-see-it, now-you-don’t partner. It leaves the
door open for the US, and for new engagements with other co-
untries of  the region. The same gestalt logic holds for BRICS.
But will Russia and China be given a free pass there is a ques-
tion for the US to ponder over.

Three Quad Corners
And a BRICS Wall

The poker game over trade between the US and China is
becoming personal, with negotiators taking potshots at
each other while the endgame is reserved for Trump and
Xi. China doubled down on its rare earth stranglehold, whi-
ch the US described as a power grab. A truce declared in
summer is being frayed at the edges as its deadline appro-
aches. But expectations are anchored around a Trump-Xi
meeting before then. There is a chance the truce will be
extended as negotiators work on a deal to avoid recipro-
cal tariffs that threaten to decouple the world’s two big-
gest economies. The markets are getting a hang of  how
the negotiations are likely to progress. In anticipation,
they are dialling down reaction to the high-stakes game.

Aside from the drama, the talks don’t seem to be head-
ed for a resolution in short order. That would explain the
petulant export control threats over chips and magnets,

some of  which are fiendishly difficult
to execute. Squabbling over port char-
ges for ships would indicate the knot-
tiness of  the deal, which would ideally
nudge American firms to produce mo-
re stuff  and Chinese households to buy
more stuff. The problem is both econo-
mies have grown to their current heft

by not producing enough (US), and not consuming enou-
gh (China). It will take more than a bunch of  bureaucrats
in suits to arrive at a deal that steers their economies on
new courses. Such outcomes typically involve the appli-
cation of  far more powerful political forces. 

China can summon the political will to stick to its stand
on overproduction. Despite all its bravado, the US does
not have the luxury of  time. Trump will be in a hurry to
get the China trade deal done, which provides his Chinese
counterpart a lever to restrain POTUS from his fantasti-
cal economic agenda. The world economy can’t afford to
decouple with either the US or China. So, as in any Spagh-
etti Western-Eastern martial arts movie, other countri-
es will watch with eager anticipation as the high-stakes
poker game unfolds. There is, lest one forgets, no winner-
take-all hand at this table.

Poker Players in
This Trading Saloon
No winner-take-all hand at the China-US table

For over a decade, Indian companies
have operated in an age of  digital abun-
dance, a time when data was free-flow-
ing, loosely governed and often misund-
erstood. That era is ending. The Digit-
al Personal Data Protection (DPDP)
Act has quietly, but decisively, chang-
ed the rules of  engagement for India’s
digital economy.

What started as a policy discussion
has now become a clear requirement
for every business, from startups to
large enterprises. This isn’t merely
another compliance exercise. It’s a
national reset on how data is valued,
managed and protected.

India has seen a structural reform of
this magnitude before. Rollout of  GST
redefined how commerce was record-
ed and reported. It wasn’t the intent
that was disruptive, but the adjustme-
nt. Businesses had to relearn their fin-
ancial plumbing.

The DPDP Act is the same kind of
inflection point. Except, the focus this
time is not on money but on informa-
tion. Every transaction, interaction and
digital footprint must now adhere to a
new logic: that personal data belongs
to the individual, not the enterprise.

The law requires organisations to be
transparent about what they collect,

why they collect it, and how long they
keep it. It formalises consent as the
foundation of  the digital relationship
between consumer and company. In
theory, the idea of  consent-driven data
use sounds simple. In practice, it will
upend how Indian businesses operate.

Most companies, especially in fast-
growth sectors like fintech, healthtech
and ecommerce, have fragmented data
systems spread across multiple tools
and vendors. Customer details flow
between apps, analytics dashboards,
cloud vendors and outsourced part-
ners. Mapping that ecosystem alone
will be a marathon.

Then there’s India’s unique business
fabric. Unlike Europe, where General
Data Protection Regulation (GDPR)
landed on large, process-heavy corpo-
rations, India’s economy runs on small-
er enterprises, startups and SaaS plat-
forms that often lack formal data gov-
ernance systems. For them, DPDP Act
compliance isn’t a policy tweak, it’s a
capability build.

And as users encounter more privacy
prompts, a new behavioural challenge
looms: consent fatigue. Too many per-
missions could make people disenga-
ge altogether. The goal for businesses,
therefore, is not just legal compliance
but also user-friendly transparency.

The immediate compliance burden
will fall on two distinct categories of
companies:
uThose dealing in sensitive or high-
velocity data such as financial servi-
ces, healthcare or education will need
continuous visibility into how inform-
ation travels across their systems. A
single lapse could now attract penalti-
es of  up to ̀̀ 250 cr.
vBusinesses dependent on large ven-
dor networks like adtech firms, SaaS
providers, and logistics and quick com-
merce players will have to rethink how
they select and audit partners. Data
compliance is now a shared liability;
one weak link can expose an entire
ecosystem.

These high-risk industries will also
need to conduct regular
risk assessments and
independent audits to
ensure ongoing compli-
ance and data protecti-
on. For platforms cater-
ing to minors, like gam-
ing or edtech, new lay-
ers of  parental consent
and verification will
redefine user onboard-
ing altogether.

The first step to comp-
liance is often the hard-
est one — finding the
data itself. Many organi-

sations don’t have a clear inventory of
where personal information sits, how
it moves, or who has access to it. The
DPDP Act demands that they answer
all three questions with precision.

To move forward, companies must
treat privacy as a design principle, not
achecklist. Data collection should be
intentional. Retention should be time-
bound. Sharing should be monitored.
Leadership buy-in is critical. Privacy
cannot live solely in the compliance or
IT function. It must become a shared
value across product design, market-
ing and operations. Only then can com-
panies turn regulation into reliability.

Technology will accelerate this tran-
sition. Automation tools, AI-driven
data mapping and real-time risk detec-
tion can make compliance proactive,
rather than reactive, especially for
smaller firms without large legal teams.
India’s data protection regime will ev-
olve further. But one truth is already
clear: compliance is no longer a bur-
eaucratic cost. It is a trust dividend.

Companies that adapt early will not
only reduce regulatory risk but also
strengthen customer confidence. Over
time, data governance will separate res-
ponsible businesses from reckless ones.

In many ways, the DPDP Act is less
about restriction and more about ma-
turity. It encourages Indian enterpri-
ses to grow up digitally, and to see data
not as a commodity but as a covenant
between business and citizen. When
that shift happens, India’s digital eco-
nomy won’t just be faster. It will be fair-
er, safer and far more sustainable.

The writer is co-founder, Sprinto

Data, a Consensual Relationship

Protection in its shade

Raghuveer Kancherla
The Forever-Present
Participle, Continued
Welcome to the golden age of  announcements, where reality
is a first date you try and pass off  as your fiancée. We live in a
world where everything has ‘happened’, except it hasn’t, yet.
Peace in Gaza? Declared, applauded and promptly shelved
next to ‘Apocalypse has been postponed’ sign and all-caps
Truth Social announcements. It’s the geopolitical equivalent
of  ‘Your order is nearly there’ — for the last week. Trump, for
instance, announces without batting Marco Rubio’s eyelid
that India will stop buying oil from Russia. Which is adorable,
considering India didn’t get the memo. But facts are so last sea-
son. What matters is the vibe. And let’s not forget the sacred
scrolls of  modern investment: MoUs. These documents pro-
mise billions in investment, thousands of  jobs, and a utopia
powered by green hydrogen and good intentions. But like
gym memberships and New Year’s resolutions, they rarely
survive past the photo-op. ‘We’ve signed an MoU,’ they say,
which is notcode for ‘We’ve built the factory, hired the staff.’

In a world run by headlines, announcement isachievement.
Reality is just a technicality we’ll get to eventually — once
the next summit, tweet or ceremonial handshake is comp-
lete. So, here’s to the age of  premature celebration. Where
the future is always bright, always imminent, and always
just one more press release away.

Announcement is achievement —
why wait for things to happen?

JUST IN JEST

W
hen lights flickered on at
Navi Mumbai’s new air-
port last week, it marked
India’s bid to join global
aviation hubs like Du-

bai and Singapore. But if  Indian avia-
tion wants to achieve that dream, India
must first help its carriers fly shoulder
to shoulder with Emirates and Singa-
pore Airlines.

Here’s why Indian carriers lag:
uEmirates pays no local taxes on fuel,
enjoys seamless international leasing
and financing, and coordinates netwo-
rk planning with government tourism
and trade policy.
uSingapore Airlines benefits from pre-
dictable regulation, zero VAT on ATF,
and deep ties between aviation policy
and national logistics planning.

India has built world-class airports
but left its airlines lagging. Infrastruc-
ture came first, competitiveness later
—and it shows in the numbers.
uFuel economics ATF accounts for
roughly 40% of  operating cost for Indi-
an carriers — among the highest glob-
ally. In Dubai, aviation fuel is treated as
a zero-tax export input. In Singapore,
it’s exempt from VAT and linked to in-
ternational crude benchmarks. In Ind-
ia, ATF price is opaque, revised fort-
nightly, and varies state by state.

Another handicap is the absence of  a
linkage between Indian ATF prices and
global crude indices. Indian OMCs set do-
mestic ATF rates independently. In con-
trast, Singaporean and Emirati carriers
hedge directly against Brent or Jet Kero
indices, stabilising their cost structu-
res and reducing exposure to volatility.
u Airport and ancillary charges
Landing, parking and user fees at Ind-
ia’s metro airports are among the high-
est in Asia.
u Fleet finance Around 80% of  Ind-
ia’s commercial aircraft are leased from
foreign lessors. Lease rentals, insuran-
ce and maintenance reserves $3 bn each

across airports.
India has begun building an aviation

finance hub through GIFT City. Since
2021, International Financial Services
Centres Authority (IFSCA) has allow-
edaircraft, engine and component leas-
ing from its jurisdiction, with a 10-yr
tax holiday and duty exemptions.

But most current lessors are forei-
gn-owned entities that use GIFT as the-
ir booking location. Funds still flow to
Dublin or Singapore, and the deeper
value creation remains abroad.

If  India wants GIFT City to mainta-
in value, it must encourage local parti-
cipation, not just register contracts do-
mestically. Indian banks, insurers and
fund managers need regulatory assur-
ance to co-finance leases and manage
exposures.

Asmall portion of  the current $3 bn
annual outflow could be redirected back
into India if  domestic capital and ser-
vices become involved. Over 5 years,
that’s $15 bn in lease payments that cou-
ld be partly kept onshore.

For this, GIFT must evolve from a tax-
neutral offshore park to a real financi-
al ecosystem — complete with Cape
Town-compliant repossession certain-
ty, rupee-denominated leases, and smo-
oth linkages with RBI, DGCA and cus-
toms. Only then will aircraft financing
shift from ‘registered in India, paid ab-
road’ to ‘owned and managed in India’.

Consider how Emirates built its hub
model. From the start, Dubai’s leader-
ship saw aviation not as a tax source
but as a strategic growth lever. They
ensured zero fuel tax, built dedicated
MRO capacity, and used the airline to

drive tourism, cargo and employment.
Emirates now accounts for over 20%
of  Dubai’s GDP, with each flight feed-
ing the city’s economy.

To break that cycle, India needs to:
u Rationalise ATF taxes by unifying
them under GST or capping VAT uni-
formly.
v Link fuel pricing to global bench-
marks for cost-effective hedging.
w Incentivise airlines to base fleets
and develop connectivity rather than
charging per landing.
xDevelop onshore finance GIFT City
access to domestic banking, enforce re-
possession and provide rupee financing.
yStrengthen MRO and training.
z Integrate logistics and customs.
{Ensure every Indian airport is with-
in an hour of  the city via fast rail, road
or sea links.

These aren’t
mere tweaks
— they’re the

foundation of  an aviation nation. A
strong airline industry creates skilled
jobs, boosts trade and tourism, supports
Make in India aerospace, and streng-
thens strategic connectivity. Every ex-
tra international flight by an Indian
carrier keeps value in rupees, attracts
tourists, expands export freight and
links regional cities globally — deliver-
ing systemic economic dividends.

The debate over India’s aviation fu-
ture cannot be reduced to user fees and
tax collection. It must be about strate-
gic capability — power to connect, resi-
lience to sustain shocks and competiti-
veness to anchor Asia’s traffic flows.

Navi Mumbai’s opening should
mark not just the start of  new flights
but the beginning of  a new aviation
philosophy.

The writer is partner, MCQube

To be a regional aviation hub, India must build a strong airline ecosystem with proper incentives

Take off from where we left things

V Shunmugam

Make the Runway Smoother

The debate over India’s aviation
future can’t be reduced to user
fees and tax collection. It must
be about strategic capability —
power to connect, resilience to
sustain shocks and competitiveness
to anchor Asia’s traffic flows

SRI SRI RAVI SHANKAR

The message of  Deepavali is very
simple — to bid farewell to all the
hurt, anger, frustration and bit-
terness from the past, and with
the arrival of  the festival of  light,
we celebrate life with newness
and freshness. Light dispels dark-
ness; when the darkness of  ignor-
ance within you is dispelled thro-
ugh the light of  wisdom, good wins
over evil. Deepavali is celebrated
as Narak Chaturdashi, commemo-
rating the slaying of  wicked dem-
on Narakasur by Satyabhama.

There was a wicked demon by
the name of  Narakasur. He creat-
edhell for everyone, much like his
name — Narak means hell. He was
too powerful; nobody could win
over him. But he was defeated by
one of  Krishn’s consorts, Satya-
bhama, in a war. Filled with arro-
gance, he underestimated the pow-
erof  a woman. In the end, furious
Satyabhama annihilated the dem-
on using the Sudarshan Chakra.

When Narakasur was asked
what his last wish was, he said he
wanted everyone to celebrate his
passing by lighting lamps. At the
end of  his life, he realised he cau-
sed so much suffering. He said,
‘Now that I am gone, there is no
more suffering for anybody. Every-
body should rejoice my departure.’

The day also marks the home-
coming of  Ram after his victory
over Ravan. The whole town wel-
comed Ram by lighting lamps.
Here, Ram also symbolises the
Self. His return to Ayodhya rep-
resents the jiva getting back to
the atman, self-consciousness,
self-awareness.

Light of
Wisdom
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If Unhappy, They
Rise & Undermine
Apropos ‘Vive la Bloodless Révo-
lution?’ by Neeraj Kaushal (Oct
17), this topic should be looked at
from a different angle. Commit-
ment to democratic values such
as rule of  law, fundamental righ-
tsand avoiding repression of  po-
pular discontent would prevent
mutinies and civil rebellions. In
the case of  totalitarian regimes,
assurance of  minimum standar-
ds of  living will help in averting
popular uprising. Once those in
the saddle of  power ignore/brea-
chthe above understanding, they
will invite trouble for themselv-
es. Success of  non-violent move-
ments is predicated upon astute
leadership and endurance capa-
city of  the agitators. For exam-
ple, in India, farmers braved ad-
verse weather conditions to en-
sure new farm laws were with-
drawn. We have many illustra-
tions of  good causes agitated in
anon-violent manner petering
out without achieving their ob-
jectives and, of  course, violent
agitations eventually failing.
Angara Venkata Girija Kumar
Chennai

Chat Room

In the summer of  1967, a man
—who remains unnamed
but who resembles the author
WG Sebald — is visiting Bel-
gium. At the Centraal Station
in Antwerp, he sees a fellow
traveller, with fair, curiously
wavy hair, who is wearing hea-
vy walking boots, workman’s
trousers made of  blue calico,
and a well-made but antiquat-
edjacket. He is intently study-
ing the room and taking notes.
This is Jacques Austerlitz.

The two men fall into conver-
sation, have din-
ner at the station
restaurant, and
continue to talk
into the night. Aus-
terlitz is a voluble
scholar — he exp-
lains, to the book’s
narrator, about the
slightly grotesque

display of  colonial confiden-
ce represented by Antwerp’s
Centraal Station, and talks
generally about the history
of  fortification. It is often our
mightiest projects, he suggests,
that most obviously betray
the degree of  our insecurity.

Austerlitz and the Sebald-like
narrator meet again… It em-
erges that Jacques Austerlitz
is a lecturer at an institute of
art history in London, and that
his scholarship is unconven-
tional. He is obsessed with
monumental public build-
ings, such as law courts and
prisons, railway stations and
lunatic asylums.…

Translated from German by
Anthea Bell

Austerlitz
W G Sebald

PARANORMAL 
ACTIVITY

Paragraphs From Fiction

‘The markets innovate, and the SEC
should not be in the business of  telling
them to stand still,’ SEC chair Paul S
Atkins said in May. Deregulating Wall
St is akin to deregulating traffic. Fra-
nklin D Roosevelt (FDR) put a cop on
Wall St. Nearly 90 years later, someone
still needs to keep watch.

The Great Depression popped the bub-
ble of  falsehoods on which the Roar-
ing 20s floated. The magic formula for
prosperity — give the rich what they
want, and they will share the booty with
the rest — was exposed as the fraud it
had always been.

FDR offered to put rules in place that
will give everyone a fair chance. In
1932, a distressed nation agreed to try
this new recipe… of  regulation. Voters
elected FDR to deliver exactly what he
promised.

FDR’s primary tool for this transform-
ation was SEC, a watchdog agency
initially considered so radical that the

Wall St titans fought tooth and claw to
kill it before it was born in 1934. By re-
forming Wall St, FDR enabled future
generations of  average Americans to
participate in capitalism and share its
rewards. The US is an exceedingly rich-
ernation thanks to this specific legacy
of  the New Deal.

However, as Pulitzer winner Diana
Henriques vividly describes in Taming
the Street, those reforms were always
in danger.

After World War 2, to make way for the
growing defence bureaucracy, SEC was
exiled in 1942 to Philadelphia. Harry
Truman did not bring SEC back to the
capital until 1948.

In the 1960s, SEC faced a sudden exp-
losion of  Wall St activity, accompanied
by a surge in frauds. It lacked the staff
to address problems in the OTC mar-
ket. A major market manipulation sch-
eme ran wild for years on the American
Stock Exchange.

Under Ronald Reagan, SEC agreed to
leave regulation of  derivatives to Com-
modity Futures Trading Commission
(CFTC). That contributed to the crash
on Oct 19, 1987 — Black Monday, the sin-
gle worst day in Wall St history.

In the 1980s, deregulatory enthusiasm
encouraged lawmakers to relax the rul-
esfor the nation’s savings and loan ins-
titutions and underfund their regula-

tors. The result? More frauds, institu-
tional failures, investor losses.

In 2000, the same deregulatory mind-
set enacted the Commodities Futures
Modernization Act, which barred any-
one from regulating a popular new tool,
‘swaps’. The proliferation of  those unre-
gulated instruments led to GFC in 2008.

Regulators dithered for years over
whether SEC or some other agency sh-
ould regulate cryptos. Finally, no one
did, and by late 2022, the nation was
grappling with bankruptcies, frauds
and huge investor losses.

SEC has now pledged to fast-track Don-
ald Trump’s proposal to loosen regula-
tions, embracing a laissez-faire stance.
Sample a few measures:
u It has thrown out 14 rules proposed
by his predecessor.
u It is embracing the crypto sector and

has dropped several investigations tar-
geting crypto platforms.
u It killed a rule that would have requi-
red investors to disclose their positions
in opaque derivative trades (masking
outsized holdings posing hidden sys-
temic risks).

The proposed relaxation of  listed com-
pany rules reiterates a more wholesale
light touch.

In a world without stoplights, the road
belongs to hot rods of  careless specula-
tors — not to working people trying to
get ahead. Behind closed doors, the hu-
man impulse is to cover up, keep quiet,
ignore red flags and grab whatever can
be grabbed while no one is watching.

But someone must be watching —
someone with power and independen-
ce to keep the game honest. FDR put ‘a
cop on Wall Street’ and believed the cop
should stay there. His reasons for regu-
lating the world of  finance are just as
relevant today as they were when he
assumed office.

SEC has been a work in progress for
nearly 90 yrs. Many of  those years have
been bleak and hard, and the years ah-
ead may be worse. The price of  forget-
ting is too high. People who don’t learn
from history do.

The writer is former executive director,
Nomura India

Why a Cop on Wall St Still Matters

Krishnan Ranganathan

With them, for them, always

Every passenger flying from
India to Europe via Dubai
creates more value for the
Emirates ecosystem than for
India. Over time, this builds jobs,
investment and innovation. If
India’s airlines were strengthened,
they could reverse this cycle

year. Indian banks rarely finance air-
craft assets directly. Maintenance and
overhaul work, too, is largely outsour-
ced abroad.

Every passenger flying from India to
Europe via Dubai creates more value
for the Emirates ecosystem than for In-
dia. Fuelling, maintenance, crew bases
and financial transactions all occur th-
ere. Over time, this builds jobs, invest-
ment and innovation.

If  India’s airlines were strengthened,
they could reverse this cycle.

Bring ATF under GST or at least set
auniform cap on state VAT at 4-5%. Al-
low input tax credits so airlines can re-
cover part of  their costs. Link ATF pric-
ing transparently to international ben-
chmarks to enable hedging. Such re-
forms could reduce effective fuel costs
by as much as one-third, freeing up ca-
pital for expansion and fleet moderni-
sation. Equally important is establish-
ing a uniform ATF pricing system
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Higher MCLR-
Linked Loans

Private sector DCB Bank, Federal
Bank, IDBI Bank, RBL Bank, and
state-owned Punjab & Sind Bank
are among the universal lenders
that posted improved NIMs, a mea-
sure of  profitability for banks
from their lending activities.
Among small finance banks, AU
and Ujjivan reported higher mar-
gin prints in the second quarter.

Federal Bank’s NIM improved by
12 basis points to 3.06%, the fastest
rise in the private sector category.

ICICI Bank executive director
Sandeep Batra expects his bank’s
NIM to remain range-bound with
some benefits accruing from the
cash reserve ratio (CRR) cuts, with
re-pricing of  deposits reducing costs.
ICICI’s NIM for the second quarter
came in at 4.30% against 4.34% in the
preceding three-month period.

The CRR is being cut by 100 basis
points, or a percentage point, in
four equal instalments on Sep-
tember 6, October 4, November 1,
and November 29. As a result, the
impact of  the final three phases
will be realised in the ongoing
third quarter.

The Chennai-
based IOB, with a
gross loan portfolio
of  `̀2.78 lakh crore,
has brought down
the share of  loans
linked to the RBI’s
repo rate to about
46% at the end of
September from
about 55% in March,
managing director
Ajay Kumar Srivas-
tava told ET. This
strategic shift taken

earlier in the year helped the bank
improve its NIM, he said.

The share of  the bank’s MCLR-
linked loans, which react more
slowly to policy rate changes, rose
to 49% from about 45% over the
last six months, he said.

IOB started implementing this
plan at the beginning of  the year.
“This business re-engineering has
yielded results,” Srivastava said.

ET on February 7 reported that
some banks were trying to in-
crease the share of  MCLR-linked
loans, anticipating repo rate cuts.
Transmission of  policy rate cuts
happens automatically to loans
linked to external benchmarks like
repo. MCLR-linked loans are reset
typically twice a year, thereby re-
sulting in a slower transmission.

IOB’s NIM for the quarter was
3.21%, compared with 3.04% for
the preceding quarter and 3.08% a
year earlier. 
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MCLR-linked
loans are
reset typically
twice a year,
thereby
resulting in a
slower
transmission

from the black market and then
move the coins to the digital
wallets of  the foreign gaming
companies to place their bets.

“Just as there is a hawala
market for foreign exchange,
there exists a black market for
cryptos. Of  course, it’s not a
mass market, but seasoned
players know the agents who
can source them cryptos at a
slight premium for cash. Once
the USDT is credited to their
private wallets, they move the
digital assets to another pri-
vate wallet to make sure these
are not ‘flash USDT’, which
are fake coins that disappear
after a day or two,” said a se-
nior official with one of  the
crypto exchanges.

For this bunch of  RMG play-
ers, tapping the black market is
necessary because there are
hurdles in freely withdrawing
virtual digital assets (VDAs)
bought on Indian exchange
platforms. Not only do most lo-
cal platforms restrict easy
withdrawals and transfers of
cryptos to private wallets, but
such transactions are reported

to the Financial Intelligence
Unit, a central anti-money
laundering agency.

The offshore RMG outfits,
however, are not bound by
such regulations. “The digi-
tal currency,” says the web-
site of  one such foreign plat-
form, “stands out from other
payment options as you don’t
have to worry about any
third-party interference,
thus making it one of  the fas-
test and cost-efficient trans-
actions available.”

“Once your deposit is veri-
fied, your Bitcoin will be avail-
able on site to place bets. An-
other advantage of  the digital
currency is its added security
and discretion with online
transactions,” it promises. The
combination of  public and pri-
vate keys offers a greater level
of  security to the individual us-
ers, it adds.

Another foreign RMG compa-
ny, peddling its crypto-deposit
option, says that transactions
in cryptocurrencies are “rele-
vant for users who prefer digi-
tal currencies”.

Faced with such loopholes
and technologies to game the
system, Sayta is of  the view
that the government should
reconsider its decision to ban
online money gaming, as it
has failed to curb betting
through illegal offshore web-
sites, and instead look at a
regulatory framework for
skill-based real money games
within the country that will
allow such transactions to be
tracked and taxed.

“This is leading to the possi-
bility of  massive undetected
money-laundering and tax
evasion through such illegal
betting platforms.”

Overseas betting websites
have started promoting their
services more aggressively after
the passage of  the Promotion &
Regulation of  Online Gaming
Act, 2025, and consequent stop-
ping of  services by most legiti-
mate online RMG companies
based in India, he said.

For these international gam-
ing firms, Curacao, an autono-
mous constituent region with-
in the Kingdom of  the Nether-
lands, has been an obvious

choice. A loose com-
pliance regime till
2023 paved the way
for several gaming
startups and crypto
casinos to set up
base there as the is-
land offered a “fas-
ter, cheaper, and
more accessible li-
censing route”.

While these over-
seas gaming compa-
nies may well be
within the broad
contours of  their
home country laws,
Indian RMG players
dealing with them
are ending up tread-
ing a grey zone. Most
of  them procure
cryptos like USDT
(stablecoins linked
to the US dollar)

Digital Hawala Market
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proving global risk sentiment,”
said Ajit Mishra, Senior Vice Presi-
dent-Research at Religare Broking.

However, Mishra advised cau-
tion given the quick pace of  the
recent rally.

“As the Nifty approaches the
26,000 mark, some consolidation
cannot be ruled out before a fresh
breakout; however, the overall bi-
as remains positive, with immedi-
ate support around 25,650 and ma-
jor support near 25,450,” he said.

He recommended a “buy on
dips” approach, focusing on large-
cap and quality midcap stocks.

From a technical perspective,
Nilesh Jain, Head of  Technical &
Derivatives Research at Centrum
Broking, believes a brief  pause in
the uptrend may be possible. “At
current levels, the risk–reward
ratio appears unfavourable for
fresh entries, hence buying on
dips would be a prudent strategy.”

Caution Advised 
The PSU Bank index surged near-
ly 3%, while the Nifty Oil & Gas
and Nifty IT gauges advanced
1.4% and 1%, respectively.

The Volatility Index or
VIX—the market’s fear measure-
—plunged 2.32% to 11.36, in line
with the rise in indices, indicat-
ing options traders see lower
risks in the near term.

The broader market also went
up marginally, with Nifty Midcap
150 jumping 0.6% and the Nifty
Smallcap 250 gaining 0.5%.

Of  the 4,464 stocks traded on
the BSE, 2,447 advanced, while
1,835 declined.

“The market’s strength was un-
derpinned by upbeat quarterly re-
sults from heavyweights such as
Reliance, HDFC Bank, and ICICI
Bank, along with expectations of
sustained foreign inflows amid im-
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Domestic Compulsions

When asked in an interview with
Fox News on Sunday about his
latest threat to raise the tariff  on
Chinese goods, Trump said the
levy was “not sustainable”
though “it could stand”.

He added that he had a good rela-
tionship with the Chinese leader,
and he expected a sitdown to hap-
pen in South Korea, where an Asia-
Pacific Economic Cooperation
meeting starts later this month. “I
think we’re going to be fine with
China, but we have to have a fair
deal. It’s got to be fair,” Trump said.

Soybeans have been a key source
of  leverage for China in the trade
dispute. Last year, China bought
some $12.6 billion worth of  the oil-
seed but this year that figure is ze-
ro. China has instead turned to
purchases from South America.

Frustrations among US farm-
ers — key to his support base —

are mounting, with many run-
ning out of  storage for unsold
beans and facing pressure from
lower prices. They are eagerly
awaiting aid from Washington,
which is held up because of  the
government shutdown.

In August, Trump urged China to
quadruple its buying of  soybeans
from the US. Underscoring his
frustration that it isn’t happening,
last week he threatened to stop im-

ports of  cooking oil
from China, which he
accused of  intentionally
“causing difficulty for

our Soybean Farmers”.
The fentanyl issue has long

been seen as an area where the
two sides could make progress,
though it still bedevils ties.

Earlier this year, Trump imposed
tariffs of  20% on all Chinese goods
over the flow of  illegal fentanyl in-
to the US. Those fees stack on top
of  his Liberation Day levies.
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tribution reach, and marketing budgets.
In addition, the fickle loyalty of  Indian
white spirits consumers means they are
likely to switch between categories and
even between brands.

“Startups helped popularise the gin cate-
gory, no doubt,” Arora said. “But this con-
sumer base is fluid. And right now, tequila
and vodka are simply more in vogue.”

As a result, there has been consolida-
tion in the space. Mainstream compa-
nies, too, have entered the space either by
acquiring startups or launching their
own gin brand.

For instance, United Spirits, the country’s
largest alcobev company, acquired a stake
in Nao Spirits while Tilaknagar Industries
bought Spaceman Spirits Lab, the owner of
Samsara. Amrut’s Nilgiris gin and Malhar
from John Distilleries are more recent toe
dips into craft gin by major local distillers.

Scalability a Challenge 
SUSPECT LOYALTIES

While startups surely helped in popularis-
ing the gin category, consumers of  the cat-
egory are quite fickle and easily switch
brands — and even categories — within
white spirits.

“The gin renaissance is slowing down not
just in India, but globally,” said Sandeep
Arora, director, Spiritual Luxury Living, a
spirits consultancy. “Unlike whisky,
where brands can weave heritage and sto-
ry into the liquid, gin does not have that
same narrative advantage. In India,
brands have also been aggressively push-
ing tequila, and cocktails like the picante
are driving bar sales.”

But building a scalable gin brand in In-
dia remains a challenge as craft distillers
struggle with tight margins, limited dis-
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EU Council Approves
New EU-India Agenda

BRUSSELS: The European Union
Council has approved conclusions
on a new strategic EU-India agenda,
highlighting the strong impetus in

bilateral relations. The Council welcomed closer
cooperation on security and defence, based on
the principles of mutual trust and respect. The
conclusions endorse the joint communication
on the ‘New Strategic EU-India Agenda’ by the
High Representative and the European Com-
mission, aiming to strengthen ties in areas
including prosperity and sustainability, tech-
nology and innovation, security and defence,
and connectivity and global issues, according to
the council of the EU press release. IANS
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‘Floods may Delay J&K Hydel
Power Projects by 5 Months’

SRINAGAR: Jammu and Kashmir
Bank MD and CEO Amitava Chatter-
jee said on Monday that flash floods
caused by heavy rains a few months

ago have delayed the completion of hydel power
projects by three to five months. He said while
there was no direct impact on the bank as of now,
there was a possibility of cost overrun in these
projects. The region has faced a series of natural
disasters, including cloudbursts, heavy rains, and
landslides, in recent months, causing widespread
destruction and disrupting normal life.PTI
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Around 500 Illegal Air Horns
Destroyed By Motor Dept

KOCHI Nearly 500 air horns illegal-
ly fitted in vehicles were destroyed
using road rollers here on Monday,
officials of the Motor Vehicles

Department (MVD) said. As part of the week-
long drive, about 500 vehicles, including
inter-state buses and trucks, were intercepted
for using banned air horns in different parts of
the district, officials said. The confiscated
horns were later crushed as part of the cam-
paign against their use, an official added. PTI
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JJM Fines: Centre Wants List
of Contractors, Agencies

NEW DELHI The Centre has directed
all states and Union Territories to
provide details of contractors and
third-party inspection agencies

penalised under the Jal Jeevan Mission (JJM),
sources said on Monday. This is part of a broad-
er directive from the Department of Drinking
Water and Sanitation, asking chief secretaries
to submit comprehensive reports. PTI

Nutshell

The company is also backward
integrating the solar cells into
wafers and polysilicon and in-
got factories.

“So, this is building the com-
plete value chain including glass
for the PV modules which again
would be one of  the largest glass
factories in India,” he said.

RIL is setting up the Dhirubhai
Ambani Green Energy Giga
Complex (DAGEC) in Jamnagar.
This entails five giga factories
for solar and battery.

The company said it has se-
cured all key equipment for
phase 1 manufacturing, sourc-
ing globally. The new energy
business is crucial as the compa-
ny has committed to a target of
achieving net-zero carbon status

New Energy Arm to Add to RIL’s
Revenue, Ebitda from Next Year

Kalpana Pathak

Mumbai: Reliance Industries’
(RIL) ̀̀ 1.5 lakh crore new energy
business will start contributing
to the company’s topline and
bottom line next year, a senior
company official said.

“We are looking to finally start
adding to the revenue and Ebitda
of  Reliance by starting our first
production of  RERTC next
year,” Sriram Ramakrishnan,
president, battery and energy
systems, Reliance Industries,
said on an analyst call on Friday.
The company is setting up large
scale, round-the-clock renew-
able energy (RE-RTC) projects
with hydrogen, wind, solar, fuel
cells, and batteries.

RIL has already commissioned
four PV module lines, and the
first cell line is likely to be com-
missioned soon. Ramakrishnan
added that the company’s solar
cell gigafactories will be starting
up next month at Jamnagar and
its first battery factories will be-
gin operations by early next year.

PARENT INVESTS `̀1.5 LAKH CRORE 

by 2035. “We will start with the
battery energy storage system
gigafactories, followed by the
pack factories, which supplies
the battery packs for these con-
tainerised energy storage sys-
tems, and then backward inte-

grate into battery cells,” said
Ramakrishnan, adding that the
company is looking to build a
complete manufacturing eco-
system around both solar and
battery, which will give it supply
chain resiliency as it looks to
scale up renewable energy
round-the-clock.

In a October 19 report, Kotak In-
stitutional Equities said, “The
pace of  investment (in new ener-
gy business) had picked up in
FY2025. With total investment of

`̀210-220 billion in FY2025 alone,
the total investment was nearly
`̀400 billion till FY2025-end.

Additionally, project develop-
ment across the 550,000-acre so-
lar farm site in Kutch is advanc-
ing steadily, it said.

Co setting up major
projects with wind,
solar, hydrogen, fuel
cells and batteries
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Getting Aggressive on Solar
     RIL has already commis-

sioned four PV module lines

     The first cell line is likely 
to be commissioned soon

     RIL’s energy arm’s solar cell 
gigafactories will be starting 
up next month at Jamnagar

     Its first battery factories will 
begin operations by 
early next year

     The 
company 
is also 
backward 
integrating 
the solar 
cells into 
wafers and 
polysilicon 
and ingot 
factories

RIL is setting up 
the Dhirubhai Am-
bani Green Energy 
Giga Complex in 
Jamnagar

This entails 
five giga 

factories for 
solar and 
battery

GEAR IN PLACE

The company
said it has
secured all

key equipment for
phase 1 manufacturing,
sourcing globally

YOGEESH

TERRACE penthouse 24cr
Lavish 5 bhk@ 21cr & LL 6L
Lavish 4 bhk@ 14cr & LL 4L
SeaView 3bhk@ 9cr & LL 3L
Sunil Motiramani 9821353504

FACTORY for Sale 
A factory with land Area
32290 Sq ft, complete RCC
structure with Shed built up
area 41035 Sq ft including
EOT CRANE 5 T-3,10T-1, 15 T-
1, 20T-2, first floor 8000 sq ft
fully furnished office having
seating capacity of  +100. Sep-
arate management wing in-
cluding Big conference room.
Situated in reputed export
zone of  GIDC, near Vadodara.
Interested party may write to
mr@vedantagroup.net or call
+917436033302

Focused Marketing
To tap into this demand, Blinkit,
Instamart and Zepto had intro-
duced festival-focused features,
ranging from zero extra charges
for delivery and exclusive prasad
and offerings sourced directly
from prominent religious places
like Ayodhya.

“People are no longer just look-
ing for something sweet to gift;
they want the entire experience
to feel thoughtful, aesthetic and
meaningful,” said Sneh Jain, co-
founder and managing director
of  The Baker’s Dozen. The star-
tup that sells bakery items such
as sourdough bread, cakes and
cookies saw close to double de-
mand this Diwali period com-
pared with last year, he said.
Compared with normal days, the
growth was almost three times.

Quick commerce companies have
created separate Diwali sections
on their apps, featuring categories
such as puja essentials, gifting,

home decor, party supplies, choco-
lates, lights and diyas, fashion,
electronics, sweets, and dry fruits.

“We have seen 5X growth year-
on-year on quick commerce, led
by our gifting collection. The Di-
wali gifting season has also seen
a massive 2X spike on D2C
month-on-month,” said Pradeep
Krishnakumar, founder of  fash-
ion and lifestyle brand Zouk.

Personal care brand Pilgrim
saw a 30-40% uptick in
sales as compared to
usual days.

The platforms have al-
so integrated interactive graphi-
cs on the apps like lanterns flying
when opening the Diwali page, di-
yas popping on screen when mak-
ing a purchase and games.

Instamart, Blinkit, Zepto, Big-
Basket, Amazon and Flipkart did
not reply to ET’s queries at the
time of  publication of  this story.

ECOMM SALES CONTINUE TO EASE

While quick commerce has

gained momentum, ecommerce
demand was limited in the past
week as most planned purchases
for big-ticket items were over in
the first week of  sales, according
to analysts.

Meena said orders on ecom-
merce were limited to some cate-
gories like mobiles, televisions
and fashion during the Diwali
period and the footfall in shop-
ping malls and retails stores in-
creased at this time.

“We saw a 40% dip in sales this
year during the week leading up
to Diwali compared to last year,”
said Sumit Kumar, founder and
chief  executive of  Leopax Enter-
prises, an ecommerce seller.
“There was strong demand dur-
ing the first week after the GST
cut, but after that the growth
slowed down.”

Wellness brand Secret Alche-
mist also noted a similar experi-
ence on ecommerce sales. While
the growth was 2.5 times this
time, it had expected 3.0-3.5
times, said cofounder Akash Va-
lia. “We saw customers prefer-
ring to buy from offline retail or
D2C websites too.”

��From Page 1

Wood said he’s bullish on Uzbe-
kistan’s currency because the co-
untry is both a major bullion pro-
ducer and holds substantial re-
serves. He added that soaring me-
tal prices are part of  the reason
why South Africa’s markets are
having such a historic year.

South Africa’s FTSE/JSE Afri-
ca All Shares Index has gained
more than 30% in 2025. The rand
is near a one-year high, and the
10-year government bond yield
recently fell below 9% for the first
time in more than seven years.
Slowing inflation that’s allowed
the country’s central bank to cut
interest rates is also boosting
market sentiment.

All in all, it’s a dramatic turna-
round for a country that has
struggled to attract investors for
years because of  political turmo-
il and power shortages that sap-
ped economic growth.

Another country that’s benefi-
ting from the gold rally is Ghana.
After enduring an economic cri-
sis in 2022 that caused it to default
on its debt, the nation has been on
a path to recovery under new Pre-
sident John Mahama. The cedi
has strengthened about 38% this
year, the biggest increase globally.

Other investors said they’re
watching countries like Poland,
Turkey and Kazakhstan, which
have all been adding to their
gold reserves.

Gold’s Historic Rise
Comes with a Bonus
for Emerging Markets

Bloomberg

A relentless surge in the price of
gold is delivering windfalls
across emerging markets, boos-
ting investor confidence in count-
ries that mine and buy the metal.

In South Africa, home to the
world’s deepest gold mines,
stocks are on track for the best ye-
ar in two decades, with shares of
miners like Sibanye Stillwater,
AngloGold Ashanti and Gold Fi-
elds tripling in value. The credit
rating of  Ghana, Africa’s top gold
producer, has been upgraded by
Moody’s Ratings. Emerging-mar-
ket countries rank among the
biggest buyers of  bullion, boos-
ting national coffers.

For money managers in emer-
ging markets, gold’s surge is gi-
ving them another reason to stay
bullish. By fanning a wealth ef-
fect for bullion-producers and
buyers alike, valuable gold hol-
dings are giving investors more
conviction to buy. In a report ear-
lier this month, Goldman Sachs
Group strategists listed South
Africa’s mining strength as a top
reason it sees gains ahead for the
country’s bonds and stocks.

“The rally in gold is beneficial
for a small group of  countries in
emerging markets such as Uzbe-
kistan, Ghana and South Afri-
ca,” said Daniel Wood, a portfolio
manager at William Blair Invest-
ment Management. “The wider
story of  the rising gold price is
that investors are increasingly
looking for alternative invest-
ments away from the more tradi-
tional developed market curren-
cies, particularly the US dollar.”

ALTERNATIVE INVESTMENTS

Valuable gold
holdings are giving
investors more
conviction to buy
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Opinion
NOTES FROM THE SPORTING FIELD

Jatin Paranjape
mirrorfeedback@timesofindia.com

IN THE V

First coach, lasting impact
K

umar Tamhane was my 
first coach at Don Bosco, 
Matunga. He was a genial 
man who wore a fur hat. He 
was related to former India 

WK, the late Naren Tamhane. Kumar 
Sir knew his cricket inside out and I 
was assisted by this deep knowledge, 
which I found very impactful given 
that I was just taking my first steps 
in cricket.

He walked into the school quad-
rangle one day and said, “Jatin, I 
would like to have a word with 
you.” I had just broken a classroom 
window the previous day courtesy 
an exuberant lofted drive. 24 hours 
had passed since the broken win-
dow, and my friends and I had let 
sleeping dogs lie, but now I thought 
my time was up.

He walked towards me and put 
his hand on my shoulder and said, 
“Report for school practice at 3.30 
pm tomorrow.” I sprinted home, 
mentioned this to my father who 
took me to India Sports House and 
bought me a pair of gloves and a 
bat. The bat was the ‘County’ brand 
and I had seen GR Vishwanath play 
with it in a Test for India. The shop 
owner, Mr Zhala, and his assistant, a 
tall man with paan-stained teeth, 
brought out a few bats for me to try. 
I tried to be as “knowing” as possible 
when it came to holding the bat and 
checking if it was the right one for 
me. But in fact, County had me at 
hello! I saw the sticker on that plas-
tic coated bat and knew it was the 
one for me. I went to nets the next 
day, not knowing what to expect. 
Tamhane Sir was a fan of the open 
nets model, which I agree with, as it 
is as close to match play as one can 
get. I was asked to pad up first. I 
looked at the school kit that was 
spread on a large canvas holdall like 
the one army men carried. Picked a 
pair too big for a class six boy, pulled 
my gloves on, and went in with my 

shiny new bat. I could be wrong, but 
I think my friend, Anil Vazirani 
bowled the first ball to me with a 
shiny new “Tugite”. And it was not a 
loosener, it was not a friendly hello – 
that first ball was a well-directed 
bouncer racing towards my fore-
head. And I instinctively went for it.

Definitely beginner’s luck, and 
the ball was met with the middle of 
my bat with a gunshot-like sound, 
and was sent racing away to the pri-
mary school building. Everything 
stopped for a few seconds, the senior 
players looked at me, Tamhane Sir 
looked at me, and I went out to bat 
for Don Bosco the very next day at 
RBI plot on Azad Maidan.

I was run out for 5, and was “sug-
gested” by my father who had come 
to watch the match with another 
dear family friend, Anil Joshi, that I 
should think of running straight 
instead of towards mid-on. I had, in 
my nervous energy run away from 
the bowler who was backing up for 
the throw from mid-on.

“The single was on,” said 
Tamhane Sir after the match, and I 
had officially begun my love affair.

Not with run outs thankfully, but 
with this great game. This was the 
Harris Shield match for the Under-
16 age group, and I was a short, awk-
ward 10-year-old among the bigger, 
stronger boys. Anjuman Islam, 

Shardashram, St Mary’s, Balmohan 
were amongst the stronger teams. St 
Mary’s was the dark horse in this 
group and had my dearest friends 
Rajesh Sanghi and Mazhar Ghadiali 
playing for them. It was a very tal-
ented side led by Tanu Sankalia. 
Shardashram English was also a very 
strong side with Sachin Tendulkar, 
Vinod Kambli, Mayur Kadrekar, etc 
in it. Don Bosco, my school, in com-
parison were of minnow standard 
but somehow under Tamhane Sir, 
we managed to reach the quarter 
final. The reins of coaching at Don 
Bosco were then placed with a very 
left-field candidate who was only 23 
or 24 years old, Lalit Surroach. Lalit 

helped me immensely during those 
couple of years instilling in me a 
self-belief about myself, and urging 
me to think big in making my way 
in cricket. Lalit is now based in 
Atlanta, but I was in touch with him 
even when I was playing for 
Mumbai. We lost a close Giles Shield 
Final to Shardashram English at 
Bengal Club, Shivaji Park. We lost by 
19 runs and were heartbroken.

That was also the first time I saw 
a young player by the name of 
Sachin Tendulkar. The rest, as they 
say, is history.
Jatin Paranjape (@jats72) is a former 
Mumbai and India cricketer and an 

ex-national selector.

Why OpenAI is whining to the European Union
It’s always wise to be sceptical of a 

company asking for more regula-
tion. That’s doubly true when the 

firm is asking Europeans to do the 
regulating. These axioms came to 
mind as OpenAI representatives 
complained to antitrust officials 
in Brussels about several American 
tech giants.

According to minutes from a 
recent meeting between the chatbot 
leader and European Union bureau-
crats, OpenAI is arguing that tech 
rivals with dominant positions in 
search, smartphones and desktop 
software could use their distribution 
channels to freeze out its products. 
But this is shortsighted, as OpenAI’s 
own history shows.

It’s true that Apple’s smart-
phones, Google’s search dominance 
and Microsoft’s desktop software 
give those companies a head start in 
the artificial intelligence race. Yet 
that has not prevented ChatGPT 
from becoming a market leader, 
with no built-in competitive advan-
tage except an excellent product.

If the organisation’s user base 
continues to grow, it will undoubt-
edly find smaller competitors levy-
ing the same kind of complaints 
that OpenAI has raised. A smarter 
long-term move would be to double 
down on the relentless innovation 
that made OpenAI such a remarka-
ble outfit – it involves risk, but it’s 
better than simply begging 

European regulators for help.
Is European-style regulation real-

ly what American tech firms need 
more of? The EU’s regulatory state, 
while vast, cannot take all the 
blame. An aging population, high 
energy prices, risk-averse capital 
markets and internal trade frictions 
don’t help. But as a competitiveness 
report notes, “Once companies 
reach the growth stage, they 
encounter regulatory and jurisdic-
tional hurdles that prevent them 
from scaling-up into mature, profit-
able companies in Europe.”

Europe has both too much regu-
lation - the EU passed almost three 
times as many acts as America’s fed-
eral government between 2019 and 

2024 – and an excessively conserva-
tive “precautionary principle” 
approach. That tangle of red tape is 
one reason that fast-growing 
European companies often shift 
their operations to more dynamic 
markets: between 2008 and 2021 
European entrepreneurs founded 
147 “unicorn” startups, but 40 of 
them took their billion-dollar valua-
tions elsewhere, typically to the US.

Tech leaders in America know 
this. Indeed, OpenAI chief Sam 
Altman has a keen grasp of the dan-
gers of European overregulation-
when it comes to AI. Asked about 
the EU’s “AI Act” at a panel earlier 
this year, Altman warned “there are 
going to be economic impacts that 

will become societal impacts”.
Nonetheless, the heavy hand of 

the state can be a useful weapon for 
corporate titans to crack down on 
their larger competitors. When word 
leaked about the OpenAI meeting in 
Brussels, the company simply said 
that its private complaints mirror 
public statements.

Just days after going hat in hand 
to Europe, OpenAI completed a 
share sale that values it at $500 bil-
lion, up from $300 billion. That 
makes it the world’s most valuable 
private company. And its biggest 
investor is Microsoft, one of the 
companies that it complained about 
to the Europeans.

� The Washington Post

Don Bosco were minnows in the school cricket scene, but Kumar Tamhane took them places

 A Harris Sheild match in progress; the writer made his unde-16 debut in Harris Shield 
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Know the new EPF rules
Grounds for withdrawal Existing rules New (proposed) rules

Unemployment Up to 75% after one month, entire amount post two months
Up to 75% of the PF balance immediately; 
entire balance post 12 months 

Pension corpus withdrawal* After two months After 36 months 

Marriage (self, kids, siblings) Up to 50% of employee’s share with interest

Up to 75% of the corpus, including 
employee and employer's share plus 
interest; after minimum service period 
of 12 months; in the case of marriage and 
education, withdrawal up to fi ve times and 
10 times permitted, compared to three 
times for both earlier  

Children's education Up to 50% of employee's share with interest

House purchase
36 months’ basic wages and DA or total of employee and employer 

share with interest or total property cost, whichever is lower

Home loan repayment
36 months’ basic wages and DA or total of employee and employer contributions 

with interest or total outstanding principal and interest, whichever is lower

Medical treatment
6 months' basic wages and DA or employee's share with interest, 

whichever is lower

Note: 1. *Premature closure where service period is under 10 years; beyond that, pension applies post-retirement; 2. Minimum service period for partial withdrawal eligibility 
standardised to 1 year; 3. 100% withdrawal permitted in the case of retirement, disability, retrenchment or migration to another country

 Remaining 25% locked
for a year after job loss 

  25% of contributions to be 
maintained as minimum 
balance at all times

  Pension withdrawal after pre-
mature account closure delayed 
to 36 months (was just 2 months!)

What doesn’t 

  Get 75% of your EPF 
instantly after job loss:
No documents needed

Withdraw everything: 
Your contribution + interest + 
employer’s share

 Simpler withdrawal rules: 
13 categories now just 3 — 
essentials, housing, special needs

 Uniform 75% withdrawal 
across all categories 
(versus 50-100% earlier)

  Just 12 months’ service 
needed for all withdrawals 
(versus up to 7 years before)

What works

Money About the time we can make the ends meet, somebody
moves the ends —Herbert Hoover

MumbaiMirror 14
Tuesday, October 21, 2025

mirrorfeedback@timesofindia.com
facebook.com/mumbaimirror

@mummirror

#

E
mployees’ Provident Fund-
related decisions often in-
vite intense scrutiny, given
that they affect the retire-
ment savings of crores. Not

surprisingly, the latest reforms pro-
posed by the Employees’ Provident
Fund Organisation (EPFO) on October
13 — aimed at streamlining the claim
settlement process — have also at-
tracted significant attention, but for
the wrong reasons. According to the
proposed rules, employees facing job
losses will have to wait longer to make
a final, complete withdrawal of their
funds. However, these measures will
take effect only after a gazette notifica-
tion.

RESTRICTED ACCESS 
IS A REALITY
Since the proposals were announced,
subscribers have raised concerns
about the restricted access to their
own funds for up to 12 months after

job loss. Currently, they can withdraw
up to 75% of their contributions after
one month and the entire amount af-
ter two months of unemployment. If
the new rules are finalised, they will be
able to access 75% of their account bal-
ance immediately after unemploy-
ment, but 25% will be inaccessible for
12 months. To be sure, the eligible
withdrawal amount will be higher, as
they can access not only their own
contributions and accrued interest
like earlier, but also their employers’
contributions. 

Overall, the new rules are better
than the older ones. But let’s dig deep-
er for the details.

SPECIAL CIRCUMSTANCES
For one, making partial withdrawals
from your EPF is set to become easier,
with the provident fund body consoli-
dating 13 grounds for partial with-
drawal into three categories: essential
needs (illness, education, marriage),
housing needs, and special circum-
stances.

The limits on the frequency of par-
tial withdrawals for education and

marriage are set to be raised to ten
times and five times, respectively, up
from the existing limit of three partial
withdrawals for both put together. 

“Earlier, under ‘Special Circum-
stances,’ the member was required to
clarify the reasons for partial with-
drawals, viz., natural calamity, lock-
outs/closure of establishments, con-
tinuous unemployment, outbreak of
epidemic, etc. This often led to rejec-
tion of claims and consequent griev-
ances,” the labour ministry’s official
release said. 

Additionally, the requirement for
aminimum service period, which pre-
viously ranged from one to seven years
depending on the purpose of with-
drawal, has been uniformly reduced to
one year.

LONGER WAIT
However, understandably, the focus
has remained primarily on the in-
crease in the minimum period from
two months to 12 months — for mak-
ing premature final withdrawal post
job loss.

While the labour ministry and the

EPFO have clarified that such individ-
uals can make partial withdrawals of
up to 75% under the ‘special circum-
stances’ category immediately, the
fact remains that 25% will remain be-
yond their reach for 12 months, at a
time when they do not draw any in-
come. 

The reason: to prevent frequent
withdrawals from eroding retirement
savings. 

For employees who have not com-
pleted ten years of service but wish to
make premature pension withdrawal
due to unemployment, the waiting
period will go up from two months to
36 months. 

“About 75% of members withdraw
their entire pension amount within
four years of service, i.e. in less than ten
years, ending their membership and
making the member ineligible for fu-
ture pension and social security bene-
fits,” the labour ministry noted, justi-
fying the need to increase the waiting
period. 

While these measures can help
preserve retirement savings, they can
also lock employees out of their own
funds during times of distress. “For
workers who lose jobs and depend on
this settlement as a fallback, this
change reduces liquidity in their short
term and may potentially impose
hardship in the intervening months,”
says Ankita Ray, Partner with law firm
Cyril Amarchand Mangaldas.

SIMPLER PARTIAL 
WITHDRAWAL
Given that over 25% of withdrawal
claims lodged with EPFO were rejected
in 2023-24, streamlining the settle-
ment process by eliminating adminis-
trative layers was a much-needed
move. Doing away with the need to

specify reasons for partial withdrawals
and auto settlement with zero docu-
mentation could reduce delays in
processing and rejections. However, it
remains to be seen how the measures
will be implemented on the ground.
“The benefits will depend on how ac-
curate and effective the data and sys-
tems are operationally, that is, if re-
cords have errors or mismatches,
some claims could still face issues un-
less there’s a clear way to fix them
quickly,” points out Ray.

The new proposals could result in
withdrawals under the special circum-
stances category becoming an increas-
ingly popular option. “Importantly,
keeping the EPF account active en-
sures interest earnings and social secu-
rity benefits until their re-employ-
ment,” says Padmanabhan Ananth,
Partner, Counselence. 

Partial withdrawals will now be
your go-to option for accessing funds
during unemployment. “Multiple
partial withdrawals require little doc-
umentation, and require minimal
checks. It should work as a stop-gap so-
lution,” says Kunal Kabra, Founder,
Kustodian.Life, a fintech firm. 

While the resentment surround-
ing what is perceived as the govern-
ment’s attempt to play nanny is un-
derstandable, from their end, employ-
ees should remember that EPF is
meant to create a retirement fund, not
acontingency kitty.

EPF 3.0

Between access
and assurance
New rules make partial withdrawals easier but place
restrictions on complete withdrawal post job loss
Preeti Kulkarni

preeti.kulkarni@timesofindia.com

ISTOCK

8.25% 
EPF 
interest 
rate for 
2024-25

25%   
Proportion of partial, 
fi nal PF withdrawal 
claims rejected in 
2023-24

<`20,000 
Balance in PF 
accounts of 50% 
of EPF members at 
fi nal settlement

<`50,000 
Balance in PF 
accounts of 75% 
EPF members at 
fi nal settlement

EPF facts and fi gures 
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WHERE: Wankhede Stadium, Marine Drive           WHEN: 11 AM onwards
ENTRY:  ̀ 300                                                                               BOOK: district.in

Art that speaks

Conquer the arena

Walk through cricket history 

Salsa your
night away

Pick a ceramic piece and pair 
it with bold, vibrant colours. 
Layer patterns, textures and 

personal touches to craft a striking, 
one-of-a-kind art piece. Bring home 
a functional masterpiece to decorate 
your surroundings.

Gear up for an adrenaline-
packed adventure at Laser 
Battle Arena. Navigate multi-

level zones, dodge opponents, and 
strategise under dynamic lights and 
sound. Perfect for teams and friends 
craving a high-tech showdown.

Join The Daily Salsa 
Workshop for an engaging 
session of movement, 

rhythm and connection. Learn 
basic salsa steps, meet fellow 
dance lovers and feel the joy of 
music-led motion. No experience 
or partner needed, just show up 
and groove.

Give your 
phone a 
new twist 

at the Cream 
Gel Phone Case 
Workshop. Use two 
colourful gels and six 
quirky charms to craft 
a case that reflects your 
style. Bring your cover, 
choose your vibe and 
make it yours.

WHERE: Sunrise Tower, 
Malad (E)
WHEN: 8 PM
ENTRY: ̀ 1,200
CALL: 9821374315

WHERE: The Clumsy Studio, 
Prabhadevi
WHEN: 11 AM
ENTRY: 3̀,500
BOOK: theclumsystudio.in

WHERE: Vida Ceramic Studio, 
Mulund (W)
WHEN: 12 PM
ENTRY: ̀ 1,800
CALL: 8779655370

WHERE: Laser Battle Arena, 
Lower Parel 
WHEN: 11.30 AM onwards
ENTRY: `799 onwards
CALL: 8433798992

If you are a cricket fan, then take this opportunity to step foot on 
Mumbai’s cricket heritage at Wankhede Stadium. Explore legendary 
bats, jerseys and stories at the MCA Sharad Pawar Museum, or take an 

exclusive tour through the stadium turf, stands and dressing rooms.

Sway under the stars at a rooftop pool 
party with Latin beats and breathtaking 
city views, in Andheri (E), 7.30 PM
Call: 02240851800

#Unwind
INSIDE  
INDIA’S 

PRISONS
In his new book, scholar-

activist Anand Teltumbde 
turns 31 months behind 

bars into a searing account 
of caste, class, cruelty 

— and the human bonds 
within India’s broken 

prison system

B
y its very definition, 
Anand Teltumbde’s new 
book The Cell and the 
Soul: A Prison Memoir 
(Bloomsbury India) could 

be slotted into the prison memoir 
genre. But to do so would be reduc-
tive. His account unfolds in lay-
ered, precise strokes — part diary, 
part critique, part social history. 
It’s a story of incarceration, yes, 
but also of caste, class, human 
frailty and the failures of a justice 
system that punishes without 
necessarily protecting.

Teltumbde, 74, is currently out 
on bail in the Bhima Koregaon–
Elgar Parishad case. His book draws 
from notes made during his trial 
and 31 months in jail. When I 
meet him on a torrid October after-
noon, he has just returned from a 
court hearing to Rajgruha — the 
erstwhile home of Dr BR 
Ambedkar, where he now lives 
with his wife Rama, Ambedkar’s 
granddaughter.

A microcosm of the  
outside world
“I tried to depict both the positives 
and negatives of prison, which is 
much closer to its reality,” he says. 
“The people who come 
into a prison are sup-
posed to all be crim-
inals, although 
that may not be 
their reality. But 
there are also 
those that did 
commit crimes. 
And all these 
people are so 
cordial to each 
other — much 
more than you’d see 
in the world outside — 
because they realise that no 
matter what, they have to live 
there and being cordial can make 

their stay easier.”
Teltumbde details how jails rep-

licate — and distort — social hier-
archies. At the top are the “VIPs”: 
gangsters who can pay their way to 
privileges, from private cells with 
attached bathrooms to Sunday 
feasts of chicken for other inmates. 
At the bottom are the petty crimi-
nals, the vast majority.

“I was incidentally given a simi-
lar cell, which gave an insight into 
this dynamic,” he says. “The gang-
sters would often engage in acts of 
philanthropy for the lower 
inmates. Political prisoners like me 
didn’t have that kind of  
‘chicken budget’, but we helped 
others out with filing requests and 
paperwork. That earned us a lot  
of goodwill.”

Caste, where even  
walls don’t end it
Even behind bars, caste remains a 
quiet, constant force. “Soon after 
my arrest, a prisoner asked me if I 
was a Maratha,” he recalls. “I knew 
it was his way of guessing my 
caste. If I said no, he would keep 
guessing until he found out — and 
that would determine how he 
interacted with me.”

A policeman once quietly 
expressed solidarity at the irony of 
his arrest on Ambedkar’s birth 

anniversary, only to retreat 
into formality in front 

of colleagues. 
Another, a 

Brahmin, sur-
prised him with 
open kindness. 
“People vulgarise 
caste by assum-
ing every alle-
giance is caste-

driven,” 
Teltumbde says. 

“Caste is more com-
plex than we admit.”

Even some Ambedkarites, 
he notes, projected assumptions 
rather than engaging with his 

work. “It was clear that none of 
those standing in supposed soli-
darity with me had ever read any 
of my work and that any expres-
sion of support was merely 
because I was connected to  
Dr Ambedkar’s family. It is sad that 
those who revere Dr Ambedkar do 
not recognise that he was an icon-
oclast and strongly disapproved of 
hero worship.”

One inmate, one story, 
one indictment
If one instance sums up 
Teltumbde’s indictment of the sys-
tem, it’s inmate Bhola. Picked up 
as a teenager, Bhola barely under-
stood why he was in jail or if he 
had even been tried. Labelled 
“mental” by others, he would 
clutch the bars at night, talking 
through tears to his mother. One 
night, he took his own life.

In the book, Teltumbde calls 
him “a prototype of a proletarian 
prisoner — innocent and illiterate, 
living in the moment out of sheer 
obligation to existence.”

“Bhola’s existence, right up to 
his untimely death, is a metaphor 
for how the system that purport-
edly protects the innocent fails 
those it is meant to serve,” he says. 
“Jails — which we consider a fact 
of our existence — don’t work. 
The rules that govern them are 
flawed. And their necessity  
is overstated.”

The Cell and the Soul is neither 
a cri de coeur nor a straightfor-
ward polemic. It’s closer to a map: 
tracing the unspoken networks of 
power, the invisible hierarchies 
and the fragile solidarities that 
animate life inside India’s prisons. 
For Teltumbde, the prison isn’t 
just a site of punishment — it’s a 
mirror held up to society itself. “I 
wanted to show prison as it is,”  
he says, “not as people imagine  
it to be.”

� Available nationwide; Rs 699
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Scholar Anand Teltumbde, 
who was arrested in the 
Bhima Koregaon–Elgar 
Parishad case, has been out 
on bail since November 2022
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APPY Diwali, dear readers. It’s 
another opportunity to renew 
our lives with faith, hope, and 
charity. If  we open our hearts to 
it, Diwali can refresh our spirits 
and energise us. I once saw a gal-
lant example of  faith and hope 

in Mumbai. A beggar carefully lit a single 
diya to illumine his patch of  pavement. 
Equally powerful is a memory of  Harid-
war at Diwali. A gaunt, dusty farmer set a 
solitary diya afloat on the Ganga. His rev-
erence and dignity stopped my heart. 
What pain and hardship did he want the 
Mother River and Mahalakshmi to heal? 
Or perhaps he offered thanks? Who won’t 
feel moved by such poignant sights?

Food is integral to our festivals. As a 
fan of  food history, I keep noticing inter-
esting things about what seem to be festi-
val must-haves. I read, for instance, that 
ghee helps heal stomach inflammations 
and ulcers. It is rich in butyric acid, “a 
monounsaturated fatty acid that reduces 
inflammatory conditions, reduces seep-
age of  undigested food particles, and aids 
in repair of  the mucosal wall”.

This tidbit of  medical information 
ties into a curious fact about a Vedic 
paathshala over 400 years old, which I 
visited in the ancient temple town of  
Kumbakonam in the Kaveri delta. 
There, I discovered that the arduous 
lifestyle required for learning the Vedas 
by heart came with its own health risks. 
The course is very rigorous even today 
in such old-style paathshalas—eight 
hours of  lessons a day for eight years 
with only two holidays a year.

After eight years, a student must face a 
frightening examination: any line from the 
entire body of  the Vedas can be flung at 
him for recitation and explanation. It takes 
45 hours of  non-stop chanting to do a full 
paaraayanam or Vedic recitation. To give 
the scholars stamina, day-old rice with but-
termilk is the prescribed paathshala 
breakfast. The rest of  the diet is equally 
austere, a world away from most of  our 
lives. But the boys seemed upbeat, playing 
cricket energetically in their free time.

I learned that Vedic chanting generates 
so much heat in the body that students 
are prone to developing stomach ulcers, 
and a regular dose of  ghee is the tradi-
tional remedy to protect their stomach 
linings. How did people know so much 
about ghee’s health benefits back then?

Given the conflicted state of  our 
world, there seems no healthier Diwali 
wish this year for people of  all faiths 
than the Sanskrit song sung by M S 

Subbulakshmi at the UN General As-
sembly on October 23, 1966.

The song is attributed to the Kanchi 
Paramacharya, Chandrasekharendra 
Sarasvati (1894-1994). The Kanchi Para-
macharya was the saintly personage 
whom the Dalai Lama described as “the 
only monk of  the century” and whom 
heads of  state, the king and queen of  
Spain, Japanese scholars, and the poor-
est and shyest of  our people felt drawn 
to. Warring factions united in respect-
ing him. So, the song came from a genu-
inely good person who was revered by a 
wide cross-section of  classes, castes, 
creeds, and even nationalities.

The story goes that MS suddenly lost 
her voice prior to the UN concert. She 
prayed to the Kanchi Paramacharya from 

afar to save her as India’s representative 
from the disgrace of  a no-show, and re-
covered in time to sing and win a stand-
ing ovation for the song. We can hear it 
on YouTube and watch that sincere In-
dian lady way back then, draped in a sari 
with a bindi glowing on her forehead and 
a string of  flowers tucked into her hair, 
singing with utter conviction.

The words are:
maitrimbhajata, akhilahritjaitrim/ 

atmavadevaparannapipashyata/ yudh-

hamtyajata, spardhamtyajata/ tyajata-
pareshuakrama-kramanam/ janani-
prithivikamadugharte /
janakodevahsakaladayaluh/ damyata, 
datta, dayadhvamjanata/
shreyobhuyatsakalajananam.

They mean: ‘Cultivate friendship and 
humility, which will conquer the hearts 
of  everyone. Look upon others as akin to 
yourself, as your own. Renounce war, 
give up competition (jealousy), give up 
aggression; do not be aggressive.

Mother Earth gives us all that we de-
sire. God is One and compassionate to all, 
as we should be. Practice restraint (dam-
yata), generosity (datta), and compassion 
(dayadhavam), O people of  the world. 
May all be happy and prosperous.’

The words damyata, datta, and day-
adhvam appear in the Brihadaranyaka 
Upanishad in a story by Rishi Yajnav-
alkya, where they convey a message 
from the universe, contained in the 
roar of  thunder.

Concerning the kind-hearted person-
ality of  the Kanchi Paramacharya, who 
was known for his divine insight, and 
for whom nobody was apparently too 
small or insignificant, here’s a tiny true 
story re-shared for Diwali.

Sometime in the 1960s, a poor bangle-
seller wandered from place to place sell-
ing his wares in villages and rural fairs. 
One day, he wandered into the temple 
town of  Kanchipuram. Somehow, no-
body seemed interested in buying any-
thing. Tired and dejected by late after-
noon, he sat down at the doorway of  the 
Kanchi Kamakoti Math. 

Deep within the math, the Kanchi 
Paramacharya suddenly told an aide, 
“Give the bangle-seller at the gate food 
and buttermilk. Ask him to wait. Tell 
the devotees who come for evening dar-
shan to buy bangles for their women-
folk in Devi’s honour.” Of  course, they 
did, and the bangle-seller went away 
feeling cherished and successful.

Not everyone may be in a position to 
perform great deeds of  service, but 
good thoughts and small, sweet acts of  
loving kindness could be the lamps we 
light this Diwali.    (Views are personal)

(shebaba09@gmail.com)
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN  
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

COLLEGIUM NOD TO 
CENTRE’S REQUEST 
RAISES QUESTIONS

T
HE Supreme Court collegium’s decision to transfer Justice 
Atul Sreedharan from the Madhya Pradesh High Court to 
the Allahabad High Court—after the government asked it 
to rethink its earlier plan to move him to Chhattisgarh—has 
raised questions about judicial independence and executive 

interference. What stands out is the collegium’s rare acknowl-
edgement that the government had requested the change, while  
giving no explanation for why it agreed. That combination of   
transparency and silence leaves many questions unanswered.

Justice Sreedharan has built a reputation for taking firm and 
careful decisions in politically sensitive cases. At the Jammu & 
Kashmir High Court, he struck down multiple preventive deten-
tions under the Public Safety Act, making it clear that administra-
tive claims must be supported by solid evidence. In Madhya 
Pradesh, he took suo motu cognisance of  a minister’s derogatory 
remarks about an army officer, ordered the registration of  an FIR, 
and pointed out lapses in how the state had handled the matter.

The transfer itself is significant. If  Justice Sreedharan had 
gone to Chhattisgarh as first recommended, he would have been 
the second-most senior judge there, possibly positioning him for 
elevation as chief  justice. At Allahabad, he will rank seventh, 
which will reduce his administrative influence. The collegium 
has not explained why it agreed to the government’s request. Was 
it due to executive pressure, or a careful decision by the collegium 
to maintain working relations with the government?

There are parallels with Justice S Muralidhar. In 2020, the  
Centre notified the collegium’s proposal to transfer him from the 
Delhi HC to the Punjab and Haryana HC hours after he had  
directed the police to file cases against politicians accused of   
alleged hate speeches linked to the Delhi riots. In 2022, the colle-
gium recommended his transfer from the Orissa HC to the Ma-
dras HC. It recalled the order in April 2023 after the government’s 
prolonged inaction, but refrained from questioning the Centre. 

While it is unusual for the collegium to acknowledge the 
government’s role in the Sreedharan case, the lack of  reason-
ing makes it harder to determine whether the decision was a 
matter of  prudence or pressure. It shows how sensitive judi-
cial postings remain, especially when judges have handled 
politically charged cases, and how important it is to maintain 
both independence and credibility.

PROGRESSIVE POLICY, 
PREDICTABLE PITFALLS

K
ARNATAKA’S new menstrual leave policy for 2025 is being 
hailed as progressive: a day’s paid leave a month for public 
and private sector workers. In India, where menstruation 
is still shrouded in discomfort and silence, the objective is 
to normalise menstruation in a gender-sensitive work en-

vironment. The policy aims to acknowledge that periods can 
involve pain, fatigue, and hygiene issues and create a workplace 
that doesn’t pretend otherwise. Chief  Minister Siddaramaiah 
called it “a step towards a more humane, understanding, and 
inclusive workplace”. Karnataka is no pioneer. Bihar imple-
mented its two-day leave policy in 1992. Kerala gives women 
workers in government ITIs two days’ leave a month.

However, the feel-good language deserves pressure-testing. 
Other countries introduced menstrual leave long before India. 
Their experience suggests the road ahead is anything but 
smooth. Japan wrote menstrual leave into law in 1947. Surveys 
indicate the uptake is low. Many workers fear it makes them 
appear weak or can impact their careers. In South Korea, too, 
surveys show that some employers quietly discourage using it. 
Women who ask for it are sometimes painted as weak. In the 
UK and Italy, critics argue it reinforces negative stereotypes.

Women in Karnataka have hailed the move. In principle, it 
addresses the absenteeism versus presenteeism debate—that 
employees who are present may not perform to their full po-
tential due to health issues. Many companies already discrimi-
nate against women in pay, roles, and responsibilities; this 
could extend to hiring, as employers might count 12 days of  
additional leave as a loss of  work hours. It could make women 
seeking menstrual leave appear apologetic about male col-
leagues taking their workload, even though it is the employers’ 
responsibility to arrange for lean staff  days. The chauvinistic 
male backlash online in Karnataka shows how quickly the 
conversation can turn regressive, with men complaining of  
extra work or that women are becoming a “liability”.

Moreover, the policy speaks to the organised workforce. It 
does not cover the unorganised section of  women who often 
work through pain with no safety net. And implementation? 
Who will ensure compliance? What happens when employers 
quietly penalise women for availing the leave? If  Karnataka 
wants to avoid repeating international mistakes, it must go 
beyond symbolism. Flexibility, including work-from-home 
options where possible, and enforceable protections against 
discrimination are basic requirements.

Q U I C K  TA K E

HAZY AGE FILTERS

META’S latest move to protect teens on Instagram uses age 
prediction technology to automatically apply PG-13-style 
content restrictions. It may be proactive as projected, but 

not proper. Collecting and analysing children’s online behav-
iour can be argued as amounting to the profiling of  minors 
without explicit consent. This can overstep legal and ethical 
boundaries and risk undermining family autonomy over what 
children see. Overreliance on preset restrictions might make 
it harder for parents to intervene in nuanced cases. While 
Meta frames this as a safety feature, in reality, the company, 
rather than parents, decides what is “age-appropriate”. True 
protection requires transparency, consent, and meaningful 
control for families, balancing protection and privacy.
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Tomahawk tickle
Ref: Time for diplomacy to end Ukraine 
war, ease oil  pain (Oct 18). Trump eyeing 
the Tomahawk missile deal with Ukraine is 
disturbing, as arms race will  not end the war 
but only aggravate the situation. If  the war 
ends, good diplomacy can only smoothen the 
current global trade upheaval. 
D Sethuraman, Chennai 
 
Juxtaposing jumbos 
Ref: Protect elephants for a healthier 
ecosystem (Oct 18). As aptly emphasised, 
governments, state and Centre alike through 
all  possible legislation. The country’s wild 
heritage, health of its lands, and the beauty 
forests—all depend upon our delicate 
wildlife. I  have strong hopes that the nation 
can rise together for our jumbos too, as they 
did for stray dogs.
Kalaimani K, Chennai

Census challenges
Ref: Census system test for first phase  
from Nov 10 (Oct 18). The challenges faced 
by a census enumerator in house numbering, 
houselisting, and in the collection of data  
in sprawling metropolitan cities like 
Chennai, Madurai and Coimbatore will  be 
different from those in rural and forest 
areas. The Census pre-test could therefore 
include sample areas from these cities as 
well to get better on-field feedback. 
N Rama Rao, email

Breached trust
Ref: Sabarimala gold row (Oct 18). When 
protectors of revered places of worship turn 
into perpetrators, it  is a severe breach of 
trust and a travesty of faith. Such deplorable 
acts may have temporarily taken some shine 
off the holy shrine, but do not bereave it  
of its impeccable sanctity.   
Biju C Mathew, Thiruvananthapuram

BSNL perseveres
Ref: BSNL showing signs of revival (Oct 18). 
The agency can bounce back to its glory 
if  there is determination. Presently, the 
BSNL presumably adds to its customer base 
mainly because of its wider network and 
less expensive packages, though a lack of 
adequate signal strengths are often issues.  
Jiji Panicker K, email

New heights
Ref: Rajnath praises ‘self-reliance’ (Oct 18). 
The void created by the decommissioned 
‘flying coffins’, MiG-21s, are now ready to be 
filled by our own homegrown cutting-edge 
components. Now there will  only be ‘shining 
stars’ ruling the Indian skies.  
Indra Getzy David, Tirunelveli

Peoples will be as before, the sheep 
sent to the slaughterhouses or to the 
meadows as it pleases the shepherds

Henri La 
Fontaine

H
SONG FOR THE DIWALI GLOW

This Diwali, a wish for people  
of all faiths could be a song by  
the Kanchi Paramacharya that  
M S Subbulakshmi memorably 
sang at the UN General Assembly in 
1966. It says, ‘Cultivate friendship 
and humility, which will conquer 
the hearts of everyone’ 

FAITHLINE

ELANGANA Chief  Minister 
Revanth Reddy recently  
commissioned Bharat Future 
City (BFC), next to present-day  
Hyderabad—aimed to be a “net 
zero smart city” that will “mir-
ror New York and Tokyo”. This 

is a laudable mission. However, sceptics 
would say that the entire objective of   
developing new cities in India is to cre-
ate opportunities for rent-seeking. Live-
ability is only a marketing concern.

This is certainly true of  all metropoli-
tan cities that have grown in India  
in recent times. Pollution, chaotic traf-
fic, appalling sanitation and garbage 
control, distressed housing conditions, 
and general ugliness are hallmarks of  
contemporary Indian cities. 

The main wealth generator in any city 
is real estate appreciation, marked by the 
regular conversion of  agricultural land 
for non-agricultural use, with the attend-
ant corruption benefits to bureaucrats 
and politicians, and the largely unac-
counted and untaxed capital gains from 
increase in land and property values, 
apart from infrastructure and liquor con-
tracts. This is especially so in all penin-
sular cities where economic success has 
magnified this terribly unproductive ac-
cumulation. It is little wonder that Hy-
derabad’s gold and jewellery shops, being 
vehicles to hold unaccountable and ill-
gotten wealth, outnumber other modern 
establishments. Bengaluru, Chennai, 
and Kochi are not far behind.

But I do not think that the Telangana 
CM is impelled solely by rent-seeking 
motives. He has articulated a clear vi-
sion for a better sort of  city. His interven-
tions to protect Hyderabad’s lakes reflect 
a genuine willingness to put political 
capital behind the cause of  a better ur-
ban future. But I must strike some notes 
of  caution which he must be mindful of  
and not get carried away, like many be-
fore him, by boastful future talk and an 
obsession with technical parameters.

First, who will execute the project? BFC 
is to be developed the time-honoured way, 
by an unelected development authority 
and an IAS-headed infrastructure corpora-
tion. It is common knowledge that, across 
India, such authorities chiefly engage  
in rent-seeking and are appalling at main-
taining and prioritising the built environ-
ment and sustainability. For such quangos, 
capital expenditure is good as it brings  
a stream of  rent-seeking benefits. Mainte-
nance is low priority and service delivery 
is incidental. The result is the contempo-
rary Indian city—poorly planned, une-
qual, and invested in rent-seeking. 

Second, the same pool of  people who 

have made a mess of  Hyderabad will be 
tasked to execute BFC—the civil service, 
with IAS and IPS officers (for some rea-
son, policemen in Telangana are consid-
ered transport and infrastructure ex-
perts) at the helm. This will only replicate 
the myriad troubles that Hyderabad fac-
es, since these officers live in a gated 
world cut off  from common urban citi-
zens. They have zero expertise and ter-
rible track record in creating world-class 
anything, except junkets to Davos.

To give just one example, the Telan-
gana electricity distribution company 
has a hardworking workforce and no 
shortage of  equipment. But due to sub-
standard procurement and a manage-
ment content with mediocre perform-
ance measured against the yardstick of  
Bihar or Uttar Pradesh, electricity goes 

off  for 5-30 minutes once or twice daily 
in every neighbourhood except the resi-
dences of  the CM and the governor.

This does not happen in any city 
worth the name—forget New York, not 
even in Bangkok, Johannesburg or Is-
tanbul! Yet, it is normalised by a leader-
ship that is accepting of  mediocrity, 
whose parameter of  success is “better 
than Bihar”. How can such mediocre 
leaders, even if  not corrupt, be entrust-
ed with an excellence-seeking project?

Gated communities are popular in 
Indian metros because they offer things 
that are unavailable to the general citi-
zenry—roads to walk on, green areas, 
backup power, and water supply. Walk 
out of  these communities and you see a 
Hyderabad with almost no walkable 
pavements, rubbish overflowing on the 

streets, unnecessary water puddles, 
and power supply failures. 

If  BFS is to be the envy of  New York, 
will this sort of  basic stuff  be universally 
available? What then will happen to the 
existing capital of  Telangana? Will its 
standards rise to meet that of  the new city? 
Who will do this? The same Hyderabad ad-
ministration that is failing to do so now? 

If  the intention is to build BFS as a 
gated community, then, learning from 
Gachibowli and the financial district, 
the mediocrity problem does not go 
away. Will denizens of  the new city will 
be people like us, who throw rubbish on 
the streets, are indifferent to noise pol-
lution and building laws, do not follow 
traffic rules and drive like maniacs? 
Will BFS abolish caste and ethnic ghet-
tos? Or will people like us Hyderabadis 
be excluded altogether from BFS, which 
will be populated, serviced and staffed 
by people from Japan and the US?

The point is simple. Just as Cyberabad 
has degenerated, BFS will be no automat-
ic paradise. Urban planning has to focus 
less on rent-seeking and more on 100 per-
cent service delivery—to commit to excel-
lence rather than relatively superior me-
diocrity. Political leaders and social 
movements (not babus and policemen) 
will have to do what government cannot—
foster a rules-based traffic system (learn 
from Mumbai and enforce helmets, for a 
start), social consciousness about rub-
bish disposal and spitting, 24/7 electricity 
and water supply, pavements to walk on, 
and other such things that are markers of  
excellence—not large, ugly, shiny high-
rises, flyovers that flood whenever it 
rains, and vaastu-compliant villas.

The metric of  success for BFS will be 
a transformed present-day Hyderabad—
from Barkas to Gachibowli—with walk-
able pavements, universal power and 
water supply, decongested and law-abid-
ing traffic, and enforced building and 
zoning regulations. No city in the world—
think New York, Tokyo, Shanghai, Istan-
bul—has expanded successfully before
fixing the existing urban space.

CM Revanth Reddy garu, I believe 
that you genuinely want to make your 
mark on history. But for this, you need 
to deliver in the Hyderabad you current-
ly govern before ‘lotus eating’ about 
new satellites. You have the drive and 
the political mandate to do this. Do not 
make the same mistake as those before 
you and buy the technocratic hype that 
the bureaucrat-consultant ecosystem, 
hungry for new sources of  extractive 
wealth accumulation, is feeding you. 

(Views are personal)
(rathin100@gmail.com)

T HOW NOT TO BUILD
ANOTHER UGLY CITY
ON SHINY PROMISES

RATHIN ROY Distinguished professor at Kautilya School of Public 
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 Hopes for Bharat Future City, Hyderabad’s planned satellite, are dim 
if the same incompetent bureaucrats and rent-seekers build it.  

The govt should first improve the facilities in Hyderabad
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rise in m-cap of seven of 
the top-10 most valued 
companies last week, as 
per the exchange data

T
HERE are warning 
signs all around. De-
spite trade wars and 
geopolitical ten-
sions, the relative 
calm in asset prices 
is disturbing. Equity 

assets and gold prices do not 
rally or fall in tandem. The 
dramatic surge in gold prices 
over the past year indicates a 
risk in financial markets. It is 
not just gold. The precious 
metal pack is surging. Silver 
prices are surging, too. If  you 
hear some prominent voices 
in the world of  global finance, 
we are witnessing a lull be-
fore a storm. 

Gita Gopinath, a renowned 
economist who recently 
stepped down from the Inter-
national Monetary Fund, 
warned in an article in the 
Economist magazine that glo-
bal equity investments in fi-
nancial markets are concen-
trated in a few US stocks. Any 
sharp selloff  in America 
could trigger a global selloff  
that could wipe off  trillions 
of  dollars in value. 

In another statement, 
Jamie Dimon, who heads J P 
Morgan, the biggest bank in 
the United States, predicted a 
‘serious’ market correction. 
Heargued that the US has be-
come a less reliable partner 
for other countries in the 
world.  In the latest Financial 
Stability Report, the Inter-
national Monetary Fund 
warned that there was a sig-
nificant increase in the 
chance of  a ‘disorderly’ mar-
ket correction. 

Despite all those warnings, 
money found way into mar-
kets like Hong Kong, China, 
Korea and Japan. US markets 
continue to scale new peaks 
and trade at record highs. 
Most pundits have high-
lighted the risk of  infla-
tion in rich countries.

On the other side, 
macro-economic fundamen-
tals in India have never been 
so strong. The country’s fi-
nances are relatively more 

stable than those of  most oth-
er middle-income countries. 
The IMF has expressed opti-
mism by raising India’s 
growth forecast for the year 
2025-26. Corporate profitabil-
ity is improving with every 
quarter. Businesses have 
strong balance sheets, and 
companies in the IT services 
sector are offering buybacks 
and bonus shares to inves-
tors. Despite the positive sen-
timent, foreign portfolio in-
vestors remain cautious. 
They pulled out close to $15bn 
from Indian equities in 2024-
25. In the current fiscal year, 
they have pulled out just un-
der $3bn from Indian equi-
ties. Domestic investors con-
tinue to support Indian 

equities with monthly inflows 
staying strong. 

What it means to you
It seems that India’s manag-
ers of  fiscal and monetary 
policy have managed to tame 
inflation. It is your biggest en-
emy when it comes to your 
money. If  inflation remains 
under control, interest rates 
will stay stable or decrease. 
That allows businesses to bor-
row more money and expand 
their operation. However, 
there are a few signs that the 
private sector borrowing is 
surging for expansion. The 
capital expenditure needed to 
boost domestic consumption 
is led mainly by the govern-
ment. Salaries in urban areas 
continue to languish, and 
there is no surge in urban 
consumption. 

Anand Rathi Wealth is a 
listed company in wealth 
management. In the recent 
conference call, they told ana-
lysts that the probability of  a 
catastrophic fall in the Indian 
equity markets is low, as tech-
nical market indicators (they 
listed several, like margin 
funding book size and short-
sell positions) do not show 
signs of  a sell-off. With close 
to Rs 30,000 crore flowing into 
monthly systematic invest-
ment plans, investors do not 
expect share prices to fall 
sharply in India even if  there 
is a sell-off  elsewhere. How-
ever, as an individual, there is 
no harm in erring on the side 

of  caution. As a salaried 
person, you should contin-
ue with your systematic in-

vestments. The asset alloca-
tion can shift  towards 
multi-asset funds rather than 
multi-cap funds. For those in-
vesting directly, you may 
want to increase cash hold-
ings in your portfolio. Any 
significant market reaction 
could present an opportunity 
to buy low. If  you are new to 
the world of  investing, you 
may want to spend time on 
learning and reading up. 

‘Deposit rate reduction  
by 70-80 bps will ease 
margin pressure in H2’

I N  C O N V E R S A T I O N

ASHOK CHANDRA
Managing director and chief executive, Punjab National Bank 

WHY YOU NEED TO BUILD  
A WAR CHEST NOW

M O N E Y  M A T T E R S

C
LEANING an invest-
ment portfolio refers to 
reviewing, reorganis-
ing, and optimising in-
vestments to align with 
your financial goals, 
risk tolerance, and cur-

rent market conditions. This in-
volves rebalancing—buying or 
selling assets to restore your de-
sired asset allocation—while 
eliminating underperformers, 
reducing redundancy, and mini-
mising costs. For a diverse port-
folio, the process ensures diver-
sification, manages risk, and 
improves long-term perform-
ance. It’s not a one-time event 
but should be done periodically, 
such as annually or when  
allocations drift by 5-10%. One  
important part of  the cleaning 
process is to involve your family 
in the process. 

Key steps to clean portfolio: 
Assess Your Current Holdings: 
List all assets, their values, and 
percentages in your portfolio. 
Calculate your overall asset al-
location (e.g., 40% equities, 20% 
real estate, 15% fixed income). 

Define goals, risk profile: 
Revisit your investment objec-
tives (retirement, education, 
wealth preservation). Consider 
your age, income, time horizon, 
tax status, and risk appetite.  

Evaluate performance: 
Compare each asset’s returns 
against benchmarks (Nifty 50 
for equities). Identify laggards, 
high-fee investments, or those 
no longer fitting your strategy. 
For illiquid assets like physical 

realty, factor in ongoing costs.
Rebalance: Sell over-allocat-

ed assets and buy under-allo-
cated ones. 

Execute changes: Prioritise 
tax-efficient moves like using 
tax-loss harvesting, gifting mu-
tual funds to parents or chil-
dren. Consult a financial advi-
sor or tax expert, the changes in 
taxation is not easy to track! 

Monitor and repeat: Set re-
minders for future reviews. Au-
tomate where possible, like 
through systematic investment 
plans (SIPs) in mutual funds.

Key Considerations - Di-
versification: Avoid over-con-
centration in one asset class or 
sector. For example, if  real es-
tate dominates, add REITs or 
InvITs for liquidity without di-
rect ownership hassles. Gold or 
silver has appreciated hugely 
in the past few years.

Risk and Volatility: Equi-
ties, gold and realty can fluctu-
ate; FDs offer stability but low-
er returns. Balance based on 
your tolerance—aim for a mix 
where no single asset exceeds 
20-30%. Check with your family 
about their comfort level too.

Liquidity needs: Real estate 
is hard to sell quickly; priori-
tise liquid assets like equities 
or MFs for emergencies.

Costs and fees: Watch trans-
action fees, exit loads in MFs, 
or management fees in REITs/
InvITs. Rebalancing too fre-
quently can erode gains.

Taxes: Short-term gains (un-
der 1-year for equities) are taxed 
at 20%, while FDs interest is 
added to income. Use tax-advan-
taged accounts like ELSS MF.

Inflation and market con-
ditions: Ensure returns beat 
inflation (5-6% in India). In ris-
ing interest rate environments, 
fixed deposits may shine; in 
bull markets, equities.

Professional Advice: If  
your portfolio is complex, con-
sult a SEBI-registered advisor 
to avoid biases or errors.

Sell underperforming prop-
erties (e.g., low occupancy); re-
invest proceeds in liquid alter-
natives like REITs.

DIWALI CLEANING 
OF YOUR PORTFOLIO 

M O N E Y - W I S E

UNJAB National Bank (PNB) reported strong second 
quarter numbers, with a 14% jump in net profit, robust 
business growth and sharp improvement in asset quality. 
The bank’s MD and CEO, Ashok Chandra, spoke to  
Dipak Mondal and provided insights into the key growth 
drivers, and addressed key concern areas like flat net in-
terest income (NII) and margin pressure. Excerpts:

Your net profit grew by 14%, but NII remained flat while 
asset quality improved significantly. What were the main 
drivers this quarter?
Retail, agriculture, and MSME have played an important role. We 
have activated our 10,200 branches — the second-largest network 
in the country — and business should come from there, which has 
now started. Retail grew by 18.1%, agriculture by 13%, and MSME 
by 18.6%. This gives us confidence that credit growth is on track. 
Our corporate loan book also showed a year-on-year growth of  
7.9% and a quarter-on-quarter growth of  3%. Our sanctioned cor-
porate loan book has increased to `1.78 lakh crore. All this put 
together, I see good loan growth happening for the bank.

NII remained flat compared to last year. What is the reason?
One important factor is the rate cut. A 100+ basis point cut im-
pacted this quarter fully, whereas in Q1, it was only for a part of  
the quarter. The repricing of  deposits is happening now. We had 
special deposit schemes at 7.25% and 7.75% that are now maturing 
and being repriced at 6.4% and 6.5%. We have reduced fixed de-
posit rates by around 70-80 basis points. The full impact of  this 
will be seen in Q3 and Q4. We expect a 5-7 bps improvement in NIM 
in Q3 and a 10-15bps improvement in Q4.

How much of  your deposits have 
been repriced so far? Will you be 
able to pass on the full 100 basis 
point rate cut to depositors?
Around 40% to 50% of  deposits have been 
repriced. The remainder will take some 
time in this quarter and Q4. 

Passing on the full 100 basis point cut 
will be a challenge. We have to be mindful 
of  depositor preferences and market com-
petition. We can’t offer 7.25% for 400 days 
and then drop it to 6.25% immediately; 
that will take time. However, with the re-
pricing to 6.4% and 6.5%, a 70-80 basis 
point reduction is happening. We have 
also reduced the Savings Bank (SB) inter-
est rate, which is a significant component for us. All these impacts 
will be visible in the coming quarters.

Has reducing the savings bank interest rate impacted your 
CASA ratio, which is now around 37% vs 39% previously? 
What is your CASA guidance for FY26?
In the June quarter, we were down to 36.69%. This quarter, we 
have come up, with a quarter-on-quarter growth of  2.2%. We have 
mobilised over 18,000 crore in individual savings accounts after 
revamping our schemes. We are aiming for at least 38% by the end 
of  this financial year. There are challenges, but the initiatives and 
digital footprint we have created are giving good results.

Your Net Interest Margin (NIM) fell by almost 30 basis 
points. Could you have done better?
The bank has done what was possible. We knew there were chal-
lenges, but we held on—the global NIM fell from 2.70% to 2.60%, 
but our domestic NIM is better at 2.72%. 49% of  our portfolio is 
External Benchmark Linked (EBR), and we have to pass on rate 
cuts immediately, which we have done. The NIM pressure has now 
happened, and going forward, it has to go up.

Asset quality improved by about 100 basis points. What 
steps did you take?
We had very good recoveries this quarter—`3,980 crore (almost 
`4,000 crore). For the last one and a half  years, our quarter-on-
quarter recovery has been higher than slippages. A lot of  effort 
is going into recovery, and I am confident we will achieve the guid-
ance of  `16,000 crore in recovery for the year.

P

The repricing  
of deposits is 
happening now. 
We had special 
deposit schemes 
at 7.25% and 
7.75% that are 
now maturing and 
being repriced at 
6.4% and 6.5%

P U S H P I TA  D E Y  @ New Delhi

THE recent changes to the 
Employees’ Provident Fund 
Organisation (EPFO) rules, 
which now mandate a 25% 
minimum balance and a wait-
ing period of  one year before 
withdrawal, have created con-
fusion among the salaried and 
also drawn criticisms from 
the opposition parties. 

However, the government 
released a fact sheet to simpli-
fy the regulations for the 
masses and clarify the confu-
sion around the same. One of  
the major points of  doubt was 
that 25% of  the employees’ ac-
cumulated sum had been 
locked and withdrawal has 
been restricted for a year, 
which was previously restrict-
ed for two months. 

“Earlier, there were 13 dif-
ferent categories with numer-
ous conditions under which 

money used to get locked. 
These have now been com-
pletely simplified into one 
uniform provision, making it 
much easier to withdraw mon-
ey without any documenta-
tion,” said labour ministry in 
a statement. 

Similarly, the rationale be-
hind keeping the buffer of  
25% is that to ensure “high 
rate of  interest offered by 
EPFO (presently 8.25% per  
annum), along with com-
pounding benefits to accumu-
late a high value retirement 
corpus.”

Pankaj Mathpal, MD and 
CEO of  Optima Money, ex-
plained that this move has 
been deliberately taken to en-
sure that the salaried individ-
uals are not tempted to with-
draw the money only a couple 
of  months of  unemployment, 
as that will hinder their finan-
cial safety net. 

“There were instances  
before when an individual 
withdrew the money within a 
couple of  months, being un-
employed, and he/she joined a 
new job in the third or fourth 
month,” added Mathpal. 

However, apart from unem-
ployment, for any other emer-
gencies like medical urgencies 
or marriage or education for 

the salaried people, the with-
drawal regulations have been 
simplified, and also the wait-
ing period has been minimised 
or removed.

The ministry clarified in  
its release that in almost all 
cases, the withdrawal limits 
have only been increased — 
whether in terms of  
amount or frequency. 
Earlier, withdrawal for 
marriage or house 
purchase was allowed 
only after 5–7 years; 
now it can  be done af-
ter just one year.

Withdrawal limits for edu-
cation or illness have also 
been made more flexible. Ad-
ditionally, in any special cir-
cumstances or emergencies, 
the full eligible amount can be 
withdrawn up to twice a year 
without any questions asked.

Another area of  criticism 
was the changes in the pen-

sion benefits. Under the new 
rule, the timeline for final pen-
sion withdrawal has gone up 
from two months to 36 months, 
and this has been particularly 
concerning in the case of  the 
death of  the individual.

Previously, for the death of  
an employee during service 

tenure, the family was eli-
gible for a pension if  
the member had com-
pleted at least 10 years 
of  contributory serv-
ice. If  the member dies 

before completing 10 
years, the family pension 

is not applicable, but the nomi-
nee can claim the accumulat-
ed EPF amount. 

Now, even if  the contribu-
tion period is for a year, then 
in case of  the sudden demise 
of  the individual, the family 
will receive the pension, ei-
ther as widow’s pension or 
children’s pension or both.

Changes in employees’ PF rules explained
Rationale behind keeping 25% of accumulated sum locked is to ensure a retirement corpus, says labour ministry
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Emirates NBD to buy 60% in RBL Bank for $3 bn
E N S  E C O N O M I C  B U R E A U  @ New Delhi

IN one of  the largest-ever FDI 
in Indian financial services 
sector, UAE-based Emirates 
NBD Bank and RBL Bank Lim-
ited has announced that their 
respective Boards have ap-
proved definitive agreements 
for ENBD to acquire a control-
ling stake in RBL Bank through 
a primary capital infusion of  
about  $3 billion (`26,850 cr).

This landmark transaction 
sets multiple records, establish-
ing itself  as the largest ever for-
eign direct investment (FDI) in 
the Indian financial services 
sector. This is also the largest 
ever equity fund raise in the In-
dian banking sector, and is first 
acquisition of  a majority inter-
est in a profitable Indian bank 
by a foreign bank.

The investment will be exe-
cuted through a preferential 
issue of  new shares, giving 

ENBD up to a 60% stake in RBL 
Bank. In accordance with In-
dian securities regulations, 
ENBD will also make a manda-
tory open offer to public share-
holders to acquire up to a fur-
ther 26% stake.

Emirates NBD is a leading 
banking group in the Middle-
east and North Africa region 
with presence in 13 countries, 
serving over 9 million custom-

ers. It is listed on the Dubai Fi-
nancial Market with a market 
capitalization of  approximate-
ly $43 billion as of  October 15, 
2025. The Government of  Du-
bai holds a 56% stake in the 
bank. RBL Bank, on the other 
hand is a listed private sector 
bank in India with a legacy of  
over 80 years. It serves over 15 
million customers through a 
network of  564 branches and a 

strong digital  payments 
ecosystem.

The partnership aims to cre-
ate a powerful financial institu-
tion by combining ENBD’s ro-
b u s t  c a p i t a l  b a s e  a n d 
international reach with RBL 
Bank’s deep-rooted presence 
and extensive distribution net-
work across India. The massive 
capital infusion is expected 
to significantly strength-
en RBL Bank’s balance 
sheet, enhance its Tier-
1 capital ratio, and pro-
vide long-term growth 
capital to deepen its de-
posit franchise and ex-
pand its branch network.

The Boards of  both banks 
have also approved the subse-
quent amalgamation of  ENBD’s 
existing India branches with 
RBL Bank, as required by the 
Reserve Bank of  India (RBI). 
This will create a unified, 
stronger entity.

“Our investment in RBL 
Bank is a testament to our con-
fidence in India’s vibrant and 
expanding economy. This stra-
tegic alignment brings together 
RBL Bank’s growing domestic 
franchise with Emirates NBD’s 
regional reach and financial 
expertise, creating a unique 
platform for growth and inno-

vation,” said Shayne Nel-
son, Group CEO of  Emir-

ates NBD.
R Subramaniaku-

mar, Managing Direc-
tor & CEO of  RBL 

Bank, added: “Welcom-
ing ENBD as our new 

strategic partner is a sig-
nificant milestone for the 
Bank. This partnership se-
cures a robust and globally re-
spected anchor shareholder, 
providing a strong capital base 
for our future. We are excited 
about the synergies this alli-
ance will create.”

E N S  E C O N O M I C  B U R E A U  @ New Delhi

ETERNAL Limited, the com-
pany formerly known as Zoma-
to Limited, disclosed in a regu-
latory filing on Saturday that it 
has received a significant goods 
and services tax (GST) demand 
order totalling about ̀ 128.35 
crore from tax authori-
ties in Uttar Pradesh.

The order, issued by 
the Deputy Commis-
sioner of  State Tax in 
Lucknow, comprises a 
GST demand of  `64.17 
crore for the period April 
2023 to March 2024, along with 
an equivalent penalty of  `64.17 
crore. The demand also includes 
applicable interest on the out-
standing amount. As per the fil-
ing with the BSE and the NSE, 
the order was passed under Sec-
tion 74 of  the Central GST and 

Uttar Pradesh GST Acts. The 
tax authority has alleged “short 
payment of  output tax and ex-
cess availment of  input tax 
credit” by the company.

In its disclosure, Eternal ex-
pressed confidence in its legal 
position and announced its in-

tention to fight the order. 
“We believe we have a 

strong case on merits 
and the company will 
be filing an appeal 
against the order before 
the appropriate author-

ity,” it stated. The food de-
livery and restaurant aggre-

gator platform, rebranded from 
Zomato to Eternal earlier, as-
sured investors that it doesn’t 
expect financial impact from 
this development. This suggests 
the company is confident of  ob-
taining a favourable outcome in 
the appellate process.

Zomato parent co Eternal 
gets `128 cr GST demand
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MOHD HASSAN PASHA

W
omen em-
powerment 
in Ladakh 
is an impor-
tant issue 

that needs to be addressed 
in order to promote gender 
equality and give women 
the opportunity to fully par-
ticipate in the social, eco-
nomic, and political devel-
opment of the region.

Ladakh is a high-altitude 
region in the northern In-
dian state, known for its 
unique culture, stunning 
landscapes, Muslim and 
Buddhist traditions. How-
ever, like many other parts 
of India, Ladakh has a long 
history of gender inequali-
ty, with women often facing 
discrimination and social 
barriers that limit their op-
portunities and rights.

One major challenge fac-
ing women in Ladakh is the 
traditional gender roles that 

often assign women to do-
mestic and caregiving roles, 
while men are expected to 
be the breadwinners. This 
can lead to a lack of educa-
tion and economic oppor-
tunities for women, as well 
as limited decision-making 
power within their house-
holds and communities.

In recent years, there 
have been efforts to address 
these issues and promote 
women’s empowerment in 
Ladakh. For example, many 
organizations and NGOs 
have been working to pro-
vide education and voca-
tional training to women, as 
well as to raise awareness 
about gender equality and 
the importance of women’s 
rights.

In addition, there have 
been initiatives to increase 
the participation of women 
in the workforce and to pro-
vide support for women-led 
businesses. This can help to 
break down traditional gen-

der roles and give women 
the opportunity to contrib-
ute to the economic devel-
opment of the region.

Finally, it is important 
to ensure that women have 
access to healthcare and 
other essential services, in-
cluding reproductive health 
care and maternal health 
care. This can help to im-
prove the overall health and 
well-being of women in La-
dakh and reduce the gender 
gap in health outcomes.

Overall, women empow-
erment in Ladakh requires 
a multi-faceted approach 
that addresses the social, 
economic, and political 
barriers facing women in 
the region. By working 
together and supporting 
initiatives that empower 
women, we can help to cre-
ate a more equal and just 
society for all.

—The writer is a political 
activist from Kargil
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Psychological Impact and Role of 
Mental Health during Epidemics

 The patients confirmed 
or suspected become 

fearful when they 
see medical staff in 

spacesuits whose faces 
they cannot see. The 

wait for test results is 
accompanied by severe 

anxiety and if the disease 
is confirmed, then 

waiting for the recovery 
aggravates this anxiety. 

Individuals who are 
quarantined, even if they 

never become infected, 
can suffer profound 

mental health issues that 
last long past the end of 

their quarantine.

 People often do not understand or do not agree with the 
information provided by authorities and experts. As the 
community centres, schools, workplaces are shut in the 

attempt to stop the transmission of the infection and even 
smaller social interactions, such as visiting the home of 
a friend, cease for fear of transmitting the disease, this 

snapping of social support and communication may lead to 
outrages and fear.

DR AJAZ AHMAD SUHAFF

W
e are continuously being tested by 
the unpredictable powers of na-
ture. New threats to human health 
emerge often without warning in 

our environment. Infectious diseases have in-
creased over the past century due to increased 
global travel, urbanisation, and exploitation of 
the natural environment. Initially there is un-
certainty about the nature, spread, and impact 
of an infectious outbreak that may lead to epi-
demics and pandemics. 

An epidemic is defined as a widespread 
occurrence of an infectious or non-infectious 
disease in a community at a particular time. 
Pandemics are large-scale outbreaks of in-
fectious disease that spread over a wide geo-
graphic area and greatly increase morbidity 
and mortality. Pandemics can create fear and 
erratic behaviour among people and this of-
ten leads to emotional distress, even among 
those who have not been directly exposed 
to the disease. All pandemics of infectious 
disease potentially affect people of all age 
groups. Infectious outbreaks have shaped the 
psyche of humanity since ages and affect hu-
man beings in different ways and cause sig-
nificant health, economic, social, and politi-
cal disruption.

A society that experiences a pandemic 
show many signs of individual and collective 
panic. There is chaos and confusion regard-
ing why the disease has occurred, its contain-
ing strategies, and the fear as well as social 
implications associated with it. As the threat 
of infectious outbreak grows, people start 
collecting or hoarding masks, sanitisers, an-
tiseptics and other medical supplies because 
of the fear of contagion. In such a situation 
the safety and normal functioning of the com-
munity is threatened. People avoid going to 
public places like schools, colleges, markets, 
and to public gatherings. Societies are caught 
up in an extraordinary emotional confusion 
which seems at least for a time to be beyond 
anyone's control. 

Recent outbreak of novel coronavirus 
worldwide is creating a similar worry. To 
control its infectious spread is a very complex 
task, where sets of measures need to be put 

in place and coordinated at local, national 
and international levels. The most important 
strategies to reduce the spread of infection 
are: reduce transmission of infection by regu-
lar handwashing, cough and sneeze etiquette, 
and social distancing.

Infectious pandemics also affect mental 
health. Psychosocial impact can exceed the 
management capacity of the affected popula-
tion. Increase in the incidence of mental disor-
ders and emotional manifestations depends on 
the magnitude of the epidemic and the vulner-
ability of the population. Older persons and 
children may be more vulnerable than young 
people. The patients confirmed or suspected 
become fearful when they see medical staff in 
spacesuits whose faces they cannot see. The 
wait for test results is accompanied by severe 
anxiety and if the disease is confirmed, then 
waiting for the recovery aggravates this anxi-
ety. Individuals who are quarantined, even 
if they never become infected, can suffer pro-
found mental health issues that last long past 
the end of their quarantine. Anger outburst is 
another issue among due to abrupt breakdown 
of social support structures when they are need-
ed the most, leaving individuals feeling isolated 
and vulnerable. People often do not understand 
or do not agree with the information provided 
by authorities and experts. As the community 

centres, schools, workplaces are shut in the at-
tempt to stop the transmission of the infection 
and even smaller social interactions, such as 
visiting the home of a friend, cease for fear of 
transmitting the disease, this snapping of so-
cial support and communication may lead to 
outrages and fear. The psychological injuries 
sustained by people during epidemics include 
feelings of rejection, loneliness, alienation, etc.

Quarantine of confirmed or suspected 
patients leads to their isolation from socie-
ty. This significantly affects the self-esteem 
of the people. A person starts believing that 
his thoughts, desires, wishes and most im-
portantly his life does not matter to any-
one, even if it is not the case in reality. The 
most frequent immediate mental disorders 
in survivors are depressive episodes and 
transient acute stress reactions and occa-
sionally, an increase in violent behaviour. 
Late effects that have been reported include 
pathological grief, depression, adjustment 
disorders, post-traumatic stress disorder, 
generalised fear, and anxiety.

Psychosocial intervention is need of the 
hour not only during the outbreak but also after 
the epidemic. Integrating mental health inter-
ventions within the framework of public health 
epidemic preparedness measures, the training 
and the supervision of workers to provide psy-
chosocial support and mental health care may 
give better results in controlling an epidemic 
as well as ensuring effective changes in behav-
ioural patterns. Mental health services should 
not be limited to those who are directly affected 

but they must encompass a much broader area 
of specialised services including humanitarian 
aid, counselling for the population affected and 
at-risk groups. Even survivors will need pro-
longed mental health care when facing the task 
of rebuilding their lives. 

It is the responsibility of mental health pro-
fessionals along with other medical profession-
als to communicate awareness about the risk 
factors to the population. More emphasis should 
be given on vulnerable groups and finding peo-
ple with serious distress reactions and attend-
ing to them first. Mental health professionals 
should also look after their own physical and 
mental well-being during disease outbreak. 
Even if they communicate from a distance be-
cause of safety precautions, patients should feel 
that they are being heard with full attention to 
provide the best care possible. Patients should 
be educated to cope with problems. Respect pri-
vacy and keep personal details of the person’s 
story confidential. Behave appropriately by 
considering the person’s culture, age and gen-
der. Doctors and other medical staff are likely 
to experience severe mental distress during 
and after the emergency tasks are completed. 
Mental health care should be provided with 
care and a sense of responsibility. Professionals 
should not make any false promises or give false 
information but make people aware of what has 
happened, understand it, overcome it and re-
build their life.

—Dr Suhaff is Senior Resident, Department 
of Psychiatry, SKIMS Medical College Bemina

What now for Farooq?

AG NOORANI

O
n March 13, Dr Farooq Abdullah was 
released from detention. Earlier on 
Feb 12, A.S. Dulat met Farooq. His 
visit was cleared by the Indian gov-

ernment and was facilitated by the Intelligence 
Bureau. Dulat and Farooq go a long way back. 
Dulat joined the Indian Police Service in 1965 
and was deputed to the IB. He was posted to 
Kashmir in 1988 and headed the IB’s Kashmiri 
operation group during the insurgency. He rose 
to head RAW from 1992-2000 and later joined 
prime minister Vajpayee’s office in 2000. In 
Kashmir, his task was “to keep Farooq Abdul-
lah in good humour”. Farooq told him he was 
“like a brother” to him. Dulat knew everybody 
in Kashmir who mattered except Syed Ali Shah 
Geelani. Besides, he has extensive contracts in 
Pakistan and has co-authored a book with for-
mer ISI chief Asad Durrani.

The day after Farooq’s release, Dulat said 
in a press interview that while he himself 
was fully committed to India and brought up 
his children in the same way, now he did not 
know how to answer questions his grandchil-
dren may ask.

Farooq’s prime worry should be how to 
face the existential threat that Narendra 
Modi’s regime poses to Kashmir. Holidays to 
mark Shaikh Abdullah’s birthday and Free-
dom Day are gone. The iconic Sher-i-Kashmir 
International Convention Centre, named 
after Shaikh sahib, has had ‘Sher’ dropped 
from its name. Dulat is both an operator and 
conciliator. He candidly wrote, “[T]he IB was 
a key … to the central government’s hold on 
Kashmir”. The IB has been managing elec-

tions, bribing politicians across the board, 
and manipulating them as well. But he knows 
that the status quo is fragile, which is why he 
publicly stated that he would ask the govern-
ment to start talking to Pakistan.

A new political outfit, the Apni Party, was 
launched in Srinagar on March 8, less than 
a week before Farooq’s release. It comprises 
known pro-Delhi politicians, headed by one 
Altaf Bukhari formerly of Mehbooba’s PDP. 
They met Modi. A statement from the prime 
minister’s office revealed the Modi-Bukhari 
consensus. Bukhari “hailed” the abrogation 
of 370 and 35A. Modi promised him to apply 
central laws to Kashmir in a “fast-moving 
process of political integration”.

Modi outlined the stages of that pro-
gress: first, delimitation of constituencies 
in order to tilt the balance in favour of 
Jammu; next, elections, and “only after that 
would statehood be restored”. No wonder 
that the Congress’ Kashmiri leader called 
this so-called Apni Party an “agency party” 
(read: a plant of the IB). The next day these 
faithfuls met the deputy prime minister 
and home minister Amit Shah. The agenda 
is to bring back Kashmiri Pandits in large 
numbers, and inflate Jammu’s seats in the 
assembly to reduce Kashmiri’s predomi-
nance. Detainees will be freed, internet 
restored, curfew relaxed and Kashmir’s sta-
tus restored “at an early opportunity”.

The fact that this very assurance was 
given repeatedly since Aug 5, 2019, suggests 
that restoration was an integral part of the 
original plan — bring Kashmiris to their 
knees and give them some crumbs to ensure 
that they acquiesced. Amit Shah bluntly told 

Bukhari & Co, “Article 370 is gone; that’s now 
an old story … let’s move ahead of it”. And 
this plan is what Farooq Abdullah, his son 
Omar and all the detained leaders of Kash-
mir are up against. Farooq has been deceived 
more than once; last on the eve of Aug 5 when 
Modi personally assured them that no such 
plan was afoot.

One cannot help suspecting that Dulat’s 
aim was to persuade Farooq Abdullah to ac-
cept the new status quo. But what leverage 
does he have now? The answer is — the people 
of Kashmir. They are waiting for a lead and a 
leadership. He has their work cut out for him 
to revive the process formalised at the all-
party meeting in the Gupkar Declaration at 
his residence on Aug 4, in which “it was unan-
imously resolved that all the parties would be 
united in their resolve to protect and defend 
[the area’s] identity, autonomy and special 
status … against all attacks whatsoever. That 
modification, abrogation of Articles 35A and 
370, unconstitutional delimitation or trifur-
cation … would be an aggression against the 
people of Jammu, Kashmir and Ladakh. … 
The representatives of the political parties re-
solved to remain together and stand united in 
their struggle for safeguarding identity, au-
tonomy and the special status of [Kashmir].” 
Will Farooq Abdullah take the Gupkar route 
or the Dulat route?

The writer is an author and a lawyer based 
in Mumbai

—Courtesy Dawn
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The Invisible 
Influence On Us

MOHAMMAD IMRAN

W
hat a life we would have 
if only we were left to do 
as we pleased! But as we 
grow up, all of a sudden, a 

neither visible nor tangible unknown 
entity arises and begins to exert its in-
visible influence on us.

It shapes our opinions and our be-
haviour. It discourages us from ques-
tioning or debating the beliefs and 
practices of the majority. We begin to 
meet the demands of the collective, the 
society in which we live.

We can say that society has a will of 
its own, an ability to think and act in 
its own right. But what makes it able to 
exert such influence on us is perhaps 
because it is endowed with a higher 
consciousness, because it is composed 
of several of us. 

Our collective consciousness pro-
tects our collective interests by way of 
devising obligations, morals, values, 
and customs. These may force us to do 
jobs that we may not like, in order to 
meet expectations such as financial 
success, social status, gender roles, 
etc. Due to the fear of ostracism, we 
refrain from committing acts that go 
against the collective consensus.

For me, the force that society exerts 
and to a large, even total, degree dictates 
our behaviour, does in fact come from 
you and me. So, if you and I pulled back 
ourselves from it, this collective entity 
and its influence will cease to exist, too.

But no, we will not pull back our-
selves because this entity obliges us to 
experience reality in certain ways and 
not in others. It causes each of us to 
view ourselves as a cultural and social 
object. It creates a moral force that con-
trols us and makes us think, feel and act 
as it wishes. You cannot cross its limits; 
in its higher wisdom it knows how to 
achieve the equilibrium that is its goal.

By way of maintaining this equilib-
rium this collective entity creates a so-
cial structure. Social life appears to us 
as a system of more or less deeply rooted 
habits, values and actions correspond-
ing to the needs of all of us. Some values 

and actions are commands, but most of 
them are habits of obedience. 

If we obey our parents or teachers, 
show respect for elders, refrain from 
smoking, follow customs, etc, it is be-
cause of the internalisation of these 
habits, values and actions. This does not 
mean that they are innate and develop 
autonomously; they may depend on 
our interactions with family members, 
peers, authority figures, cultural idols, 
and primarily though observing how 
others respond to them.

If you do not internalise these 
values and habits, the social struc-
ture will push you out. We have been 
taught that we are by nature greedy 
and sensual, thus we require this so-
cial structure for restraining us. In 
the absence of this force, the self and 
its passions are always profane and 
never become sacred.

It is impossible to investigate 
how this force began. It is something 
which is universal across societies. 
We cannot know it but still we en-
dorse its rules of proper conduct and 
punish anyone who violates them. 
If the authority of this force is ques-
tioned by someone, then religion and 
tradition come to its rescue. Whether 
religion has a social or a spiritual 
essence, one thing is certain: that it 
has always played a role of support-
ing the social system and reinforcing 
the claims of this invisible collective 
consciousness. 

—The writer is a Junior Research 
Fellow (JRF). mohammadimran085@
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Psychological Impact and Role of 
Mental Health during Epidemics

 The patients confirmed 
or suspected become 

fearful when they 
see medical staff in 

spacesuits whose faces 
they cannot see. The 

wait for test results is 
accompanied by severe 

anxiety and if the disease 
is confirmed, then 

waiting for the recovery 
aggravates this anxiety. 

Individuals who are 
quarantined, even if they 

never become infected, 
can suffer profound 

mental health issues that 
last long past the end of 

their quarantine.

 People often do not understand or do not agree with the 
information provided by authorities and experts. As the 
community centres, schools, workplaces are shut in the 

attempt to stop the transmission of the infection and even 
smaller social interactions, such as visiting the home of 
a friend, cease for fear of transmitting the disease, this 

snapping of social support and communication may lead to 
outrages and fear.

DR AJAZ AHMAD SUHAFF

W
e are continuously being tested by 
the unpredictable powers of na-
ture. New threats to human health 
emerge often without warning in 

our environment. Infectious diseases have in-
creased over the past century due to increased 
global travel, urbanisation, and exploitation of 
the natural environment. Initially there is un-
certainty about the nature, spread, and impact 
of an infectious outbreak that may lead to epi-
demics and pandemics. 

An epidemic is defined as a widespread 
occurrence of an infectious or non-infectious 
disease in a community at a particular time. 
Pandemics are large-scale outbreaks of in-
fectious disease that spread over a wide geo-
graphic area and greatly increase morbidity 
and mortality. Pandemics can create fear and 
erratic behaviour among people and this of-
ten leads to emotional distress, even among 
those who have not been directly exposed 
to the disease. All pandemics of infectious 
disease potentially affect people of all age 
groups. Infectious outbreaks have shaped the 
psyche of humanity since ages and affect hu-
man beings in different ways and cause sig-
nificant health, economic, social, and politi-
cal disruption.

A society that experiences a pandemic 
show many signs of individual and collective 
panic. There is chaos and confusion regard-
ing why the disease has occurred, its contain-
ing strategies, and the fear as well as social 
implications associated with it. As the threat 
of infectious outbreak grows, people start 
collecting or hoarding masks, sanitisers, an-
tiseptics and other medical supplies because 
of the fear of contagion. In such a situation 
the safety and normal functioning of the com-
munity is threatened. People avoid going to 
public places like schools, colleges, markets, 
and to public gatherings. Societies are caught 
up in an extraordinary emotional confusion 
which seems at least for a time to be beyond 
anyone's control. 

Recent outbreak of novel coronavirus 
worldwide is creating a similar worry. To 
control its infectious spread is a very complex 
task, where sets of measures need to be put 

in place and coordinated at local, national 
and international levels. The most important 
strategies to reduce the spread of infection 
are: reduce transmission of infection by regu-
lar handwashing, cough and sneeze etiquette, 
and social distancing.

Infectious pandemics also affect mental 
health. Psychosocial impact can exceed the 
management capacity of the affected popula-
tion. Increase in the incidence of mental disor-
ders and emotional manifestations depends on 
the magnitude of the epidemic and the vulner-
ability of the population. Older persons and 
children may be more vulnerable than young 
people. The patients confirmed or suspected 
become fearful when they see medical staff in 
spacesuits whose faces they cannot see. The 
wait for test results is accompanied by severe 
anxiety and if the disease is confirmed, then 
waiting for the recovery aggravates this anxi-
ety. Individuals who are quarantined, even 
if they never become infected, can suffer pro-
found mental health issues that last long past 
the end of their quarantine. Anger outburst is 
another issue among due to abrupt breakdown 
of social support structures when they are need-
ed the most, leaving individuals feeling isolated 
and vulnerable. People often do not understand 
or do not agree with the information provided 
by authorities and experts. As the community 

centres, schools, workplaces are shut in the at-
tempt to stop the transmission of the infection 
and even smaller social interactions, such as 
visiting the home of a friend, cease for fear of 
transmitting the disease, this snapping of so-
cial support and communication may lead to 
outrages and fear. The psychological injuries 
sustained by people during epidemics include 
feelings of rejection, loneliness, alienation, etc.

Quarantine of confirmed or suspected 
patients leads to their isolation from socie-
ty. This significantly affects the self-esteem 
of the people. A person starts believing that 
his thoughts, desires, wishes and most im-
portantly his life does not matter to any-
one, even if it is not the case in reality. The 
most frequent immediate mental disorders 
in survivors are depressive episodes and 
transient acute stress reactions and occa-
sionally, an increase in violent behaviour. 
Late effects that have been reported include 
pathological grief, depression, adjustment 
disorders, post-traumatic stress disorder, 
generalised fear, and anxiety.

Psychosocial intervention is need of the 
hour not only during the outbreak but also after 
the epidemic. Integrating mental health inter-
ventions within the framework of public health 
epidemic preparedness measures, the training 
and the supervision of workers to provide psy-
chosocial support and mental health care may 
give better results in controlling an epidemic 
as well as ensuring effective changes in behav-
ioural patterns. Mental health services should 
not be limited to those who are directly affected 

but they must encompass a much broader area 
of specialised services including humanitarian 
aid, counselling for the population affected and 
at-risk groups. Even survivors will need pro-
longed mental health care when facing the task 
of rebuilding their lives. 

It is the responsibility of mental health pro-
fessionals along with other medical profession-
als to communicate awareness about the risk 
factors to the population. More emphasis should 
be given on vulnerable groups and finding peo-
ple with serious distress reactions and attend-
ing to them first. Mental health professionals 
should also look after their own physical and 
mental well-being during disease outbreak. 
Even if they communicate from a distance be-
cause of safety precautions, patients should feel 
that they are being heard with full attention to 
provide the best care possible. Patients should 
be educated to cope with problems. Respect pri-
vacy and keep personal details of the person’s 
story confidential. Behave appropriately by 
considering the person’s culture, age and gen-
der. Doctors and other medical staff are likely 
to experience severe mental distress during 
and after the emergency tasks are completed. 
Mental health care should be provided with 
care and a sense of responsibility. Professionals 
should not make any false promises or give false 
information but make people aware of what has 
happened, understand it, overcome it and re-
build their life.

—Dr Suhaff is Senior Resident, Department 
of Psychiatry, SKIMS Medical College Bemina

What now for Farooq?

AG NOORANI

O
n March 13, Dr Farooq Abdullah was 
released from detention. Earlier on 
Feb 12, A.S. Dulat met Farooq. His 
visit was cleared by the Indian gov-

ernment and was facilitated by the Intelligence 
Bureau. Dulat and Farooq go a long way back. 
Dulat joined the Indian Police Service in 1965 
and was deputed to the IB. He was posted to 
Kashmir in 1988 and headed the IB’s Kashmiri 
operation group during the insurgency. He rose 
to head RAW from 1992-2000 and later joined 
prime minister Vajpayee’s office in 2000. In 
Kashmir, his task was “to keep Farooq Abdul-
lah in good humour”. Farooq told him he was 
“like a brother” to him. Dulat knew everybody 
in Kashmir who mattered except Syed Ali Shah 
Geelani. Besides, he has extensive contracts in 
Pakistan and has co-authored a book with for-
mer ISI chief Asad Durrani.

The day after Farooq’s release, Dulat said 
in a press interview that while he himself 
was fully committed to India and brought up 
his children in the same way, now he did not 
know how to answer questions his grandchil-
dren may ask.

Farooq’s prime worry should be how to 
face the existential threat that Narendra 
Modi’s regime poses to Kashmir. Holidays to 
mark Shaikh Abdullah’s birthday and Free-
dom Day are gone. The iconic Sher-i-Kashmir 
International Convention Centre, named 
after Shaikh sahib, has had ‘Sher’ dropped 
from its name. Dulat is both an operator and 
conciliator. He candidly wrote, “[T]he IB was 
a key … to the central government’s hold on 
Kashmir”. The IB has been managing elec-

tions, bribing politicians across the board, 
and manipulating them as well. But he knows 
that the status quo is fragile, which is why he 
publicly stated that he would ask the govern-
ment to start talking to Pakistan.

A new political outfit, the Apni Party, was 
launched in Srinagar on March 8, less than 
a week before Farooq’s release. It comprises 
known pro-Delhi politicians, headed by one 
Altaf Bukhari formerly of Mehbooba’s PDP. 
They met Modi. A statement from the prime 
minister’s office revealed the Modi-Bukhari 
consensus. Bukhari “hailed” the abrogation 
of 370 and 35A. Modi promised him to apply 
central laws to Kashmir in a “fast-moving 
process of political integration”.

Modi outlined the stages of that pro-
gress: first, delimitation of constituencies 
in order to tilt the balance in favour of 
Jammu; next, elections, and “only after that 
would statehood be restored”. No wonder 
that the Congress’ Kashmiri leader called 
this so-called Apni Party an “agency party” 
(read: a plant of the IB). The next day these 
faithfuls met the deputy prime minister 
and home minister Amit Shah. The agenda 
is to bring back Kashmiri Pandits in large 
numbers, and inflate Jammu’s seats in the 
assembly to reduce Kashmiri’s predomi-
nance. Detainees will be freed, internet 
restored, curfew relaxed and Kashmir’s sta-
tus restored “at an early opportunity”.

The fact that this very assurance was 
given repeatedly since Aug 5, 2019, suggests 
that restoration was an integral part of the 
original plan — bring Kashmiris to their 
knees and give them some crumbs to ensure 
that they acquiesced. Amit Shah bluntly told 

Bukhari & Co, “Article 370 is gone; that’s now 
an old story … let’s move ahead of it”. And 
this plan is what Farooq Abdullah, his son 
Omar and all the detained leaders of Kash-
mir are up against. Farooq has been deceived 
more than once; last on the eve of Aug 5 when 
Modi personally assured them that no such 
plan was afoot.

One cannot help suspecting that Dulat’s 
aim was to persuade Farooq Abdullah to ac-
cept the new status quo. But what leverage 
does he have now? The answer is — the people 
of Kashmir. They are waiting for a lead and a 
leadership. He has their work cut out for him 
to revive the process formalised at the all-
party meeting in the Gupkar Declaration at 
his residence on Aug 4, in which “it was unan-
imously resolved that all the parties would be 
united in their resolve to protect and defend 
[the area’s] identity, autonomy and special 
status … against all attacks whatsoever. That 
modification, abrogation of Articles 35A and 
370, unconstitutional delimitation or trifur-
cation … would be an aggression against the 
people of Jammu, Kashmir and Ladakh. … 
The representatives of the political parties re-
solved to remain together and stand united in 
their struggle for safeguarding identity, au-
tonomy and the special status of [Kashmir].” 
Will Farooq Abdullah take the Gupkar route 
or the Dulat route?

The writer is an author and a lawyer based 
in Mumbai

—Courtesy Dawn
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The Invisible 
Influence On Us

MOHAMMAD IMRAN

W
hat a life we would have 
if only we were left to do 
as we pleased! But as we 
grow up, all of a sudden, a 

neither visible nor tangible unknown 
entity arises and begins to exert its in-
visible influence on us.

It shapes our opinions and our be-
haviour. It discourages us from ques-
tioning or debating the beliefs and 
practices of the majority. We begin to 
meet the demands of the collective, the 
society in which we live.

We can say that society has a will of 
its own, an ability to think and act in 
its own right. But what makes it able to 
exert such influence on us is perhaps 
because it is endowed with a higher 
consciousness, because it is composed 
of several of us. 

Our collective consciousness pro-
tects our collective interests by way of 
devising obligations, morals, values, 
and customs. These may force us to do 
jobs that we may not like, in order to 
meet expectations such as financial 
success, social status, gender roles, 
etc. Due to the fear of ostracism, we 
refrain from committing acts that go 
against the collective consensus.

For me, the force that society exerts 
and to a large, even total, degree dictates 
our behaviour, does in fact come from 
you and me. So, if you and I pulled back 
ourselves from it, this collective entity 
and its influence will cease to exist, too.

But no, we will not pull back our-
selves because this entity obliges us to 
experience reality in certain ways and 
not in others. It causes each of us to 
view ourselves as a cultural and social 
object. It creates a moral force that con-
trols us and makes us think, feel and act 
as it wishes. You cannot cross its limits; 
in its higher wisdom it knows how to 
achieve the equilibrium that is its goal.

By way of maintaining this equilib-
rium this collective entity creates a so-
cial structure. Social life appears to us 
as a system of more or less deeply rooted 
habits, values and actions correspond-
ing to the needs of all of us. Some values 

and actions are commands, but most of 
them are habits of obedience. 

If we obey our parents or teachers, 
show respect for elders, refrain from 
smoking, follow customs, etc, it is be-
cause of the internalisation of these 
habits, values and actions. This does not 
mean that they are innate and develop 
autonomously; they may depend on 
our interactions with family members, 
peers, authority figures, cultural idols, 
and primarily though observing how 
others respond to them.

If you do not internalise these 
values and habits, the social struc-
ture will push you out. We have been 
taught that we are by nature greedy 
and sensual, thus we require this so-
cial structure for restraining us. In 
the absence of this force, the self and 
its passions are always profane and 
never become sacred.

It is impossible to investigate 
how this force began. It is something 
which is universal across societies. 
We cannot know it but still we en-
dorse its rules of proper conduct and 
punish anyone who violates them. 
If the authority of this force is ques-
tioned by someone, then religion and 
tradition come to its rescue. Whether 
religion has a social or a spiritual 
essence, one thing is certain: that it 
has always played a role of support-
ing the social system and reinforcing 
the claims of this invisible collective 
consciousness. 

—The writer is a Junior Research 
Fellow (JRF). mohammadimran085@

gmail.com
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Psychological Impact and Role of 
Mental Health during Epidemics

 The patients confirmed 
or suspected become 

fearful when they 
see medical staff in 

spacesuits whose faces 
they cannot see. The 

wait for test results is 
accompanied by severe 

anxiety and if the disease 
is confirmed, then 

waiting for the recovery 
aggravates this anxiety. 

Individuals who are 
quarantined, even if they 

never become infected, 
can suffer profound 

mental health issues that 
last long past the end of 

their quarantine.

 People often do not understand or do not agree with the 
information provided by authorities and experts. As the 
community centres, schools, workplaces are shut in the 

attempt to stop the transmission of the infection and even 
smaller social interactions, such as visiting the home of 
a friend, cease for fear of transmitting the disease, this 

snapping of social support and communication may lead to 
outrages and fear.

DR AJAZ AHMAD SUHAFF

W
e are continuously being tested by 
the unpredictable powers of na-
ture. New threats to human health 
emerge often without warning in 

our environment. Infectious diseases have in-
creased over the past century due to increased 
global travel, urbanisation, and exploitation of 
the natural environment. Initially there is un-
certainty about the nature, spread, and impact 
of an infectious outbreak that may lead to epi-
demics and pandemics. 

An epidemic is defined as a widespread 
occurrence of an infectious or non-infectious 
disease in a community at a particular time. 
Pandemics are large-scale outbreaks of in-
fectious disease that spread over a wide geo-
graphic area and greatly increase morbidity 
and mortality. Pandemics can create fear and 
erratic behaviour among people and this of-
ten leads to emotional distress, even among 
those who have not been directly exposed 
to the disease. All pandemics of infectious 
disease potentially affect people of all age 
groups. Infectious outbreaks have shaped the 
psyche of humanity since ages and affect hu-
man beings in different ways and cause sig-
nificant health, economic, social, and politi-
cal disruption.

A society that experiences a pandemic 
show many signs of individual and collective 
panic. There is chaos and confusion regard-
ing why the disease has occurred, its contain-
ing strategies, and the fear as well as social 
implications associated with it. As the threat 
of infectious outbreak grows, people start 
collecting or hoarding masks, sanitisers, an-
tiseptics and other medical supplies because 
of the fear of contagion. In such a situation 
the safety and normal functioning of the com-
munity is threatened. People avoid going to 
public places like schools, colleges, markets, 
and to public gatherings. Societies are caught 
up in an extraordinary emotional confusion 
which seems at least for a time to be beyond 
anyone's control. 

Recent outbreak of novel coronavirus 
worldwide is creating a similar worry. To 
control its infectious spread is a very complex 
task, where sets of measures need to be put 

in place and coordinated at local, national 
and international levels. The most important 
strategies to reduce the spread of infection 
are: reduce transmission of infection by regu-
lar handwashing, cough and sneeze etiquette, 
and social distancing.

Infectious pandemics also affect mental 
health. Psychosocial impact can exceed the 
management capacity of the affected popula-
tion. Increase in the incidence of mental disor-
ders and emotional manifestations depends on 
the magnitude of the epidemic and the vulner-
ability of the population. Older persons and 
children may be more vulnerable than young 
people. The patients confirmed or suspected 
become fearful when they see medical staff in 
spacesuits whose faces they cannot see. The 
wait for test results is accompanied by severe 
anxiety and if the disease is confirmed, then 
waiting for the recovery aggravates this anxi-
ety. Individuals who are quarantined, even 
if they never become infected, can suffer pro-
found mental health issues that last long past 
the end of their quarantine. Anger outburst is 
another issue among due to abrupt breakdown 
of social support structures when they are need-
ed the most, leaving individuals feeling isolated 
and vulnerable. People often do not understand 
or do not agree with the information provided 
by authorities and experts. As the community 

centres, schools, workplaces are shut in the at-
tempt to stop the transmission of the infection 
and even smaller social interactions, such as 
visiting the home of a friend, cease for fear of 
transmitting the disease, this snapping of so-
cial support and communication may lead to 
outrages and fear. The psychological injuries 
sustained by people during epidemics include 
feelings of rejection, loneliness, alienation, etc.

Quarantine of confirmed or suspected 
patients leads to their isolation from socie-
ty. This significantly affects the self-esteem 
of the people. A person starts believing that 
his thoughts, desires, wishes and most im-
portantly his life does not matter to any-
one, even if it is not the case in reality. The 
most frequent immediate mental disorders 
in survivors are depressive episodes and 
transient acute stress reactions and occa-
sionally, an increase in violent behaviour. 
Late effects that have been reported include 
pathological grief, depression, adjustment 
disorders, post-traumatic stress disorder, 
generalised fear, and anxiety.

Psychosocial intervention is need of the 
hour not only during the outbreak but also after 
the epidemic. Integrating mental health inter-
ventions within the framework of public health 
epidemic preparedness measures, the training 
and the supervision of workers to provide psy-
chosocial support and mental health care may 
give better results in controlling an epidemic 
as well as ensuring effective changes in behav-
ioural patterns. Mental health services should 
not be limited to those who are directly affected 

but they must encompass a much broader area 
of specialised services including humanitarian 
aid, counselling for the population affected and 
at-risk groups. Even survivors will need pro-
longed mental health care when facing the task 
of rebuilding their lives. 

It is the responsibility of mental health pro-
fessionals along with other medical profession-
als to communicate awareness about the risk 
factors to the population. More emphasis should 
be given on vulnerable groups and finding peo-
ple with serious distress reactions and attend-
ing to them first. Mental health professionals 
should also look after their own physical and 
mental well-being during disease outbreak. 
Even if they communicate from a distance be-
cause of safety precautions, patients should feel 
that they are being heard with full attention to 
provide the best care possible. Patients should 
be educated to cope with problems. Respect pri-
vacy and keep personal details of the person’s 
story confidential. Behave appropriately by 
considering the person’s culture, age and gen-
der. Doctors and other medical staff are likely 
to experience severe mental distress during 
and after the emergency tasks are completed. 
Mental health care should be provided with 
care and a sense of responsibility. Professionals 
should not make any false promises or give false 
information but make people aware of what has 
happened, understand it, overcome it and re-
build their life.

—Dr Suhaff is Senior Resident, Department 
of Psychiatry, SKIMS Medical College Bemina

What now for Farooq?

AG NOORANI

O
n March 13, Dr Farooq Abdullah was 
released from detention. Earlier on 
Feb 12, A.S. Dulat met Farooq. His 
visit was cleared by the Indian gov-

ernment and was facilitated by the Intelligence 
Bureau. Dulat and Farooq go a long way back. 
Dulat joined the Indian Police Service in 1965 
and was deputed to the IB. He was posted to 
Kashmir in 1988 and headed the IB’s Kashmiri 
operation group during the insurgency. He rose 
to head RAW from 1992-2000 and later joined 
prime minister Vajpayee’s office in 2000. In 
Kashmir, his task was “to keep Farooq Abdul-
lah in good humour”. Farooq told him he was 
“like a brother” to him. Dulat knew everybody 
in Kashmir who mattered except Syed Ali Shah 
Geelani. Besides, he has extensive contracts in 
Pakistan and has co-authored a book with for-
mer ISI chief Asad Durrani.

The day after Farooq’s release, Dulat said 
in a press interview that while he himself 
was fully committed to India and brought up 
his children in the same way, now he did not 
know how to answer questions his grandchil-
dren may ask.

Farooq’s prime worry should be how to 
face the existential threat that Narendra 
Modi’s regime poses to Kashmir. Holidays to 
mark Shaikh Abdullah’s birthday and Free-
dom Day are gone. The iconic Sher-i-Kashmir 
International Convention Centre, named 
after Shaikh sahib, has had ‘Sher’ dropped 
from its name. Dulat is both an operator and 
conciliator. He candidly wrote, “[T]he IB was 
a key … to the central government’s hold on 
Kashmir”. The IB has been managing elec-

tions, bribing politicians across the board, 
and manipulating them as well. But he knows 
that the status quo is fragile, which is why he 
publicly stated that he would ask the govern-
ment to start talking to Pakistan.

A new political outfit, the Apni Party, was 
launched in Srinagar on March 8, less than 
a week before Farooq’s release. It comprises 
known pro-Delhi politicians, headed by one 
Altaf Bukhari formerly of Mehbooba’s PDP. 
They met Modi. A statement from the prime 
minister’s office revealed the Modi-Bukhari 
consensus. Bukhari “hailed” the abrogation 
of 370 and 35A. Modi promised him to apply 
central laws to Kashmir in a “fast-moving 
process of political integration”.

Modi outlined the stages of that pro-
gress: first, delimitation of constituencies 
in order to tilt the balance in favour of 
Jammu; next, elections, and “only after that 
would statehood be restored”. No wonder 
that the Congress’ Kashmiri leader called 
this so-called Apni Party an “agency party” 
(read: a plant of the IB). The next day these 
faithfuls met the deputy prime minister 
and home minister Amit Shah. The agenda 
is to bring back Kashmiri Pandits in large 
numbers, and inflate Jammu’s seats in the 
assembly to reduce Kashmiri’s predomi-
nance. Detainees will be freed, internet 
restored, curfew relaxed and Kashmir’s sta-
tus restored “at an early opportunity”.

The fact that this very assurance was 
given repeatedly since Aug 5, 2019, suggests 
that restoration was an integral part of the 
original plan — bring Kashmiris to their 
knees and give them some crumbs to ensure 
that they acquiesced. Amit Shah bluntly told 

Bukhari & Co, “Article 370 is gone; that’s now 
an old story … let’s move ahead of it”. And 
this plan is what Farooq Abdullah, his son 
Omar and all the detained leaders of Kash-
mir are up against. Farooq has been deceived 
more than once; last on the eve of Aug 5 when 
Modi personally assured them that no such 
plan was afoot.

One cannot help suspecting that Dulat’s 
aim was to persuade Farooq Abdullah to ac-
cept the new status quo. But what leverage 
does he have now? The answer is — the people 
of Kashmir. They are waiting for a lead and a 
leadership. He has their work cut out for him 
to revive the process formalised at the all-
party meeting in the Gupkar Declaration at 
his residence on Aug 4, in which “it was unan-
imously resolved that all the parties would be 
united in their resolve to protect and defend 
[the area’s] identity, autonomy and special 
status … against all attacks whatsoever. That 
modification, abrogation of Articles 35A and 
370, unconstitutional delimitation or trifur-
cation … would be an aggression against the 
people of Jammu, Kashmir and Ladakh. … 
The representatives of the political parties re-
solved to remain together and stand united in 
their struggle for safeguarding identity, au-
tonomy and the special status of [Kashmir].” 
Will Farooq Abdullah take the Gupkar route 
or the Dulat route?

The writer is an author and a lawyer based 
in Mumbai

—Courtesy Dawn
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The Invisible 
Influence On Us

MOHAMMAD IMRAN

W
hat a life we would have 
if only we were left to do 
as we pleased! But as we 
grow up, all of a sudden, a 

neither visible nor tangible unknown 
entity arises and begins to exert its in-
visible influence on us.

It shapes our opinions and our be-
haviour. It discourages us from ques-
tioning or debating the beliefs and 
practices of the majority. We begin to 
meet the demands of the collective, the 
society in which we live.

We can say that society has a will of 
its own, an ability to think and act in 
its own right. But what makes it able to 
exert such influence on us is perhaps 
because it is endowed with a higher 
consciousness, because it is composed 
of several of us. 

Our collective consciousness pro-
tects our collective interests by way of 
devising obligations, morals, values, 
and customs. These may force us to do 
jobs that we may not like, in order to 
meet expectations such as financial 
success, social status, gender roles, 
etc. Due to the fear of ostracism, we 
refrain from committing acts that go 
against the collective consensus.

For me, the force that society exerts 
and to a large, even total, degree dictates 
our behaviour, does in fact come from 
you and me. So, if you and I pulled back 
ourselves from it, this collective entity 
and its influence will cease to exist, too.

But no, we will not pull back our-
selves because this entity obliges us to 
experience reality in certain ways and 
not in others. It causes each of us to 
view ourselves as a cultural and social 
object. It creates a moral force that con-
trols us and makes us think, feel and act 
as it wishes. You cannot cross its limits; 
in its higher wisdom it knows how to 
achieve the equilibrium that is its goal.

By way of maintaining this equilib-
rium this collective entity creates a so-
cial structure. Social life appears to us 
as a system of more or less deeply rooted 
habits, values and actions correspond-
ing to the needs of all of us. Some values 

and actions are commands, but most of 
them are habits of obedience. 

If we obey our parents or teachers, 
show respect for elders, refrain from 
smoking, follow customs, etc, it is be-
cause of the internalisation of these 
habits, values and actions. This does not 
mean that they are innate and develop 
autonomously; they may depend on 
our interactions with family members, 
peers, authority figures, cultural idols, 
and primarily though observing how 
others respond to them.

If you do not internalise these 
values and habits, the social struc-
ture will push you out. We have been 
taught that we are by nature greedy 
and sensual, thus we require this so-
cial structure for restraining us. In 
the absence of this force, the self and 
its passions are always profane and 
never become sacred.

It is impossible to investigate 
how this force began. It is something 
which is universal across societies. 
We cannot know it but still we en-
dorse its rules of proper conduct and 
punish anyone who violates them. 
If the authority of this force is ques-
tioned by someone, then religion and 
tradition come to its rescue. Whether 
religion has a social or a spiritual 
essence, one thing is certain: that it 
has always played a role of support-
ing the social system and reinforcing 
the claims of this invisible collective 
consciousness. 

—The writer is a Junior Research 
Fellow (JRF). mohammadimran085@

gmail.com
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To live in an empty nest 

When children were home, we had many things to 
do. It now seems there’s nothing to do

The changing political dynamics in Afghanistan

End of dynasty politics in 
Jammu & Kashmir

TAJAMUL HUSSAIN

W
hen children are born, we 
imagine what they’ll be 
like when they grow up. 
What we do not imagine 
is what we’d be like when 
they do. As our twenty-
something son flies over 

his (Cuckoo’s) nest, we’re suddenly woken up to 
the stark realisation of being ‘Empty Nesters’. 

I understand that it requires equipping chil-
dren with the necessary skills to get on with 
their lives effectively and competently, and 
if possible, even let them fly the coop on their 
own. But then at times, I get to the question, 
‘Was it right to have allowed our children to 
fly away?’  When children irrevocably move to 
a place like the USA, the pain of separation is 
simply overpowering.

‘Empty-Nesters’ are growing in number at a 
geometric progression. You may find them eve-
rywhere. For this wretched lot, the feelings of 
being able to be with children on a regular basis 
are suddenly things of the past....irretrievable, 
to boot. The goodbye of the children is as if your 
“new life” felt much like when you were new-
lyweds without children. Leaving home and 

heading into the unknown... Did I prepare him 
for the world? Will he be successful in life? A 
terrible feeling of impending doom lingers and 
tugs at the heartstrings of the ‘Empty Nester’.

The house is a story of one’s life. The pictures 
hanging on the walls tell you of the years spent 
under one roof together. The pictures bring a 
smile to your face and give you an opportunity 
to relive those happy moments. You walk down 
the room to where your child spent the last 
twenty/thirty-some years. When children were 
home, we had many things to do. It now seems 
there’s nothing to do. Without any purpose of 
life now, beautiful memories of childbirth, the 
sounds of the pitter-patter of the little feet run-
ning against the hardcore floors, hoo-ha caused 
during celebrations of Eid and birthdays, recit-
als of songs and school lessons, reprimands, 
rebuttals, refusals, defiance, cries and shrieks, 
couch potatoes and gluing to cell phones and so-
cial networks flash through the mind. 

All you can see in your mind are haunting 
images of your child at various stages in his/
her life…precious memories that only you and 
you alone possess. Unless you’re a social iso-
late or an Alexithymiac, tears well up and you 
feel like sobbing. You walk into the room and 
pick up that old raggedy teddy bear and hold it 
so close to your heart that it’s as though you’re 
holding that beautiful baby once again. You 

miss your children badly when you fail to op-
erate your mobile, laptop, or some other elec-
tronic gizmo. Reality sets in. One of the most 
wonderful and fulfilling stages of your life has 
come to end. The proud builder that once-upon-
a-time swaggered around the hustle and bustle 
of the nest, is now left spent, shocked, and shat-
tered.

In the life of a bird, the ‘fleeing-from-the-
nest’ comes sooner than the mother would prob-
ably care for, but it does happen. The mother 
either nudges its younglings or they get curi-
ous and go it alone on their first flight. Soon, 
the nest is empty and it’s now her lonely home. 
Baby birds spend such little time in their nests 
being nurtured compared to human babies. We 
humans that watch children spreading wings 
and flying away someday--likening it to birds-- 
perceive it as a sort of cutting the ‘umbilical 
cord’ a second time, only instead of coming into 
our world, they’re leaving it, and taking a sub-
stantial piece of our hearts with them. Unborn 
and in the womb, an ‘umbilical cord’ is what 
sustains our children----gives them nourish-
ment. It's what keeps them alive. The first cut-
ting brings overwhelming joy, and the second, 
heart-wrenching sorrow.

The constancy of social ties in old age has de-
clined or disappeared. Under our own custom of 
neo-local residence, bride and groom don’t live 
near either the groom’s parents or the bride‘s par-
ents, but instead go off to establish a new separate 
residence of their own. With increased life expec-
tancy and having only a child or two, the parents 
survive to experience an empty nest for years to-
gether, often for many decades. Old parents left to 
themselves in the empty nest are unlikely to find 
themselves still living near life-long friends. The 
change of residence by the child may lead to their 
being cut off from their friends, kind of a prover-
bial ‘having-been-thrown-away’.

Traditionally, oldies spent their final years 
living with the same group in the same set-
tlement or even in the same house, in which 
they’d spent their adult lives or even their 
whole lives. There they maintained the so-
cial ties that had supported them throughout 
their lives, including ties with the surviv-
ing lifelong friends and with at least some of 
their children. They generally had their sons 
and daughters or both living nearby. As the 
upwardly mobile youth began moving out in 
droves to the green pastures, the traditional 
simplicities buckled under the swagger of 
Yuburbia. In its wake were born the ‘Latch-
Key-Kids’ and the ‘Empty-Nesters’.

hoosyn50@gmail.com

TASADUQ YASEEN

T
here is a political buzz going 
around the Union Territory of 
Jammu and Kashmir regarding 
the announcement of elections to 
form a stable democratic govern-

ment. After the fall of the unholy PDP-BJP 
alliance, the erstwhile state remained un-
der Governor’s rule, then President’s rule, 
and finally, Lieutenant Governor’s rule. 

The untimely demise of the then Chief 
Minister, Mufti Sayeed, led to rise in spec-
ulations that the PDP may form govern-
ment with the Congress, or opt for a grand 
alliance to avoid going through the elec-
toral process again. Those speculations 
were proved wrong. To remain in power, 
the PDP formed an alliance with the BJP 
– which paved the way for BJP to enter and 
further its agenda in the valley. 

Despite the visit of Congress president 
Sonia Gandhi and other senior leaders to 
Ms Mufti’s residence at that time, which 
fuelled hope that these moves might be 
afoot for weaning the PDP away from the 
BJP to form an alternative government, 
the PDP still remained adamant on form-
ing government with the BJP. Politically, 
the PDP-BJP alliance had been an un-
easy one, with the two parties’ traditional 
stands on many contentious issues at odds. 

The dissidents in PDP constantly ques-
tioned the rationale behind the alliance 
that their party had with the BJP. Earlier, 
these voices were muted, but then follow-
ing the communal polarisation between 
Jammu and Kashmir on the issue of beef 
consumption, these dissidents voiced their 
reservations openly. A case in point was 
the statements of Tariq Hameed Karra, 
the then PDP Member of Parliament from 
Srinagar, who defeated Dr Farooq Abdul-
lah. Karra’s apprehensions about the al-
liance had been muted earlier but he ve-
hemently criticized the alliance with the 
BJP over the beef issue. Another senior 
leader in PDP, who is credited to be one of 
the founders of the party, Muzzafar Baig, 
maintained a stony silence but was unhap-
py with the leadership.

The role of the National Conference 
cannot be overlooked either. NC's rant 
about restoration of statehood and Article 
370 & 35A are sly attempts to project them-
selves as 'saviours' of Kashmiris, who no 
longer take them seriously, for they have 
been changing colours like chameleons. 
The 'SHOW BOY' of mainstream politics 
has never let down his masters and always 
danced to their tunes. After paving way 
for dilution of Article 370 during his ten-

ure as CM, he did all the ground work for 
the abrogation of the last vestige of Arti-
cle 370. Now beating the chest won't work 
anymore. People are the best judges. This 
place once used to be the hub of tourism 
and secular brotherhood, but now eve-
rything has been gobbled up by dynasty 
politics. These families of Muftis and Ab-
dullahs became “conflict entrepreneurs”, 
devouring many a great lives. 

People's Alliance for Gupkar Declara-
tion was formed for a unified goal. But 
questions were raised over the seat distri-
bution in the recent DDC elections. The 
PAGD president, Dr Farooq Abdullah, dis-
tributed the seats at his own will. On what 
merits was the maximum number of seats 
given to the NC? One wonders if the PAGD 
was not able to even do equal distribution 
of seats, what can one expect on bigger is-
sues in the future.

The main motive behind the local body 
elections was the restructuring of the 
political structure in Kashmir. But the 
dynasts were given a free run with these 
elections, and so the whole purpose of 
these elections still remains unfulfilled. 
People need to think out of the box. If any-
one here is a politician, he ensures that his 
son carries on the 'legacy'. The Abdullahs 
are undoubtedly the first political dynasty 
of Jammu and Kashmir, having remained 
central to the state's politics for over 80 
long years, but there are now new political 
parties with young faces who are challeng-
ing the dynasties of both Abdullahs and 
the Muftis. 

The late Mufti Muhammad Sayeed 
created an alternative to the NC. The 
patriarch of NC, late Sheikh Muham-
mad Abdullah, buoyed by his consecu-
tive thumping wins in elections, had re-
marked, "If I give ticket even to a wooden 
electric pole, it would also get elected." 
Times have changed and so the polity of 
Jammu and Kashmir. 

One good example of a revived party is 
the People's Conference. Leaders who fell 
out with dynasty parties after some time 
came back to their own home. Sajad Lone, 
a young face who had a vote share of more 
than 1 lakh votes in the last parliamen-
tary elections, is being seen as a saviour 
for Jammu and Kashmir, especially by the 
youngsters. Though beset by many issues, 
the People's Conference still shares a bond 
with the people and unarguably represents 
the aspirations and sentiments of majority 
of the valleyites... It believes in empower-
ment and not impoverishment!

The writer is a Kashmir-based socio-
political activist. tasaduqy@gmail.com

DR MUZAFFAR SHAHEEN

A 
tediously protracted period 
of twenty longish years of 
fighting and combat with US-
sponsored NATO war on ter-
ror is seemingly coming to a 
grinding halt with US troops 

withdrawing hurriedly, leaving behind arms 
and ammunition and a trillion dollar invest-
ment in jeopardy. Even though American 
leaders outwardly don’t appear to be looking 
comfortable with the present circumstances 
that have forced them to exit from Bagram 
airbase near Kabul, which had been the cen-
tral seat of their air-borne might in the entire 
region, they are yet busy searching for air 
bases in the vicinity of Afghanistan for a pos-
sible survival in the region. 

The US has decided to withdraw from Af-
ghanistan with a strategy to win against the 
Taliban indirectly: sponsoring and fanning 
tribal and ethnic war in Afghanistan. But till 
now this nefarious scheme has met with fail-
ure in the face of the US not getting any space 
in the surrounding countries of Afghani-
stan. Though erstwhile President Donald 
Trump was not convinced of a triumph over 
the Taliban, that paved the way to open up 
negotiation with Taliban in Moscow and Abu 
Dhabi for reaching an amicable settlement 
of two decades of bloodshed in that country, 
but President Biden backed by the Pentagon 
establishment has ultimately landed his re-
gime in a quagmire owing to absence of any 
sign of reprieve from the warring militia. 

With more than 80 percent of Afghanistan 
having fallen to the Taliban – they are report-
ed to have besieged Kabul from its periphery 
–Biden has finally chosen to withdraw in 
the backdrop of important NATO member 
countries having already withdrawn. Once 
considered rough and tumble, Taliban today 
seems to be a disciplined and organised lot 
with brimming support from neighbouring 

China and also to some extent from Russia. 
Islamabad has emerged as the most power-
ful player in the Afghanistan game, so much 
so that Premier Imran Khan’s blatant denial 
to allow Pakistan’s defence airports and air 
space for use by the US has dashed to ground 
Biden's all expectations of staying in the re-
gion to safeguard American interests. 

Inevitably Pakistan has garnered this 
diplomatic courage through the invariable 
and unwavering support of Beijing and Mos-
cow. Pakistan reportedly through her strate-
gic depth in Afghanistan had been patiently 
waiting for this moment for 20 years. The 
capture of the 13-kilometer wide Wukhan 
corridor by Taliban bordering Pakistan and 
China has opened up a new avenue for Is-
lamabad to trade directly with energy-rich 
Central Asia through Tajikistan, by pass-
ing a long route through Kabul. The other 
powerful players in Afghanistan, China and 
Russia, have made it possible to obviate an 
American impediment in their mutual trade 

through Afghanistan. Taliban doesn’t seem 
to be averse to investment and restructuring 
of their country by China, which its spokes-
person Suhail Shaheen has hinted at. The 
militia has of late developed good enough re-
lations with Moscow that had brokered nego-
tiations between US envoy Zalme Khaleelzad 
and Taliban in the recent past. 

Pakistan over the past more than three 
decades must have gained adequate expe-
rience on Afghanistan that would urge her 
not to play again a big brother role there. 
Afghans are known through history not 
to allow external interference in their 
domestic policies. They always prioritise 
the spirit of liberty, self-rule and non-
interference. This has understandably 
actuated Imran Khan to declare officially 
that Islamabad was not responsible for any 
shortcomings in Afghanistan and that it 
had ordered closure of the international 
border with Afghanistan. The whole world 
now is keenly looking at as to how a new 

government in Kabul is formed soon after 
the Taliban enter the capital. The policy of 
vengeance against supporters of the Ghani 
regime, if adopted, would be no less than 
a political suicide by Taliban and she may 
lose the empathy of nations, if any.

Most of the observers of Afghanistan 
geo-politics are of the belief that the Tali-
ban appear to have learned lessons from 
past follies and are today more pragmatic, 
refined and practical. It is widely believed 
that a traditional grand Jirga might be 
summoned to form the government repre-
senting all ethnicities of the land, an Af-
ghani traditional substitute to electoral 
democracy, or some understanding might 
prevail to accommodate Ghani and some 
of his associates in the government, failing 
either of which the country might slip into 
yet another internecine war that the key 
players Islamabad, Beijing and Moscow are 
fully aware of.

Today’s Afghanistan is entirely a different 
one and has become the centre stage involv-
ing stakes of the regional powers that Tali-
ban must be well aware of. With the change of 
government in Islamic Republic of Iran, Teh-
ran seems to invigorate her efforts to secure 
her borders with Afghanistan so as to remain 
vigilant to threats from US-Israel and create 
a peaceful atmosphere to concentrate on her 
grappling economy.  Obviously this would 
require a mutual understanding with Tali-
ban. India had developed good relations with 
the Karzai and Ghani regimes both and also 
heavily invested in infrastructure develop-
ment of Afghanistan in the past. Investment 
in education, roads and dam construction 
was undertaken. New Delhi may experience 
it hard to develop renewed diplomatic rela-
tions with the Taliban at the helm of affairs 
in Kabul but the possibilities can never be 
ruled out in the domain of political interests 
of both nations.  

shaheenzaffar123@gmail.com
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Growth is the only evidence of life
I used to run after good grades but slowly I commenced chasing knowledge. I used to memorise questions 

without truly understanding what they implied, but gradually I began finding meaning in everything.

The sea of knowledge 
contains much beside education

There are many sources and many means of gaining knowledge apart from books and 
textbooks; some knowledge is learnt from experience, some comes from the divine itself

SHAFIYA SHOWKAT

We often wonder when did we grow up. Here’s 
my story. It was a fine pleasant dawn. I woke 
up and as usual went to the washroom. 
With my hefty sleepy eyes I took a glance at 

myself in the mirror and abruptly saw the discrepancy 
in my figure. Something was transformed; my body 
wasn’t like mine. It was, somehow, unusual. I rubbed my 
eyes and scrutinised myself carefully, all fractions of 
my body. My hair was slightly lengthier, my eyes were 
brighter, my skin healthier. I had nodded off as a juvenile 
and woken up as an adult.

No, this is not true, I am just writing fiction. That’s 
not how I suddenly grew up. I grew up like we all grow 
up; I didn’t change overnight. It’s a long process; it took 
me years to reach here at this juncture of life where I am 
capable of thinking like an adult and acting like an adult 
or at least looking like one. I now feel I am prospering 
every day, improving every day, my mind thinking more 
and more wisely. Entities that used to amuse me once feel 
dreary today. People whom I used to idolise in adoles-
cence now only arouse in me the emotion of contempt. I 
used to look at my mother with affection only, but now I 
glare at her with love and compassion at the same time. 
I used to ask for money from my father for all my crav-
ings; now I flinch from asking for it even for my crucial 
requirements.

I don’t recall a particular day where all these up-
heavals occurred. When actually did all that take place, 
without me having a sniff about it? How did I learn to 
differentiate between right and wrong? How do I antici-
pate where to converse what, and even if I am not part of 
any conversation, how do I understand what people are 
discussing about? When did I learn to talk to numerous 
kinds of people in several manners? It wasn’t a specific 
day or a specific month or event. Everyday something 
happened that eventually made me more me, I guess. I 
don’t remember the day I was born but with what I’ve no-
ticed in myself so far, a new day gives birth to a new me. 
On every new day I assume a different version of myself, 
that originates within me.

This never halts, growth just never stops. From the 
beginning I’ve been simply evolving. I thought it’s pre-
cisely my body that’s changing but it’s not just my body, 
every aspect of my character is changing. The only 
thing that I love about growing up is that I see things 
in a whole new light every day. I am able to understand 
people by their mannersims, their tone and their behav-
iour. There are so many things that teachers taught me: 
they taught me to recognise alphabets, words, sentences. 
Some things that my family taught me, like how to eat, 
how to talk, how to walk, and most of all, they made me 

recognise God. Then there are some things that I just 
observed and accumulated in myself. I don’t remember 
anyone teaching me expressions; that’s something that I 
guess I learned on my own.

I used to run after good grades but slowly I com-
menced chasing knowledge. I used to memorise ques-

tions without truly understanding what they implied, 
but gradually I began finding meaning in everything. I 
used to get infuriated if someone rectified me, but now 
I remain in hunt of people who can instruct me and 
correct my faults. I guess that’s what we call growth. I 
used to think I’ve squandered my life because I couldn’t 

memorise questions but now that I look back I discover 
that actually I haven’t wasted even a second because 
other than the limited questions, I’ve learned every-
thing else. There’s another important thing that I’ve re-
alised in these years: that if I run after something and I 
achieve it, I’ll lose interest in it, or I won’t be able to get 
better. Like when I was in high school, I always wanted 
to hold the first position in class, but I never did; I was 
always second or third. It was not just the case in high 
school; everywhere I was the second one or third one. I 
don’t know how it feels to be the first. Except some on-
line competitions, I’ve never won the first position. That 
means I was always almost there, but not there. Almost 
first but not first, and that greed to be the first has kept 
me going till now.

I lately went through my former diary and I was rela-
tively stunned to see how many mistakes I’ve made in 
the initial few pages. Then as I kept turning the pages, 
the mistakes started decreasing and at the end there 
were just a few left. And that taught me an incredible 
lesson. My own diary, my own phrases demonstrated a 
reflection of my growing soul. And now I believe I have a 
reason to fight and that simple reason is to learn, to grow 
up, because growth is the only evidence of life.

—shafiyawani33@gmail.com
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and accumulated in myself. I don’t remember anyone teaching me expressions; that’s 
something that I guess I learned on my own.

PEERZADA ABDUL RASHID

Petition writers are license holders who are 
qualified to write petitions for litigants for fil-
ing in courts. They are an important class in 
the court hierarchy and are respected by eve-

ryone. However, they are not the only ones who know 
writing petitions. There are many others also who can 
write better than they do. But the petitioners are author-
ised to write the petitions in court premises, unlike oth-
ers, as they know the court rules and frame the petitions 
as per law.

It is a stark reality that majority of our adult popula-
tion, both in cities and villages, is illiterate and one has 
to search for any literate person just to write a simple 
letter, fill any form or any application, even in this age 
of enlightenment and despite the efforts of government 
agencies to impart education to all. This is also one rea-
son why there is so much rush of people at the counters 
of petition writers even for small purposes.

If someone asks you to write for him as he or she 
cannot write, it is not surprising. Earlier, people would 
search for a household in a village that would have a pen 
and inkpot, since these were not available easily as lit-
erate people were few and far between. We can by this 
know the low level of literacy in those days. Paper used 
for writing was generally birch paper with locally made 
ink and pen.

There was a silver lining also in such a bad scenario 
of education. If people were not educated, they were 
knowledgeable to some extent. We generally tend to 
mix knowledge with education. These are two different 
terms. Education is the process of teaching or learn-
ing in a school or college. Knowledge is the process of 
understanding and gaining information by experience 
about a subject. Knowledge can be acquired or can be of 
divine origin also.

The divinity of knowledge is manifest in so many 
ways in this world. Such kind of knowledge was the pre-
rogative of men of spiritual order like prophets, rishis, 
sofis, etc. This is bestowed on great poets whose poetry 
comes of its own without involving any effort on their 
part. This knowledge is also possessed by newborn 
babies from the time of birth by which they recognize 
their mothers and take nourishment from their moth-
er’s milk. This is the divine knowledge because of which 
the chick of a duck knows how to swim without learning 
the same from anywhere. Animals, birds, insects and 
other living beings live their full lives as per this divine 
knowledge, responding to the external stimuli and fac-
ing and avoiding any danger to them. Such examples of 
divine knowledge are many and all of them cannot be 

described here.
Another form of knowledge is known as “intuition”. It 

is the ability to understand or know something immedi-
ately without needing to think about it. It has also been 
defined as the ability to understand something instinc-
tively without the need for conscious reasoning. It is also 
a God’s gift to someone who knows something without 
any reasoning. This is also a kind of divine knowledge.

It is not true that books are the only source of knowl-
edge. If you are in the company of good people you are 
bound to be knowledgeable, as good company has its 
own wisdom. Even a clod attained fragrance from a rose 
tree by remaining in its company for a long time as nar-
rated by Sheikh Saidi (RA) in one of his Persian poems. 
Thus, people can also become wise and knowledgeable 
in company of great people. We don’t say no to acquiring 

knowledge from books because books are a time-tested 
source of knowledge and their efficacy cannot be denied. 
However, if education through books cannot be impart-
ed due to any reason, imparting knowledge is still possi-
ble through alternate sources as discussed above and to 
be further discussed in the foregoing paras.

It is a stark reality that we cannot live a successful 
life on the basis of theoretical knowledge gained from 
books alone, for which a practical approach and expe-
rience is required. The example of three men crossing 
a river in a boat can best explain it. Two of them were 
well educated while the third one, being a boatman, 
had no education and was illiterate. The two educated 
ones made fun of him on his being illiterate. When the 
three reached the middle of the river, the boat was about 
to capsize. The boatman asked the other two to swim 

across the river and save themselves from drowning. 
But they declined as they didn’t know swimming. The 
boatman then brought the point home to them that their 
bookish knowledge was of no use here and only practi-
cal knowledge of swimming could save them. There are 
many other such examples to bring home to us that prac-
ticality is more important than theory.

All of us know about the Wardha Scheme of educa-
tion propounded by Mahatma Gandhi where education 
was linked and centered on some form of manual and 
productive work and related to handicraft as per the en-
vironment and facilities available. This is what we call 
vocational education and is based on the motto of “earn 
while you learn and learn while you earn”. Such kind of 
education can be very useful for adults also these days 
if imparted.

It has been seen that illiterate adults have also tre-
mendous experience of life and are men of wisdom and 
common sense. They have a remarkable memory pow-
er and can remember things orally. I still remember 
my childhood days when middle-aged people or even 
of older ages would come to my late father with volu-
minous books of Persian and my father would explain 
them the meaning of verses in Kashmiri language. 
My late father would say that it little mattered if they 
could not read the books but the pearls of wisdom and 
philosophy, contained therein, could be conveyed to 
them orally with ease. Even I read some Persian books 
from him when I was yet a young boy of 5 or 6 years. 
This concept can even today be tried for making the 
adult illiterate population knowledgeable which can 
make a difference in their thought process and char-
acter building; no matter if they cannot read books but 
can understand what these contained if only someone 
explained it them.

Knowledge through story telling is also a time-tested 
practice at some places. Besides, knowledge through 
videos, audios, theatres and other modern gadgets and 
platforms is also now in plenty. Trips to museums, exhi-
bitions and travel and tours to different places is also an-
other form through which our illiterate adult population 
can be made aware about historical and geographical 
subjects. Education is only a means to gain knowledge 
and not the end. Knowledge can be had from sources 
other than books.

Jiddu Krishnamurti said, “There is no end to educa-
tion. It is not that you read a book, pass an examination, 
and finish with examination. The whole of life, from the 
moment you are born to the moment you die, is a pro-
cess of learning.”

—The writer is a retired telecom engineer.
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Freedom of Opinion 
(Written by Sir Syed in Urdu as ‘Azadi-e-Raai’)

ABBAS ALI

O
pinion is some-
thing to which 
every person has a 
right. Suppose all 
people except one 

agree on some issue; all those 
people do not have any greater 
right to prove him wrong than 
he has to prove all other peo-
ple wrong (if he can prove it). 
There is no reason why five 
people have the right to prove 
the other five wrong, but one 
man has no right to prove nine 
men wrong. An opinion being 
wrong does not depend upon 
the number of people or a less-
er number of people in favour, 
but it depends upon the power 
of reasoning. Similarly, just as 
it is possible that the opinions 
of nine people can be correct 
against one person, it is also 
possible that one person’s 
opinion can be correct against 
nine people.

It is terrible that opinions 
are not expressed due to some 
religious fear, apprehensions 
about brotherhood and nation, 
fear of defamation, or any tyr-
anny. Had the value of an opin-
ion depended upon the posses-
sor of the opinion and been 
limited to his person only, we 
would consider that the non-
expression of an opinion would 
harm only one person or a few 
people. But, non-expression of 
opinions is a disfavour to all 
humans and harms humanity 
out and out. It harms not only 
the current generation but also 
future generations. 

Although rituals and tradi-
tions are considered as strong 
resisters to having an opposite 
opinion about them, religious 
people are the strongest resist-
ers to an opposing religious 
opinion. Such people are not 
content with expressing their 
displeasure over the expres-
sion of that opposing opin-
ion; their religious passion 
comes to a boil, and they lose 
their sanity. In that situation, 
they take actions and express 
ideas that harm the religion 
they support. Because they 
suppress the objections, the 
people of their religion do not 
think about the solutions to 
those objections.

Consequently, the objec-
tions raised by the opponents 
remain without research and 
without being rejected. Be-
cause of them, their children 
and grandchildren abandon 
religion when they learn about 
the unsubstantiated objec-
tions. Because of their foolish-
ness, they show the world that 
the religion they follow is in 
danger due to objections by the 
opposers. If anyone from their 
religion wants to propagate the 
objectives mentioned above, 
they consider him an opponent. 
And, due to their foolishness, 
they make a foe of a friend.

What an excellent opinion 
the philosopher had: “The 
supporters of an opinion who 
resist propagating an opposite 
opinion suffer more losses 
than the opposers.” If the op-
posite opinion is correct, they 
lose the opportunity to receive 
the correct opinion due to their 
mistake of resisting it. And 
if that is incorrect, the oppor-
tunity to compare the correct 
and incorrect is lost. The com-
parison would have strength-
ened the correct opinion, and 
the truthfulness of the opinion 
would have influenced and en-
lightened more hearts. The de-
sired result must be achieved, 
which is genuinely excellent 
and beneficial.

Undoubtedly, disseminat-
ing favourable and unfavoura-
ble opinions is an excellent and 
beneficial concept concerning 
religious or worldly matters. 
We can ponder the opinions 
separately to ascertain which 
of the two is better. Or both 
opinions can be supported by 
arguments suitable for both. 
We cannot be sure about the 
wrongness of an opinion we 
oppose. And if we are sure 
about its wrongness, opposing 
it is not bereft of immorality.

Assume an opinion we wish 
to oppose is correct. And those 
who wish to oppose it deny 
its correctness. However, we 
should consider that those who 
wish to oppose it are not infal-
lible, have no right to judge the 
particular issue for the entire 
populace, and should deny 
others the right to express 
their opinion. Not hearing an 
opposite opinion because we 

believe that it is wrong is like 
considering our belief as the 
perfect belief. And prohibit-
ing debate over it amounts to 
elevating one’s status over and 
above the prophets and consid-
ering oneself infallible.

I feel sorry for the under-
standing of humans that, 
based on the famous saying 
“man is a compound of mis-
takes and forgetfulness,” to 
the extent they consider the 
possibility of mistakes in their 
ideas and arguments, they do 
not think so in practical terms. 
In their practical actions, the 
value and status of it are very 
bleak, no matter how much 
they value it in their thinking. 
Although everyone accepts 
that mistakes are possible but 
there are very few people who 
keep this thing in mind and 
consider it necessary to take 
precautions in this regard 
practically, and in real terms 
accept that the opinion about 
the authenticity of which they 
are dead sure, perhaps that is 
an example of that mistake 
which they think is possible.

The people who, without 
any cause, are accustomed 
to unlimited respect due to 
their wealth, status, power, 
and knowledge, are fully sure 
about the correctness of their 
opinions in all their dealings 
and do not see any possibility 
of being wrong. And the people 
who are luckier, i.e., they occa-
sionally listen to the repeated 
objections over their opinions. 
And some are habituated to 
shun their opinion and accept 
the right opinion when they 
are wrong and are objected to 
by others, although they do not 
consider all their opinions per-
fect, but accept the opinions of 
those people to be correct who 
are around them and they re-
spect their opinion. 

There is a thumb rule that 
a person who does not have 
much confidence in his per-
sonal opinion generally has 
more confidence in the opin-
ions of other people. It is termi-
nologically known as “general 
opinion” or “general religion.” 
But the point must be under-
stood that, in their opinion, 
what they mean by “general”. 
In the opinion of such people, 

“the world” and “general” 
mean those few people whom 
they love and respect or who 
are their acquaintances. For 
example, his friend or the 
friends of his friend, people of 
his race and brotherhood, or 
people of his status and posi-
tion. Therefore, in their opin-
ion, the meaning of “all the 
world” and “general” ends at 
the threshold of their friends 
and acquaintances. 

That is why the person 
considers that opinion to be-
long to the world in general 
and believes it to be true. He 
has full confidence in such an 
opinion and strongly believes 
in it; there is not a bit of fal-
tering in it. The cause of it is 
that he is not aware of the fact 
that, before his epoch, what 
was the opinion of the people 
of other countries, communi-
ties, and religions regarding 
that issue? And what is their 
opinion now? The situation of 
such a person is that he thinks 
if he is walking on the right 
path, the answerability of his 
act is a reasonability of his 
imaginary world or the gen-
eral opinion. Whatever is his 
situation or opinion, that is 
not worthwhile and not to be 
believed. Therefore, due to the 
causes because of which he 
was born in a Muslim family 
and hence is a pious Muslim, 
according to the same causes 
he would have been a Chris-
tian, or an idol worshiper, had 
he been born in a Christian 
family or a Hindu family. 

He will never keep in mind 
that it is possible for a man to 
make a mistake. It is very clear 
from history and present knowl-
edge that during all the epochs 
such opinions were established 
and were taken as a strong truth 
but later on they were under-
stood not only to be incorrect 
but totally absurd. Undoubt-
edly, there are various opinions 
in the present that will be con-
sidered inappropriate in the fu-
ture. Similarly, many opinions 
that were in vogue in the past 
have been shunned now.

[from Anwar Sidiqi’s 
Intikhab Mazameen Sir Syed 

(pg. 39-45)]
—Abbas42@rediffmail.com

On Football, Opium and Popular Resistance: 
Not All Sports Are Created Equal 

RAMZY BAROUD

M
y friend is not an elitist. 
To the contrary, he has 
spent decades of his life 
fighting social inequal-
ity, racism and cham-

pioning the rights of disadvantaged 
groups. Therefore, I was taken aback 
when he surmised that “football is the 
opium of the people”. 

The reference, which summons a 
famous Marxist maxim about reli-
gion written in a specific historical 
context, suggested that governments 
use mass sports events to distract 
from political problems or social con-
flicts. 

He is partly right. Not only do gov-
ernments invest in sports as a form of 
distraction, but they also often turn 
sports into a form of political legiti-
mization. While all governments play 
this game, the US excels in it.  

In his seminal 2010 documentary, 
“Not Just a Game: Power, Politics & 
American Sports”, journalist and 
filmmaker Dave Zirin illustrates be-
yond doubt that sports arenas - from 
elementary schools to the Super Bowl 
- are political spaces used exclusively 
to push dominant political lines, if 
not outright propaganda. The film 
is based on Zirin’s important book 
(2009), People’s History of Sports in 
the United States. 

Ruling powers rightly understand 
that sports is a critical form of popu-
lar validation. In the FIFA World Cup 
2022, held in Doha, Qatar, the viewer-
ship is predicted to be over five billion 
people, according to NBC Sports esti-
mations. The last summer Olympics 
held in Tokyo were watched by an 
equally impressive number: over 3 
billion people, according to the Inter-
national Olympic Committee.

When half of humanity tunes in to 
follow an event, any event, this will 
naturally attract the attention of big 
corporations, especially those who 
produce consumer products and, of 
course, politicians. 

This is exactly why some world 

leaders were keen on attending their 
country’s football games in per-
son. French President Emmanuel 
Macron’s few seconds’ appearance, 
waving to the crowds in the France-
Morocco semi-final, was hardly an 
illustration of the embattled Presi-
dent’s love for football. It was a golden 
opportunity for him to be viewed as 
a symbol of a victorious and united 
country. 

Indeed, football often unites us be-
yond class, religion and race, a near 
impossibility in today’s fractious poli-
tics everywhere in the world.  

But this is where my friend goes 
wrong. The fact that governments, all 
governments, exploit sports to serve 
political agendas does not mean that 
their objectives should go unchal-
lenged. Indeed, they do not. 

Sports arenas are contested spac-
es. They are not owned by a govern-
ment, a company or a famous publica-
tion. The latter are all, of course, keen 
on controlling the meanings, presen-
tations and, if they can, the results as 
well, of major sports events. But they 

cannot, simply because the specta-
tors are always resisting, champion-
ing their own meaning of sports, and 
fighting back to reclaim these spaces 
in ways that accurately represent 
their communities and their nations 
– thus, their own popular aspirations. 

This is why we loved Morocco’s 
unprecedented achievements at the 
World Cup. One would venture to 
claim that no other team in football 
history has carried such layers of 
meanings as Morocco has. The very 
choice of words the media used to il-
lustrate Morocco’s achievement was 
itself telling of a bigger story: the 
First Arab and African country to 
ever reach the World Cup semi-finals.

The fact that we chose to highlight 
these specific indicators, not others, 
spoke a great deal about the current 
inequality that exists, not only in 
sports, but in the world at large. Then 
follow the numerous sub-meanings: 
the fact that the legendary Moroccan 
goalkeeper, Yassine Bounou, insisted 
on speaking in his Arabic mother 
tongue at the press conference fol-

lowing his country’s win over Portu-
gal on December 10, even though he 
speaks several other European lan-
guages. 

Additionally, the fact that players 
carried Palestinian flags, kneeled 
down to pray after each game, thus il-
lustrating their Muslim identity, were 
all significant examples; let alone the 
emphasis on Arab unity throughout 
the entire competition, an effort that 
was championed by millions of or-
dinary spectators and backed by the 
players. 

This is only a small part of the sto-
ry. Every team, from Japan, to Saudi 
Arabia to Senegal represented some-
thing, carrying popular, cultural, 
and even political messages. Not even 
mainstream media could easily ig-
nore this. 

In its article entitled “Waving the 
Flag of the World Cup’s Unofficial 
Team”, the New York Times spoke 
about how the Palestinian flag was 
displayed “in all its glory”. Austral-
ian, British and numerous other me-
dia, including traditionally biased 

pro-Israeli media companies, echoed 
the same message. That ownership 
of the Palestinian narrative and the 
genuine love which was displayed by 
millions of football fans have imposed 
a new form of representation of Pales-
tine in the world’s collective imagina-
tion: love, hope, power and victory - to 
be compared with the typical, often 
negative, representations of violence, 
victimhood, defeat and desperation. 

Though other sports can serve as 
a space for ordinary people to com-
municate their collective solidarity or 
aspirations, football is unique in this 
way. Unlike tennis, golf or

gymnastics, for example, football is 
far more accessible, and does not fall 
into socio-economic spaces that are 
only available to middle or upper class-
es. Football is the sport of the poor, 
whose idols, the likes of Pelé, Mara-
dona and Ronaldo - now Hakimi, Salah 
and Ziyech - were brought up in strug-
gling, working-class communities. 

Unlike other sports, football dem-
onstrates that class and social mobil-
ity is very much possible. The reason 
why the Williams sisters are celebrat-
ed tennis champions, aside from their 
actual brilliance on the field, is that, 
typically, Black athletes do not be-
long to a social or economic class that 
makes such an achievement a regu-
lar occurrence. The same can be said 
about Tiger Woods in golf, and a few 
other examples. 

The fight for ownership over the 
meaning of football will continue, long 
after the World Cup is folded, at every 
stage and in every neighborhood, 
from Nairobi to Rabat to Brasilia. Yes, 
football is about winning a match or a 
tournament but, ultimately, it is about 
something bigger - unity, hope, power, 
social conflicts and, yes, popular re-
sistance. Even if, at times, we seem 
oblivious to these subtle meanings, 
they will always, always be there.

—The writer is a journalist, 
author and the Editor of The Pales-

tine Chronicle. His website is 
www.ramzybaroud.net
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The vultures with microphones are exploiting grief for clicks. Who’s to blame? 
Unemployment, apathetic public, or a complacent government

To regain relevance in Jammu and Kashmir, Congress must demand its fair share – or walk away

Kashmir’s Journalism Is Bleeding Out: 
How A Noble Profession Was Hijacked

Alliance Or Surrender? Congress’s 
One-Sided Love Affair With The NC

J
ust like literature, journalism is the 
visual or practical interpretation 
of society, in addition to being its 
theoretical one. People may disagree 
with me on this theory, but journal-
ism is an art that, while considering 

every aspect of society, presents its case to the 
people. To represent the entire society, it is es-
sential to have a complete understanding of it. 
Journalism is about ensuring that by focusing 
on one aspect, you do not let another slip from 
your grasp. To look at every aspect from every 
angle and then choose a moderate path—that is 
journalism.

Societies are a confluence of differences. 
To paint them with emotional colours is igno-
rance and folly. Theft, murder, sexual assault, 
etc., are part of our society. To run away from 
them is to run away from life. Living alongside 
them is life. To present these situations in such 
a way that every news item comes forth in its 
true form, with minimal harm and maximum 
benefit, is what counts as journalism.

It is a consequence of our actions that jour-
nalism here has been handed over to inexpe-
rienced individuals. I cannot call these people 
journalists. To call them journalists is to dis-
respect this profession. Here, a person holding 
a microphone and accompanied by an inexpe-
rienced camera person, exaggerating events 
at an accident site, is called journalism. To be 

swept away in a wave of emotions and to ap-
point oneself as judge and jury is the mark of 
foolish journalism. To publicise private mat-
ters openly and to become a self-appointed muf-
ti, judge, and law—this is the way of these so-
called journalists. What kind of journalism is 
it to make crying and wailing people the deco-
ration of your channels? Interviewing them in 
their half-dead state is foolishness. To question 
every Tom, Dick, and Harry, demand answers, 
and then present those statements as proof be-
fore the people—where does this fall under the 
category of journalism?

Many factors are behind this situation. The 
first is unemployment. Unemployment is at its 
peak in Kashmir. Therefore, uneducated and 
inexperienced “journalists” have begun to 
establish their foothold in this world. Spend-
ing a few thousand rupees, these people have 
donned the cloak of journalism. In this age of 
the internet, money can be made online. So, 
these ignorant individuals have also become 
part of this game. Some don’t even know how 
to use language correctly, and many don’t even 
have a grasp of history. One person’s attire is 
unsuitable for a journalist, while another is us-
ing abusive language. They can’t do any other 
work at home either, because for a person who 
has earned degrees, doing labour is considered 
dishonourable. Therefore, these so-called jour-
nalists have jumped into this profession.

The second reason is the journalistic sys-
tem here. No one pays any attention to real 
journalists. They talk about the real issues of 
society. They know how to work on fundamen-
tals. For them, journalism is a sacred profes-
sion. They used to earn from it and also tried to 
bring reform to society through it. Conditions 
became so bad that this institution failed to 
keep its home fires burning. So, they bid fare-
well to the profession itself and left in search 
of some other job. In contrast, today’s “journal-
ists” are not journalists at all in the first place. 

People consider them clowns.
People, too, have fallen victim to material-

ism. In this environment, there must be break-
ing news. Exaggerating news while presenting 
it is also excessively liked by the public. In the 
race for materialism, it has become essential to 
have news every moment. How much profit was 
made and how many people have died—know-
ing all this has become more important. Who, 
in these conditions, would care about pure 
journalism? The news must reach the people, 
no matter who delivers it. This has further 
weakened the already crumbling edifice of 

journalism.
The third is the attitude of the government. 

If the government had taken measures making 
it difficult for any uneducated person to enter 
a sacred institution like journalism, there was 
a possibility that this profession would have 
served as a healing balm. There would have 
been a system within which journalists would 
be trained. They would receive complete train-
ing, and only in the end should they be permit-
ted to enter this field.

To remedy this, the common people will 
have to become sensitive. If we want bandages 

on our wounds, we must ourselves avoid these 
so-called journalists. If someone has drowned 
in a river or another accident has occurred, we 
all need to be vigilant and prevent these inci-
dents from becoming a show. Every accident 
brings with it various kinds of losses. Repeat-
ing it over and over afterwards and racing for 
money and fame in its wake only piles moun-
tains of further misery onto the problems.

We live in a society. Everyone is aware of 
others’ misfortunes these days. This can lead 
to wrong consequences in the future. The cry-
ing and wailing of women, children, and men is 
now saved by these so-called journalists, who 
then simply leave. What happens next happens 
to the grieving family, which is already in de-
spair. In the past, one had faint memories of the 
deceased, and gradually their face would fade 
from sight. Now, the image of a deceased per-
son is uploaded repeatedly, and consolation is 
sought from it. We casually say, “What effect 
will this have on them!” They will be like the 
living dead.

Besides this, we should learn journalism 
ourselves. And we should support those jour-
nalists who know how to value journalism. As 
for these so-called journalists who are here 
now, the conscious members of society should 
make them understand what journalism is 
and what its requirements are. Everyone must 
wake up so that no further damage is done. 
One-sided reporting is not journalism; it is a 
sin and a mental torment.

My request to those individuals roaming 
with microphones in their hands is to please 
do your homework first, and then step into this 
world of journalism. Emotions and screams 
are not journalism. This is akin to going 
through a grind. If you people cannot apply a 
balm to our wounds, at least refrain from rub-
bing salt in them. Our wounds are already fes-
tering, and because of you, they are reopened 
every day.

T
he Indian National Congress, 
famously known as Congress, 
not only governed India for dec-
ades but also shaped India and 
contributed to freeing it from 
British occupation. Congress 

has a long history of sacrifices, contribu-
tions, and governance across India. Does it 
have a history in Jammu and Kashmir? Its 
history in Jammu and Kashmir is a mix-
ture of contributions and betrayals. I am 
not accusing Congress of having a history 
solely of contributions and betrayals, but 
as a grand old party, it could have played a 
greater role, which it did not.

In Jammu and Kashmir, Congress used 
to be a decisive force. It has had alliances 
with both the National Conference and 
the People’s Democratic Party, both major 
regional parties. We also know how many 
times Congress has made its old ally, NC, 
fall in line again and again. Be it Sheikh 
Mohammad Abdullah in 1953 or his son 
Farooq Abdullah in 1984, Congress has 
managed to bring both father and son into 
line. When Farooq Abdullah refused an 
alliance with Congress, everyone knows 
how he was compelled to enter into an alli-
ance by Congress. I do not approve of what 
Congress did to make them fall in line, but 
Congress ensured that things were done its 
way.

No doubt, when Sheikh Abdullah came 
out of jail, he was made the Chief Minis-
ter of Jammu and Kashmir immediately. 
Also, when Farooq Abdullah entered into 
an agreement with Rajiv Gandhi, he was 
again allowed to take over as Chief Min-

ister. Whatever party was in power, Con-
gress decided and made the National Con-
ference do what it wanted. Where Congress 
made NC fall in line, it also helped it retain 
power time and again. When Omar Abdul-
lah was to become the Chief Minister for 
the first time, it happened only after Con-
gress agreed to an alliance once more. In 
the first Union Territory election, it was 
only after Congress that people believed 
the National Conference wasn’t in any 

hidden alliance with the BJP, which also 
helped them emerge as the single largest 
party. On the other hand, the alliance with 
the National Conference cost Congress 
seats in Jammu. Congress lost all its seats 
in Jammu. Congress, whose alliance part-
ner was in the government, isn’t holding 
any ministry in the cabinet. From the very 
beginning, Congress has supported the 
government selflessly, which the BJP is us-
ing as a tool to target Congress.

In the states that went to the polls af-
ter Jammu and Kashmir, the BJP used it 
sharply to attack Congress. The Article 
370 resolution in the Assembly also put 
Congress in the national spotlight, but it 

still kept supporting the government. Had 
it been another national party besides Con-
gress, it might have withdrawn support be-
cause of mounting criticism. The alliance 
cost Congress seats in the subsequent as-
sembly elections in Jammu and Kashmir. 
The Article 370 resolution in the JK As-
sembly allowed the BJP to attack Congress, 
with Congress being defenceless. Even af-
ter facing opposition at the national level, 
Congress continues to support the govern-
ment and is ensuring its stability.

The National Conference seems to be 
very ungrateful to its loyal ally. NC must 
learn a lesson from what the BJP did to 
the PDP. While the then Chief Minister 

Mehbooba Mufti was busy with the Chief 
Secretary signing files, the BJP withdrew 
support and left the PDP confused. Even 
the CM wasn’t aware that the ally would 
hold a press conference, which marked the 
last day of the government. Although the 
BJP had a significant and equal share in 
the government, they withdrew support 
mainly because the upcoming Parliament 
elections made them want to avoid any 
weakness.

Congress currently has no ministry 
in the Jammu and Kashmir cabinet. Even 
the state president of Congress isn’t part 
of the cabinet. The Congress seems indif-
ferent about this and appears fine with it, 
for reasons best known to them. However, 
people see this as a sign of loyalty on Con-
gress’s part. But the National Conference 
has left its ally red-faced. The Rajya Sabha 
elections have also annoyed Congress. 
While NC decided on its candidates for the 
Rajya Sabha, it completely ignored its ally. 
Congress was expecting a safe seat, but got 
none. The state unit of Congress is now an-
noyed with NC’s denial of a safe seat. NC 
has also approached PDP for support in the 
elections. PDP has played its cards well, 
seeking support for its bills in the upcom-
ing assembly session, which is set to begin 
in November. The last assembly session 
ended amid chaos, halting business, but if 
the agreement between NC and PDP comes 
to a logical end, it could result in a smooth-
er session.

Congress has been a deciding force in 
Jammu and Kashmir, but now it seems to 
accept whatever comes its way. Congress 
could have performed better in Jammu 
had it not allied with the NC. It still has 
the potential to perform very well in both 
regions. Congress needs to end its “uncon-
ditional” support for the National Confer-
ence and demand its fair share in the gov-
ernment. One-sided love hurts and serves 
no purpose. Once Congress withdraws its 
support to NC, it will have no authority to 
label others as the B-team of the BJP.

—Raqif Makhdoomi is a law student
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From exercise to nutrition: 5 proven ways 
to keep bones strong as you age

Wikipedia loses traffic as AI 
chatbots replace search visits

 

WhatsApp revises business API terms to ban AI 
chatbot rivals like ChatGPT, Perplexity

HMD launches Touch 4G, a 
pocket-friendly touch screen 
phone with cloud-based apps

Study finds disparities in cancer research in 
India despite economic growth

NEW DELHI: Most people reach their peak 
bone mass by the age of 30. As we age, bone 
breakdown slowly begins to outpace forma-
tion and increases the risk of fractures and 
osteoporosis. Harvard study suggests bone 
strength starts slipping at an average rate of 
1% per year after age 40.

For these reasons, it becomes all the more 
crucial to maintain bone health as we age. Re-
search-backed strategies emphasize lifestyle 
modifications, proper nutrition, and targeted 
exercises can significantly slow bone loss and 
even strengthen bones in later years. Below 
we mention some proven ways that can help 
preserve bone health with aging.

Weight bearing and strength exercise 
Harvard study suggests weight-bearing 

exercise can help to slow bone loss, and sev-
eral show it can even build bone. A study 
published in Mayo Clinic also suggests that 
adults who engage in regular weight-bearing 
activity show higher bone mineral density 
compared to adults with sedentary lifestyles.

Activities like brisk walking, jogging, danc-
ing, and weightlifting stimulate bone forma-
tion and slow down bone loss.

Ensure adequate calcium intake 
NIH Research indicates that lifelong cal-

cium sufficiency supports bone health, es-

pecially when combined with vitamin D for 
optimal absorption. Adults require around 
1000mg to 1200 mg of calcium a day, as per 
NIH.

Calcium can be sufficiently acquired 
through diet. Common food sources of cal-
cium are milk, cheese. Yogurt, leafy green 
veggies, and almonds etc. consuming calcium 
in small amounts throughout the day is more 
beneficial.

Maintain Vitamin D levels
Numerous studies have shown that vitamin 

D plays a critical role in absorbing calcium. 
Without adequate levels of this vitamin, a cal-
cium-rich diet will not provide any benefit.

NIH facts sheet suggests, adults need 12 
micrograms of vitamin D to fulfil the daily 
required intake. The most common and well 
known source of vitamin D is sunlight. Other 
rich sources may include egg yolks, plant 
based milk, fatty fish like salmon etc. One 
may also take vitamin D supplements after 
consulting with a healthcare professional.

Ensure protein intake 
Research published in NIH suggests that 

protein may be beneficial for bone health, if 
consumed along with proper calcium intake. 
Incorporating protein in the form of lean 
meats, dairy, legumes, and nuts into diet can 

NEW DELHI: Wikipedia, the free-to-use 
online encyclopedia platform that gets 
billions of pageviews from all around the 
world, is losing a significant portion of 
its traffic because of AI-generated sum-
maries.

In a blog post, Wikimedia, the founda-
tion that owns the online encyclopedia, 
says that its algorithms, which classify 
its algorithms into humans and bots, no-
ticed a sudden uptick in human traffic 
from Brazil in the month of May.

Upon investigating and updating the 
algorithm, they noticed that much of 
this unusually high traffic spanning the 
months of May and June was actually 
coming from bots that were designed to 
evade detection.

According to Marshall Miller, who 
works for the Wikimedia Foundation, hu-
man pageviews are falling eight per cent 
year-over-year because of “the impact of 
generative AI and social media on how 
people seek information.” He says that a 
large portion of this can be attributed to 
how “search engines are increasingly using 
generative AI to provide answers directly 
to searchers rather than linking to sites like 
ours” and “younger generations are seek-
ing information on social video platforms 
rather than the open web.”

However, Wikipedia isn’t the only website 
affected by the rising popularity of AI chat-
bots and summaries. Other popular publi-
cations and content platforms have previ-
ously reported a similar shift in patterns.

Miller goes on to say that he welcomes the 
“new ways for people to gain knowledge” 
and that this won’t make Wikipedia any 

less important, since they are still getting 
knowledge from the website. To give you a 
quick recap, Wikipedia did offer an AI sum-
marised version of its pages, but removed 
the feature after editors complained.

With people now turning to AI summaries 
instead of Wikipedia for getting answers, 
Miller says the website may be at risk as 
“fewer volunteers may grow and enrich the 
content, and fewer individual donors may 
support this work.”

To combat this, Wikipedia says it is en-
forcing new policies and working on a 
framework to ensure that third parties re-
sponsibly access and use content from the 
website. The Wikimedia Foundation added 
that it is also working on bringing Wikipe-
dia content to the younger audience using 
social media platforms like YouTube, Tik-
Tok, Roblox and Instagram. —Agencies 

NEW DELHI: In a major crackdown on its 
rivals, WhatsApp has updated its business 
API policy to ban general-purpose AI chat-
bots from operating on its platform.

The Meta-owned chat app has added a 
new section in its business API terms that 
specifically prohibits AI model providers 
from distributing their AI assistants via 
WhatsApp. However, this change will not 
affect businesses such as a travel agency 
that use WhatsApp to deploy AI chatbots 
for customer service, the company clari-
fied.

“Providers and developers of artificial 
intelligence or machine learning technolo-
gies, including but not limited to large 
language models, generative artificial 
intelligence platforms, general-purpose 
artificial intelligence assistants, or simi-
lar technologies as determined by Meta 
in its sole discretion (“AI Providers”), are 
strictly prohibited from accessing or using 
the WhatsApp Business Solution, whether 
directly or indirectly, for the purposes of 
providing, delivering, offering, selling, or 
otherwise making available such technolo-
gies when such technologies are the pri-
mary (rather than incidental or ancillary) 
functionality being made available for use, 
as determined by Meta in its sole discre-
tion,” the updated WhatsApp business API 
policy reads.

The revised terms are set to go into effect 
from January 15, 2026, onwards.

WhatsApp’s latest policy change effec-
tively blocks AI assistants rolled out by 
rivals such as OpenAI and Perplexity, mak-
ing Meta AI the only AI chatbot accessible 
through the platform which has over 500 

million users in India. The move under-
scores the growing turf war in the AI race 
and signals a shift toward more closed, 
tightly controlled ecosystems.

The Competition Commission of India 
(CCI) has pointed out that big tech compa-
nies have an unfair market advantage in AI 
due to their control over datasets and other 
computational resources, among other fac-
tors. “In the AI industry, major firms may 
leverage their control over data, infrastruc-
ture, and proprietary models to entrench 
their market position which may end up 
raising barriers to entry,” read the CCI 
study released earlier this month.

However, Meta sought to justify the policy 
update by stating that its business API solu-
tion cannot serve as a platform for chatbot 
distribution as it is primarily designed to 
enable businesses to serve customers.

“The purpose of the WhatsApp Business 
API is to help businesses provide customer 
support and send relevant updates. Our fo-
cus is on supporting the tens of thousands 
of businesses who are building these expe-
riences on WhatsApp,” a Meta spokesper-
son was quoted as saying by TechCrunch.

WhatsApp further said that distributing 
general-purpose chatbots via its business 
API solution placed a lot of burden on its 
backend systems due to an increase in the 
volume of messages.

Business API is also one of WhatsApp’s 
primary revenue streams where it essen-
tially charges government and enterprise 
customers looking to communicate with 
users at scale. In June this year, the Meta-
owned platform announced that it will be 
introducing ads in its Status feature.

—Agencies

NEW DELHI: India had a largely 
inconsistent growth in clinical 
research related to cancer since 
2001, despite a strong economic 
growth, suggesting that develop-
ment could be a contributing fac-
tor towards disparities among the 
low and middle-income countries 
in cancer research, according to a 
new study.

Cancer cases and deaths are 
projected to surge in the coming 
decades with low and middle-in-
come countries expected to bear a 
disproportionate burden.

However, researchers, includ-
ing those from the Latin Ameri-
can Cooperative Oncology Group, 
said that clinical trials of cancer 
are disproportionally concentrat-
ed in high-income countries, even 
as previous evidence suggests an 
increase in trials among low and 
middle-income nations.

The study, published in the jour-
nal 'CANCER', looked at dispari-
ties in the numbers and complex-
ity of clinical trials over time and 
according to economic changes. 
Datasets from World Bank and 
ClinicalTrials.gov were analysed.

Between 2001 and 2020, a total of 
16,977 cancer clinical trials were 
found to have been registered in 
low and middle-income countries 
-- an increase from 1,053 during 
2001-2005 to 7,661 during 2016-2020.

In India, 54 clinical trials were 
registered between 2001 and 2005. 
The figure was seen to increase to 
126 during 2016-2020. A total of 506 

clinical trials related to cancer 
had been registered in the coun-
try over the entire study period.

"(Clinical research) develop-
ment has been unequal among 
LMICs. Strong EG could be a con-
tributing factor but only to some 
extent," the authors wrote.

"Only China and South Korea 
meaningfully developed indepen-
dent and high-complexity clinical 
research," they said.

However, south and southeast 
Asian countries, including In-
dia, Thailand and Vietnam -- also 
showing a strong economic devel-

opment -- "had mainly inconsis-
tent growth in clinical trials", the 
researchers said.

South American countries such 
as Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico 
were found to have registered an 
increased number of clinical tri-
als on cancer, despite relative eco-
nomic stagnation, they said.

The team added that in Africa, 
Egypt showed strong economic 
growth with a corresponding 
increase in clinical trials, but 
no such correlation was seen in 
South Africa.

The findings suggest that eco-

nomic growth is a contributing 
factor towards increase in cancer-
related clinical trials among low 
and middle-income countries.

The study can "offer valuable 
insights for LMICs (low and mid-
dle-income countries) aiming to 
enhance clinical research," said 
senior author Max S. Mano, of the 
Latin American Cooperative On-
cology Group and Einstein Hospi-
tal Israelita, in Brazil.

"These data reinforce the need 
for initiatives to support cancer 
research in LMICs," the authors 
wrote.                —PTI

NEW DELHI: HMD, the company that 
owns the Nokia brand, has launched a new 
phone named HMD Touch 4G. The com-
pany is marketing it as a “hybrid phone”, 
which means it is not exactly a smartphone 
but offers more functionalities than a fea-
ture phone. The company’s newest budget 
phone seems to be inspired by Nokia’s Asha 
series in the sense that it also brought some 
smart features via cloud-hosted browser 
apps.

As the name sug-
gests, HMD Touch 4G 
comes with 4G con-
nectivity and seems to 
be designed for users 
who want an internet-
enabled phone at an 
affordable price. In 
terms of hardware, the 
HMD Touch 4G comes 
with a 3.2-inch TFT 
LCD screen with 240 
x 320 pixel resolution 
and runs on a custom 
lightweight real-time 
operating system 
named RTOS Touch.

It comes pre-installed 
with the Express Chat 
app, which, like What-
sApp, is an instant messaging app with 
support for group chats and video calling. 
You also get some cloud-based apps that 
let users get cricket updates, weather fore-
casts and watch trending videos. The front 
of the phone houses a 0.3MP selfie shooter, 
while the back has a circular camera island 
that houses a 2MP sensor in addition to the 

LED flash.
HMD Touch 4G is powered by the Unisoc 

T127 chipset and comes with 64MB of RAM 
and up to 128GB of internal storage, which 
can be expanded up to 32GB using the mi-
croSD card slot. All of this is backed by a 
1,950mAh battery, which can be charged 
using he included USB-C port.

The phone offers IP52 protection and 
weighs 100 grams. On the connectivity 

side of things, you get a 3.5mm headphone 
jack, Bluetooth 5.0 and Wi-Fi. Available in 
Cyan and Dark Blue, the HMD Touch 4G 
is priced at Rs 3,999 and can be purchased 
via HMD’s official website. However, at the 
time of writing, it is currently out of stock, 
but it may soon go on sale.

—Agencies 


