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West Bengal should rebuild its
crumbling, hazardous infrastructure

hat is it with West Bengal and fires?
W Since 2025, there have been major

fires, in hotels and in godowns, claim-
ing some 65 lives, many of them poor and mi-
grant workers and pilgrims. The State seems to
be an egregious case of the generally poor fire sa-
fety record of Indian factories, industrial facilities
as well as cities and towns built on top of greed, a
disregard for laws, corruption, and scant respect
for lives and property. The Shikha Inn was
housed in a century-old building on Mirza Ghalib
Street in Kolkata, which apparently had several
hotels — on each of its five floors. It was obviously
not built to be a hotel. Shikha Inn is typical of
what happens in India, where old buildings with
electrical systems designed for a certain load are
quickly repurposed, and modern equipment is
added without any consideration of whether the
system can handle the air-conditioners, washing
machines, heaters and induction stoves. The Au-
gust 17 fire in Tarapith was apparently electrical
too and the killer was the smoke. The fire spread
rapidly because the pilgrim hotel used flammable
materials extensively. Rituraj Hotel, which caught
fire in April 2025, had also been repurposed.
With just one stairway, the fire on the first floor
cut off escape, and, just as in the Mirza Ghalib
Street fire, smoke trapped those above.

For the new BJP government in West Bengal,
the accidents have provided more fodder for its
attacks on the TMC. Though Chief Minister Su-
vendu Adhikari called the Kolkata fire “impossi-
ble to ignore”, he nevertheless blamed a “legacy
of negligence”. This may well be true but serves
little purpose. The present government has, simi-
lar to its predecessor, a dedicated Fire Minister.
There have been promises of robust action such
as a Statewide safety audit, but the focus seems to
be more on the TMC than on corrective action.
Mr. Adhikari should dismount the campaign
horse and look at the elephant in the room -
crumbling infrastructure. In its first 100 days, the
government has been rather silent on the creaky
infrastructure of West Bengal — a State with a rich
history of urban life, industrialisation, culture
and progressive politics that once led the nation,
but now lags behind much of India in roads,
buildings, amenities and governance. Urban re-
newal is the stock-in-trade of the BJP across India
and West Bengal will be well served by a State BJP
that adopts it. Heritage buildings and conserva-
tion have their own value, including for tourism,
but require careful planning to suit today’s needs.
Mr. Adhikari should place governance above pet-
ty politics and focus on infrastructure.

Socialist surge
Affordability issues propel democratic
socialists in the United States
A s the Trump administration persists with

its blunderbuss reshaping of American

foreign policy — a marriage of hyperimpe-
rialism, with wars in West Asia, a de facto capture
of power in Venezuela and the strangling of Cu-
ba’s fuel trade, and isolationism, seen in withdra-
wals from multilateral institutions and tariffs im-
posed on a whim — the world has been waiting
for a political alternative to Trumpism to take
shape. After 2024, when a vapid Democratic Par-
ty displayed little ideological gumption on fo-
reign policy, welfare or taking on the plutocrats
reshaping American democracy, the prospects
looked slim. Then, in November 2025, Zohran
Mamdani won New York City on a platform of de-
commodification — placing citizens’ needs above
market shibboleths — while openly calling Israel’s
war on Gaza a genocide. His victory did more
than capture New York’s imagination. It set off an
insurgency by democratic socialists within De-
mocratic Party ranks. In Michigan’s August 4
primary, Abdul El-Sayed, a progressive backed by
Independent Senator Bernie Sanders, won the
Democratic nomination for the Senate despite
pro-Israel groups spending heavily against him.
Angie Nixon, a three-term State legislator who
joined the Democratic Socialists of America in
June, has won Florida’s Democratic Senate nom-
ination, having spent merely $60,000 on adver-
tising as opposed to her moderate opponent’s
$2.2 million. Such results matter in a country
where socialism has been used to evoke the Red
Scare, even decades after the Cold War.

Mr. Sanders, whose unabashed democratic so-
cialism is closer to European social democracy
than to state ownership of the means of produc-
tion, ran two presidential campaigns that pre-
pared this ground while the likes of Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez and others showed its electoral
viability in Democratic strongholds in House
elections. In 2026, a new generation of democrat-
ic socialists has sharpened its methods and its
reach. The focus on affordability in childcare,
rent freeze, Medicare for All and taxing the rich
while breaking with the Democratic Party’s fo-
reign policy consensus, including on funding Is-
rael’s military, has carried them beyond strong-
holds such as New York. The new cohort has not
only won primaries but also registered a shift in
the political outlook of many Americans. But cau-
tion is warranted. Taking on the Republican ma-
chine in November will be a far tougher task, es-
pecially if the Democratic establishment does not
rally around its insurgents against Trumpism.
Yet, supporters point to a deeply unpopular Mr.
Trump, and a welfare-first message that could cut
across the U.Ss culture wars the Republicans will
keep stoking. For the Global South, including In-
dians, the rise of democratic socialism as a viable
force in the U.S. will be welcome, as its emphasis
rests on fair trade and multilateral engagement,
besides an end to Washington’s forever wars.
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Centre’s fiscal outlook faces geopolitical, revenue risks

eopolitical headwinds in the

background of recently introduced tax

changes would shape the Centre’s

fiscal outlook for 2026-27. Despite
pressure on tax revenues and subsidies, strong
non-tax receipts and policy interventions may
keep fiscal outcomes broadly on track.

Centre’s revenue receipts

As per the The Controller General of Accounts
(CGA) data, the Centre’s gross tax revenues (GTR)
grew only by 3.7% in the first quarter of 2026-27.
This was the result of subdued revenue
performance of personal income tax (PIT) and
Goods and Services Tax (GST), both of which
were subjected to substantive modifications in
2025-26. In both cases, extensive rate
rationalisation was undertaken. In the case of
GST, there was a substantive rate reduction. The
expectation was that while these reforms would
entail an initial revenue sacrifice, subsequent
expansion of the tax base would offset the
revenue loss over time. PIT revenue growth in
2025-26 was only 0.037%, implying a buoyancy of
zero. For the second half of 2025-26, GST revenue
growth was 4.67%. The revenue reducing effect of
these major tax interventions has continued in
2026-27. PIT shows a growth of 6.8% in the first
quarter of 2026-27 while GST revenues showed a
contraction of (-)11%.

In the meantime, the Indian economy was
beset by the West Asian crisis and its related
impact, including high and volatile global crude
oil prices and other supply-side uncertainties. As
retail fuel prices rose, the government reduced
excise duties to ease the burden on consumers.
This had a direct bearing on revenue from Union
excise duties, which contracted by 22.4% in the
first quarter of 2026-27.

In order to make up for the shortfall in revenue
receipts, the government initiated some remedial
measures. First, a Health Security se National
Security (HSNS) Cess was introduced with effect
from February 1, 2026 even as the GST
Compensation Cess was discontinued. Second,
the windfall tax on exports of diesel, petrol and
aviation turbine fuel was increased effective
August 3, 2026. Third, there was an increase in
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import duties through increased rates on gold
and silver bullion and other specific precious
metal articles, sweepings, and clad metals. One
additional factor is the likelihood of a higher
nominal GDP growth rate as compared to the
budgeted growth of 10.04%. We expect the
2026-27 nominal GDP growth to be in the range of
12.5% to 13%. This projection reflects an expected
real GDP growth of about 7% together with an
Implicit Price Deflator (IPD)-based inflation of
5%-5.5%, consistent with the present trajectories
of Consumer Price Index (CPI) and Wholesale
Price Index (WPI) inflation at 3.9% and 9.3%,
respectively, in the first quarter of 2026-27. We
note that even with a higher nominal GDP growth
rate, the magnitude of nominal GDP as per the
2022-23 base series is estimated at ¥391 lakh
crore. This will be lower than the budgeted level
at 3393 lakh crore. On the whole, we consider
that the estimated GTR would be realised or fall
short by a small margin. At some suitable time,
the reduction in excise duty on fuel prices must
be restored.

Transfers to States

In estimating net tax revenue from GTR, a factor
of 65%, which was the ratio of net to gross tax
revenues in 2025-26 and 2026-27 (BE), can be
applied since the Sixteenth Finance Commission
(FC16) retained the share of States in the divisible
pool of central taxes at 41%. There may be a
marginal reduction in the shareable pool due to
the introduction of the non-shareable HSNS Cess
although some part of the revenues from this cess
may go to the States as non-FC grants.

In the first quarter of 2026-27, there was a
sharp contraction in tax devolution to the States
to the extent of (-)19.5%. In subsequent months,
there is an expectation of an increase in the
assignment of central tax revenues to the States.
Based on the FC16’s recommendation, the FC
grants for the States are budgeted to contract by
an amount of 323,556 crore in 2026-27.

The Reserve Bank of India provided major
fiscal support in the form of dividends, which
were transferred to the Centre in May 2026. As a
result, 77% of the budgeted dividends and profits
for the full year had already been covered in the

first three months. We expect the budgeted
amounts for non-tax and non-debt capital
receipts to be realised.

The Centre’s non-tax revenues contributed
37% of its net revenue receipts in the first quarter
of 2026-27. During the quarter, major subsidies
had to be increased by 37.4% due to the
unexpected rise in global crude oil prices,
although the growth in revenue expenditure was
contained at 7.4%. The Centre was able to
front-load its capital expenditure in the first
quarter of 2026-27, which grew by 23.7%,
compared with a contraction of (-)23.3% in the
fourth quarter of 2025-26.

For the year as a whole, the crisis in West Asia
is likely to continue keeping global crude oil
prices under pressure. If the major subsidies in
the first quarter are extrapolated to estimate the
annual subsidy requirement, realised subsidies
are expected to exceed the budgeted amount by
about 350,000 crore.

Debt and deficit

Using first-quarter data, the Centre’s fiscal deficit
accounted for 18.2% of the annual budgeted
magnitude, while the corresponding share of the
revenue deficit was 0.4%. The impressive revenue
account balance is mainly due to the contribution
of non-debt receipts.

Fiscal deficit, calculated as the increment in
debt, is estimated at %18.16 lakh crore. If this is
realised, the fiscal deficit-to-GDP ratio, with
respect to the new GDP series, is estimated at
4.6%. Correspondingly, the debt-to-GDP ratio is
estimated at 55.8%. This is close to the budgeted
level, taking into account the impact of the new
GDP series. Some slippage may still occur due to
a shortfall in tax revenues, an unbudgeted
increase in revenue expenditure arising from
additional subsidies, and a slightly higher
external debt amid sustained pressure on the
Indian rupee. As of now, significant deviations
from the budgeted fiscal outcomes appear
unlikely. However, an escalation of the war could
deliver a major jolt to the economy and central
finances.

The views expressed are personal

The Vanashalkti verdict is balanced and pragmatic

judgment delivered on July 29, 2026 in

Vanashakti vs Union of India has brought
much-needed clarity to one of the most debated
issues in environmental regulation: the fate of
projects that commenced without obtaining prior
Environmental Clearance (EC).

T he Supreme Court of India’s landmark

Wider policy impact

While the judgment firmly reiterates that
obtaining prior EC is a mandatory legal
requirement under the Environment Impact
Assessment Notification (EIA) Notification, 2006,
it also provides an important policy direction that
could have far-reaching implications for
thousands of industries, infrastructure projects
and real estate developments across India.

The Court has categorically held that project
proponents who commenced construction or
operations without obtaining prior EC and that
did not apply under the earlier violation
mechanisms, cannot now seek regularisation
under the 2017 Notification or the 2021 Standard
Operating Procedure (Office Memorandum).
Those mechanisms are no longer available for
fresh cases.

At first glance, this may appear to shut the
door completely on pending violation projects.
However, a closer reading of the judgment reveals
a far more balanced and pragmatic approach.
One of the most significant aspects is the Court’s
recognition that the central government
continues to possess the statutory power under
Section 3 of the Environment (Protection) Act,
1986 to frame a fresh statutory mechanism for
dealing with violation cases, if considered
necessary in the larger public interest.

The Court has made an important distinction
between an administrative office memorandum,
which cannot override the requirement of prior
EC, and a statutory notification issued under the
powers conferred by the Environment
(Protection) Act. While the former has been held
to be legally unsustainable, the latter remains a
permissible legislative option, provided it is

Kalaiselvan
Periyasamy

Environmental
and social expert

The top court’s
verdict closes
existing
environmental
clearance
regularisation
routes while
leaving scope
for a new
framework

carefully designed within the framework of
environmental law.

This observation is likely to have significant
policy implications. Across India, numerous
industrial units, commercial developments,
infrastructure projects and public utility projects
remain in violation of the EC requirements for
various reasons. Some projects proceeded due to
regulatory uncertainty, others due to an incorrect
interpretation of the law, while some simply
failed to obtain the necessary approvals before
commencement. Many such projects never
applied under the earlier violation windows and
have therefore been left without a legal pathway
following the closure of the 2017 scheme and the
striking down of the 2021 Office Memorandum.

The present judgment acknowledges this
practical reality without compromising the
fundamental principle that prior EC remains
mandatory.

Where there is a balancing act

Importantly, the Court has not directed the
central government to introduce a new
regularisation scheme. Instead, it has clarified
that the government may, if it considers it
necessary, in the larger public interest, issue a
fresh statutory notification providing a one-time
opportunity for specified categories of violation
projects.

The Court has also indicated the safeguards
that such a notification must incorporate. Any
future scheme cannot become a permanent
“violate first, regularise later” mechanism.
Instead, it should be strictly one-time, supported
by statutory authority, and should include
comprehensive environmental safeguards such as
environmental damage assessment, remediation
measures, environmental compensation and
strict compliance conditions.

This balanced approach attempts to reconcile
two equally important objectives. On one hand,
environmental laws cannot encourage deliberate
violations by allowing routine post-facto
approvals, while on the other, indiscriminate

closure or demolition of every violation project
may not always serve either environmental
protection or the larger public interest,
particularly where projects are otherwise
environmentally acceptable and substantial
investments have already been made.

The judgment therefore reinforces the
principle that environmental governance should
combine strict enforcement with practical and
scientifically sound regulatory solutions.

For project developers, industries and
infrastructure agencies, the immediate message is
straightforward. No fresh applications can now
be made under the earlier violation mechanisms.
However, the judgment also leaves open the
possibility that the central government may
formulate a fresh statutory framework to address
pending violation cases in an environmentally
responsible manner.

The regulatory road ahead

Whether such a policy initiative will be
undertaken now rests entirely with the central
government. Given the large number of pending
projects across various sectors, industry
associations, infrastructure developers,
environmental professionals and other
stakeholders are expected to closely watch the
government’s next steps. The judgment has
effectively closed the old regulatory route but has
simultaneously acknowledged that Parliament’s
environmental legislation still provides sufficient
statutory authority for a carefully structured
one-time solution, should the government
consider such intervention necessary.

The July 2026 judgment is therefore significant
not merely because it settles the legal validity of
earlier violation mechanisms, but also because it
charts the contours of any future policy on
environmental regularisation. It preserves the
integrity of the prior EC regime while leaving
sufficient legislative space for the government to
address genuine legacy violations through a
lawful, transparent, and environmentally robust
statutory framework.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

The goal as good doctors
All necessary security
measures should be put in
place, at least from now on,
so that paper leaks, court
hearings, protests,
administrative decisions,
demands for accountability
and the like become a thing
of the past. While healthy
competition, even if stiff, is
welcome, it is unfair to
subject medical aspirants to
such teething troubles even
before they make their deep
medical plunge through the
National Eligibility cum
Entrance Test
(Undergraduate), which is
supposed to be the ultimate
test of their merit and
mettle. There should be no
scope for man-made
manipulations that enable
non-meritorious candidates

to find shortcuts to
becoming doctors and
entering the profession. One
can well imagine the
adverse consequences of
unworthy and undeserving
persons becoming doctors
and treating the public. Let
us turn a new page and
focus on producing good
doctors.

R. Sampath,

Chennai

Perks, misplaced priorities
Tamil Nadu Chief Minister C.
Joseph Vijay’s recent
announcement to provide
brand-new luxury cars and
a monthly vehicle
allowance of 275,000, plus
additional staffing perks to
all 234 MLAs is a staggering
display of misplaced
priorities. The vast majority

of the elected
representatives already own
multiple personal vehicles
or have ample logistical
means. Handing out luxury
State perks and
unconditional monthly cash
flows to affluent politicians
while ordinary citizens
struggle with inflation,
crumbling local
infrastructure, and unmet
basic welfare needs shows a
shocking disconnect from
ground realities. To spend
crores of taxpayer money
on luxury upgrades for
sitting politicians, under the
guise of helping “humble
backgrounds”, is an insult to
the public (“All T.N. MLAs to
get car and assistant for
constituency work”, August
20). At a time when the
State treasury must be

guarded and prioritised for
public health, education,
and employment
generation, spending crores
of rupees on redundant
vehicular luxuries for
lawmakers is fiscally
reckless. Public money
belongs to the public, not to
the comfort of
already-privileged
politicians.

R. Sivakumar,

Chennai

Word ‘industry’ redefined
A substantial portion of
Justice V.R. Krishna lyer’s
judgment has been
preserved for all pending
disputes. The majority has
held that the triple-test
theory requires
reconsideration. At the
heart of the controversy,

however, is Justice Krishna
lyer’s judgment and the
philosophy that informed it.
It is a matter of some relief
that his broad-based
judgment, which provided a
forum for the working class,
has been preserved for
pending litigation. It is
unfortunate, however, that
the benefit of this liberal
approach has not been
extended to the millions of
toiling workers for whom
Justice Krishna lyer was a
beacon of hope. It is also
refreshing that Justice B.V.
Nagarathna has upheld the
principles enunciated by
Justice Krishna lyer in the
Bangalore Water Supply
case and held that the
reference itself was
unnecessary. At the same
time, one must take note of

the damage caused by the
definition of “industry”
under the Industrial
Relations Code. The Code
adopts a highly
conservative definition that
excludes a number of
activities, thereby leaving
sections of the working
class vulnerable and
without adequate legal
protection. This is a
moment for the working
class to organise rather than
depend on legislative
prescriptions or judicial
interpretations for their
survival, dignity and
progress. The battle lines
have been drawn.

N.G.R. Prasad,
Chennai

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
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Can free public technology break the private coaching industry?
e

PARLEY

n his 2026 Independence Day address,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
announced that the government will roll

Buddha out free online coaching for competitive
Chandra- exams using India’s digital public infrastructure.
sekhar The announcement was made in a bid to reach
Chief out to the Gen-Z youth, especially following the
Coordinating widespread student protests against the National
Officer of the Al Eligibility cum Entrance Test (NEET) paper leak.
India Councilof  The objective of the PM’s announcement was to
Technical save poor and middle-class families thousands of
Education crores while also helping students prepare
(AICTE) and . . 3

. without leaving their homes. However, can free
CEO, Anuvadini . . .
Al run under pubhc technology break the private coaching
the Ministry of 1ndpstry? Bu@dha Chandrase‘kha‘r and Anubhav
Education Shrivastava discuss the question in a
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conversation moderated by Maitri Porecha.

How do you view the announcement made
by PM Modi to provide free online coaching?

Buddha Chandrasekhar: Prime Minister
Modi’s announcement on August 15 is a major
intervention in education equity. We need to see
it as an opportunity to redesign the entire
competitive exam preparation ecosystem so that
the probability of success depends less on family
income, geography and access to an elite
coaching centre. India has digital public
infrastructure, teachers and talent. We can
create a better personalised and customised free
online coaching network.

Anubhav Shrivastava: I see it as an
announcement that can bring reforms in the
education system. But accessibility and
affordability are not the main issues here; the
issue is deeper. It is about the dependency of the
Indian education system on coaching. We need
to see whether the launching of this new
programme will effectively kill this dependency
(on private elite coaching); if not, it will just be
another free access platform where videos will
be uploaded every day. It will just be another
video library.

Will the prospect of free online coaching
really kill the dependency on private and
elite coaching? Also, India has an existing
public digital infrastructure with education
platforms such as Swayam, Saathi and so on.
How then can shifting to online modules be
an alternative to the coaching industry?

BC: The existing platforms are very traditional in
nature. We need to create Agentic Al-based
systems suitable for Gen Z youth where they can
experiment without going to the classroom.
They want everything to be mobile based and
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Students engaged in last-minute preparation for the NEET re-examination in
front of an exam centre in Salem, Tamil Nadu on June 21. LAKSHMI NARAYANAN. E

they want quick content delivery in different
formats. We are not able to meet these
expectations. It is not that our systems are bad;
our systems are not designed for them. This is
the problem statement that needs to be
accepted so that we can create better systems.

Why do we need coaching centres when we
have very good schools and colleges? Because
there is a fundamental difference between what
is taught in school and what is asked in
competitive exams. The school aims to
conceptualise learning and focuses on board
examinations whereas competitive exams ask a
student a question to understand whether they
can outperform millions of other students under
severe time pressure. These are two different
dimensions altogether. And that basically
requires a separate skill set altogether. In
coaching centres, students learn how to do
rapid problem solving and deploy different test
strategies. If you know how to eliminate the
wrong options and figure out the right answer,
you will get a better rank in competitive exams.

But online coaching cannot cover everything.
What about personalised feedback and a
competitive peer environment? I'm sure after
your parents and friends, you still remember
your school teachers. The reason is because
they emotionally and academically mentor you.
I think we need to create a hybrid mechanism.
As the National Education Policy (NEP), 2020
encourages skill hubs, we need to make sure
there are skill hubs in schools which students
can attend physically and get mentored in
regular intervals along with online classes. We
need to create a digital twin of everything. If you
have a digital twin, students will tweak it and
use it as per their needs. Gen Z wants an
immersive experience — so it needs to be digital
first, along with human assistance.

AS: The main objectives of school and board

Just providing free access to lectures is not
going to work for the students. We need to
find out what the coaching industry provides
to the students which they don’t get from
anywhere else. The classes are structured
and deliver on what they promise

ANUBHAV SHRIVASTAVA

examinations are totally different. In Class 9 and
10, students are less dependent on coaching. In
Class 11 and 12, when they start preparing for the
Joint Entrance Examination (JEE) and NEET,
they start depending on coaching because they
have to solve complex questions. The
curriculum is not designed in a way that can
make a student well prepared for the upcoming
examinations. So there’s a huge gap between the
objectives of the two.

Just providing free access to lectures is not
going to work for the students. We need to find
out what the coaching industry provides to the
students which they don’t get from anywhere
else. The classes are structured and deliver on
what they promise — there are weekly
assessments and doubt solving forums.
Moreover, in the coaching industry, not all
courses cost lakhs and thousands. Some tutors
like me create an application which offers
students all this for a minimum application
charge of around ¥700-¥800. The government
has ample funds, with Indian Institutes of
Technology (IITs) and Indian Institutes of
Management (IIMs) at their disposal. They can
make coaching free of cost: but not just the
lectures, this entire structure has to be
incorporated.

India has over 100 major national-level
exams, including the UPSC, JEE and NEET
that attract millions of aspirants. To build
coaching for all of them at one point will be
diluting quality, so what should be the scope
of such a plan?

BC: The current thought process of the
government is one course per exam. But
instead, we can create a common competitive
learning stack. About 70% to 80% of these
exams have similar kinds of requirements for
reasoning, language, general awareness, and
current affairs. We can create a national
competitive learning and opportunity grid and
have a layered way of selection. The student can
easily adopt layers depending on the exam.

AS: I don’t feel the common stack model works.
I teach physics for both NEET and JEE aspirants.

There is a huge difference in teaching the
subject for both exams. While fundamental
concepts are the same, the nature of the
examination is different. So, you have to take
different classes for them. A common grid could
be a futuristic plan but I don’t think it’s currently
feasible. There should be one proper dedicated
platform per examination.

There are millions of students who face a
double hurdle. One is that there is a lack of
reliable, high-speed Internet and electricity
for online coaching and that exam centres
are located hundreds of kilometres away. So
how do you bridge the last mile?

BC: 3G and 4G level implementation in our
country has already reached tribal areas. But let
us assume it’s a very difficult terrain, where
Internet penetration is very less and there are
frequent disconnects — there satellite technology
can be explored. A small, compact ground
antenna box can be installed at a remote exam
centre. Instead of relying on local broadband or
mobile networks, the antenna connects directly
to Low Earth Orbit (LEO) or Geostationary
(GEO) satellites — similar to satellite TV
broadcasting. The base station receives the
question paper from the satellite, stores it
locally, and acts as an offline server to display or
transmit it short-range to students. Students
write their answers using pen and paper placed
over a small smart digital pad (equipped with
short-range wireless capabilities such as
NFC/radio waves). As the student writes, the
digital pad captures the answers, encrypts the
data locally, and saves it in real time — requiring
no active Internet connection during the test.
Once the exam ends and a satellite link
connects, the local base station securely uploads
all encrypted answer files back to the central
examination authority.

This is the way TV broadcasting works. So
when we can watch OTTs like this, why can’t we
can conduct an exam using it? There are some
gaps as of now, but we can cover this.

AS: For catering to the last mile student, we
have existing infrastructure — we just have to
improve it. We can install smart boards as I have
been doing near cities where we deliver classes.
You can provide them with all the lectures, and
a mentor can play the video and make students
understand concepts by doing some of the
activities in front of them.

To listen to the full interview
Scan the code or go to the link
www.thehindu.com

There is a whole team of people who strive to see every story through;
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Behind the byline

PICTURE OF THE WEEK
A raging thirst

readers seldom know of them

Sunalini Mathew

ther than verify-verify-verify, very
0 few lessons have stuck with me

from my time in J-school (journal-
ism school). One of those that did was by
an editor, now no more, who guffawed as
he told the class that he could bring out the
newspaper without most of the editorial
staff, but would never be able to do so if
the printing press went on strike. It was
my first lesson in the humility he expected
from a journalist.

Around the period I joined journalism —
an embarrassingly long time ago — 24x7
news channels came into our lives, and the
cult of the star reporter was born. We saw
them on hoardings high above traffic; on
our screen as they covered wars live from
bunkers on the frontlines; and at starry
book launches where they were either re-
leasing their own book or talking to some-
one who was releasing theirs.

Then came Twitter, renamed X, which
extended that culture. And LinkedIn, an
MBA-project, where the most vocal wins.
When ‘likes’, ‘shares’, and ‘comments’ be-
come a part of the race to celebrity, even if
it is just among colleagues, it hides stories
— stories of other people who have helped
create the byline.

Enabling the reporter to do a good story
are many hands. Several times, city repor-
ters who need to file from a village may not
have local contacts. English language new-
spapers are not as well-entrenched in rural
communities across States as the local me-
dia may be. Big-city reporters reach out to
these regional-language reporters for help.
They are seldom part of the byline.

Also behind the byline are teams of pe-
ople fact-checking, designing pages, and
performing that most difficult task of all:
getting reporters to file by a deadline. To-
day, as more and more people whose first
language is not English enter the work-
force, we even have a rewrite desk. They
too work behind the spotlight.

Then there are the ‘deskies’, those who
work the night shift, writing headlines,
restructuring sentences, asking the repor-
ter for more information. And editors,
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who identify potential stories and commis-
sion them to reporters, then prepare for
back-ups just in case a story falls through.

These are all people who work on a sin-
gle story. Unlike the stream of credits on a
film or even sometimes on a YouTube vi-
deo, the number of people who support a
single reporter do a single story do not get
a credit roll.

There are also the various organisation-
al segments such as the advertising depart-
ment that helps sustain the organisation, a
brand team that promotes the brand, and
the administrative department that makes
sure reporters have transport and money.

The look-at-me culture is of course a
top-down phenomenon. U.S. President
Donald Trump has said he is “really
smart” and is a “stable genius”. Prime Mi-
nister Narendra Modi has himself photo-
graphed from various angles. And let’s be
honest, in a job-scarce market, it is almost
mandatory to ‘put yourself out there’.

In the process, what is lost is the ack-
nowledgment of teamwork. Business ma-
gazines lean into the trope that says, “she
made it on her own”. But maybe she did
have someone who cared enough to help
her push through: a family member, a
mentor, a friend. There are many people
to thank on a reporter’s journey: an editor
who made a budget available, a cab driver
who got you through difficult terrain, or a
colleague who had nothing to do with the
story but read it and gave feedback.

Mostly though, it is the people reporters
talk to for stories, people who open their
hearts and homes to them — the man from
a tribe fighting oppression in the mines;
the woman who had been sexually assault-
ed in a conflict zone; or a parent who has
lost a child to suicide.

So the next time you see “Read my sto-
ry..” on X, remember, it is not only “my”
story. It is a story that belongs to many
who have accorded the reporter the privi-
lege of recording history. When awards are
won, how many times do reporters look
back at the people they wrote about, to
say, “Thank you, I'm here because of you.”

sunalini.mathew@thehindu.co.in

Parched and wandering: An elephant herd passes by a withering patch of greenery in the Bhavanisagar reservoir in Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu on August 17. The severe deficit of
rainfall during the southwest monsoon has led to a water shortage in the reservoir. Last year, the reservoir storage was at full capacity but now it is at 19.56%. M. PERIASAMY
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FIFTY YEARS AGO AUGUST 21, 1976

New agencies pool:

summit support
Colombo, August 20: The fifth non-aligned

summit has welcomed the decision of the New

Delhi conference to set up a Press Agencies
Pool for non-aligned countries and urged its
earliest implementation.

The political declaration by the summit said

a “new international order” in the fields of

information and mass communication was as
“vital as a new international economic order.”

The non-aligned countries, it said, noted

18 Pind,

with concern the vast and evergrowing gap
between communication capacities in
non-aligned countries and in the advanced
countries, which was a legacy of their colonial
past. The declaration said this had created a
situation of dependence and domination in
which the majority of countries were reduced
to being passive recipients of “biased,
inadequate and distorted” information.

The fuller affirmation of their national and
cultural identity thus required them to rectify
the serious imbalance and take urgent steps to
provide greater momentum in this area of
mutual cooperation. The declaration said the
emancipation and development of national
information media was an integral part of the
overall struggle for independence.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO AUGUST 21, 1926

Calcutta’s foreign trade

Calcutta, August 18: Calcutta’s trade with foreign
countries in July 1926, compared with the
preceding month, shows a smart advance in the
total value of imports from Rs. 5.74 crores to Rs.
8.03 crores, but a failing off in exports from Rs.
9.41 crores to Rs. 8.77 crores. Compared with the
trade during the corresponding period last year,
imports record a remarkable improvement by
Rs. 223 lakhs, while exports declined by Rs. 24
lakhs. Imports of cotton goods continued in
great demand which rose from Rs. 218 lakhs to
Rs. 304 lakhs.
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NEWS IN NUMBERS

Acres of forest area Number of alternative  Doses of Ervebo Cooperative sector Amount approved by
damaged after fire set MUDA site allotments  vaccine to be provided initiatives announced  Maharashtra to install
by miscreants to be cancelled for DR Congo by Tamil Nadu fire alarm systems

A forest fire allegedly set by
10 miscreants has damaged

around 10 acres in the
Shilubepura forest area in Karnataka’s
Chamarajanagar district, days after a
poaching prevention camp was blown up.
Officials suspect miscreants set it on fire to
avenge the killing of three poachers. pi

Tamil Nadu Minister V.
39 Gandbhiraj on Thursday

announced 39 initiatives to
promote women’s financial independence
and modernise the cooperative sector,
including Singapengal Entrepreneurship
Credit Scheme with an allocation of 37,015
crore. pri

in X crore.
Maharashtra has
o

approved 314.91
crore for installing Internet of Things
(IoT)-based fire alarm systems at 24
regional transport offices and deputy RTOs
across the State. e

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

The Karnataka
government has
, directed MUDA

to cancel all allotments of alternative sites
made in violation of its March 2023
directive. With this order, about 1,100
illegally allotted alternative sites will be
cancelled in Mysuru city. e

70,000

Organization said on Thursday that the
Ebola-hit Democratic Republic of Congo
would receive 70,000 doses of Ervebo
vaccine approved for protecting against
the virus. arp
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The ‘Vimal Elaichi’ promotion question

What has the Maharashtra FDA alleged against the three actors? Why does the FDA see Vimal Elaichi as surrogate promotion? Which laws does it say the

advertisement violates? What penalties can be imposed for misleading endorsements? What happens if the actors fail to respond to the notice?

EXPLAINER Cigarettes and Other Tobacco Products THE GIST
(Prohibition of Advertisement and
v ﬁaﬁ Regulation of Trade and Commerce,

Vinaya Deshpande Pandit 5 Iliu‘; Production, Supply and Distribution) Act, ¥
Ji ﬁE o 2003 (COTPA). Maharashtra FDA has issued
The story so far: j = &; notices to Shah Rukh Khan,
he Maharashtra Food and E 3 = What is the penalty for violating Ajay Devgn and Tiger Shroff

jis

Drugs Administration (FDA)

has issued notices to actors

Shah Rukh Khan, Ajay Devgn
and Tiger Shroff over their endorsement
of ‘Vimal Elaichi’, alleging that the
advertisements could amount to
surrogate or indirect promotion of Vimal
Pan Masala, a prohibited tobacco-related
product in the State. The notices invoke
provisions of food safety, consumer
protection and tobacco-control laws and
ask the actors to respond within 15 days.
The FDA, under Commissioner Tukaram
Mundhe, has also directed the removal of
all content associated with the
advertisement.

Why does the FDA see the ad as

Brand bait: The Maharashtra Food and Drugs Administration notices invoke provisions of food safety,
consumer protection, and tobacco-control laws. B. JOTHI RAMALINGAM
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these rules?

Under Section 21 of the Consumer
Protection Act, 2019, the Central
Consumer Protection Authority can direct
the discontinuation or modification of a
false or misleading advertisement and
impose a penalty of up to %10 lakh on the
endorser. For subsequent contraventions,
the penalty may extend to 350 lakh. The
authority can also prohibit the endorser
from endorsing any product for up to one
year. For subsequent contraventions, the
ban may extend to three years.

Do the actors have to appear in
person?

No. They can submit a written
explanation either in person or through a

over their Vimal Elaichi
endorsements, alleging the ads
could amount to surrogate
promotion of prohibited Vimal
Pan Masala.

v

The FDA says the brand name,
visuals, dialogue and market
identity could reinforce Vimal’s
association with pan masala,
potentially violating food
safety, consumer protection
and tobacco-control laws.

v

The actors have 15 days to
respond to the notices; failure
to give a satisfactory

surrogate promotion? surrogate promotion of a are also prohibited from making claims duly authorised representative. They will explanation could lead to
“Considering the nature of the prohibited/restricted product,” the notice | that encourage excessive consumption of have to send the explanation along with action under the Food Safety
advertisement, the identity of the brand, issued by FDA stated. a particular food. The FDA has said that the documentary evidence. “Should you and Standards Act.
its presentation, visual elements, the advertisement also contravenes the desire to be heard in person, you may
dialogue, product name, the market Which legislation do such Food Safety and Standards (Prohibition indicate the same in your written
identity of the brand and the context in advertisements violate? and Restrictions on Sales) Regulations, explanation, whereupon an opportunity
which the advertisement is presented, a The FDA has said that such 2011, which pertain to substances that of personal hearing, either in person or
serious question arises as to whether the advertisements are in contravention of may be injurious to health. “Pan Masalais | through a duly authorised representative,
said advertisement amounts to indirect, various sections of the Food Safety and aregulated food product under the FSSAI | shall be afforded to you, in accordance
surrogate or other forms of promotion of Standards Act, 2006, and the rules and regulatory framework, and compliance with the principles of natural justice,” the
a prohibited/restricted tobacco-related regulations framed thereafter. These with all applicable legal provisions notice has stated.
product. In particular, if the use of the include Section 24, which restricts relating to its manufacture, marketing, If they fail to respond within the
“VIMAL” brand under the name of Elaichi | advertisements and prohibits unfair trade | sale and advertisement is mandatory,” the | stipulated period, or if their response is
or a similar product is intended to practices relating to food, including FDA said in its notice. found unsatisfactory, they may face
maintain, reinforce or enhance the brand | misleading advertisements. The agency has also said that the action under the Food Safety and
identity and consumer attraction Under the Food Safety and Standards advertisement violates the Central Standards Act, 2006, “without any
associated with pan masala/tobacco (Advertising and Claims) Regulations, Consumer Protection Authority’s 2022 further reference or notice to you (the
related products, such communication 2018, Food Business Operators and guidelines on the prevention of actors).” The FDA has said that in the
may not merely constitute an marketers are required to ensure that misleading advertisements and absence of a satisfactory explanation, “it
advertisement for an independent their advertisements are truthful, endorsements, as well as the provisions shall be presumed that you have nothing
product, but may amount to indirect or unambiguous and not misleading. They prohibiting advertisements under the to state in the matter.”
H ® 9 withstand the heat without melting or THE GIST

ow will Gaganyaan’s thermal &z

re-entry vehicles.
v

shield protect the crew?

Why does Gaganyaan need a thermal protection system? How does its ablative heat shield work?

Unnikrishnan Nair S.

he atmospheric phase of all
space missions is challenging
for both ascending rockets and
descending space capsules.

As the rocket lifts off from the earth
and heads towards its orbit, it accelerates
slowly through the atmosphere to keep
the mechanical loads on the vehicle to a
minimum. When a space capsule, like the
Gaganyaan crew module, re-enters from
its orbit around the earth, it will hit the
atmosphere at a blistering speed of
7,500-8,000 m/s. More than 99% of this
kinetic energy will be dissipated into the
atmosphere as heat energy. However, a
small portion directed back towards the
module will still be intense enough to
melt it if it is not protected by a robust
thermal protection system (TPS).

Why is re-entry challenging?
Compared to rockets, re-entering
modules have a unique set of challenges.
Foremost among them is that once the
descent begins, there is no provision to
abort the mission. Another constraint is
the limited role for the crew to intervene
and correct any system
non-conformance. This is because
atmospheric descent is incredibly fast and
the deceleration forces change constantly.
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Human response times are simply too
high to manually correct any sudden
system abnormality. Hence, all the
systems should be made robust enough to
withstand the scorching conditions of
re-entry. During re-entry, the exterior of
the Gaganyaan crew module will
encounter temperatures as high as 1,800°
C in some regions. To withstand this heat,
the module will rely on its protective
external heatshield. Despite being just
30-35 mm thick, this TPS will perform the
critical task of maintaining the module’s
structural integrity by keeping its
temperature safely below 150° C.

How does TPS protect the crew
module?

A TPS is predominantly classified into
three types depending on how it removes
heat: ablative, radiative, and heat sink. An
ablative TPS is a single-use TPS that
removes heat energy by sacrificing its
layers through chemical and physical
processes. Specifically, the TPS will
absorb extreme quantities of thermal
energy and itself chemically decompose
into a protective layer of solid char and
outgassing vapours. This process
physically carries heat away from the
module as the material burns off. In
addition, the escaping gases create a
cooler boundary layer that acts as a

buffer, blocking intense heat from being
transferred into the module. For a simple
metaphor, it is like a block of wax that
absorbs heat by melting and shedding its
outer layers. Carbon phenolic and silica
phenolic are good examples of an ablative
TPS. India’s maiden re-entry mission, the
‘Space Capsule Recovery Experiment’
(SRE), used a carbon phenolic ablative to
protect the module’s nose cap, where
heat flux was the highest. The Crew
Dragon capsule of SpaceX uses an ablative
named phenolic-impregnated carbon
ablator, or PICA, a lightweight carbon
fibre matrix filled with a phenolic resin.

The LVM-3/CARE mission that the
Indian Space Research Organisation
(ISRO) conducted in 2014 successfully
demonstrated crew module reentry using
an ablative TPS, establishing the
foundational technology that is now being
used in the Gaganyaan programme.

A radiative TPS setup works by
absorbing the extreme heat of re-entry,
then releasing it back into space as
electromagnetic radiation, primarily in
the infrared spectrum but also as visible
light when it is extremely hot. This is like
a traditional clay tandoor oven, where the
clay walls absorb heat from the burning
charcoal and radiate it back as infrared
energy to bake the food.

A radiative TPS will remain intact and

Third, a heat sink TPS protects itself by
absorbing the heat energy like a giant
sponge and raising its own temperature,
but without melting or changing its phase
in any other way. This is what happens
when you pour hot tea into a copper cup.
The cup will absorb the heat from the tea
and become hot — but it also stays solid.
In fact, copper and aluminium are good
examples of heat-sink TPS setups.

Why does the crew module use an
ablative TPS?

The Gaganyaan crew module uses an
ablative TPS because it is a proven, highly
robust solution tailored to the module’s
single-use design philosophy. An ablative
TPS can withstand an extreme thermal
load without requiring complex or
delicate surface maintenance.

Ablative heat shields can easily handle
fluctuating heat loads to protect the
structure underneath. Radiative systems
are less forgiving, as any design errors can
quickly cause dangerous overheating. So
by avoiding expensive manufacturing,
specialised inspection and complex
installation processes associated with a
reusable radiative TPS, ISRO is opting for
a safer, more cost-effective choice.

Built on ISRO’s rich heritage in ablative
technology and lessons learned from the
SRE and CARE missions, the Gaganyaan
crew module is engineered to safely bring
India’s astronauts home through the
inferno of reentry — with its first
uncrewed test flight launching shortly.
(Unnikrishnan Nair S. is an expert in
launch vehicle systems, orbital re-entry,
and human spaceflight technologies. He is
currently the Dr Sarabhai Professor at
VSSC)

Gaganyaan’s crew module will
face temperatures of up to
1,800°C during re-entry, with its
thermal protection system
keeping the structure safely
below 150°C despite the
extreme heat.

v

ISRO has chosen an ablative
heat shield that absorbs
intense thermal energy,
decomposes into char and
vapours to carry heat away,
and builds on technology
demonstrated by the SRE and
CARE missions.
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Beyond blasphemy: how laws can curtail
the possibility of social reform

Section 295A and similar laws have been used against writers, artists and reformers, with arrest, threats and pre-emptive censorship often causing

harm before trial; their coexistence with laws targeting regressive religious practices exposes the lack of a coherent approach to religious sentiment

Prathmesh Kher

he history of Section 295A and

its cousins shows how easily

laws meant to prevent

communal violence have
instead been turned against the critique
of regressive or simply unconventional
religious practice. In 1932, a small
collection of Urdu short stories called
Angarey, which attacked obscurantist
customs and the sexual hypocrisy of some
religious figures, was banned soon after
publication, and its authors faced threats.
Seven Indian States banned the film and
book The Da Vinci Code in 2006 on the
ground that it offended Christian
sentiment, a ban two States later lifted
only after High Court intervention.

More recent cases show the pattern
continuing under a veneer of literary and
scholarly respectability. Wendy Doniger’s
The Hindus: An Alternative History was
withdrawn by Penguin India in 2014 after
a civil suit invoking Section 295A. Tamil
novelist Perumal Murugan faced a
criminal complaint and a mob campaign
over his novel Madhorubagan; he
announced his own “death” as a writer in
2015 rather than face continued
harassment. It took a landmark 2016
Madras High Court judgment, which
closed with the appeal to “let the author
be resurrected to what he is best at,
write,” to quash the case and restore his
right to publish. The painter M.F. Husain
was hounded into exile and death abroad
after decades of prosecutions and threats
over his nude depictions of Hindu deities.
Taslima Nasrin’s writing has met similar
treatment, and the government’s 1988
ban on importing Salman Rushdie’s The
Satanic Verses made India one of the first
countries, a secular one at that, in the
world to act against that novel.

The provision has, if anything, found
new life in the era of social media and
televised debate, where the underlying
act being punished has grown thinner
still. In 2018, weeks after the Supreme
Court lifted the traditional ban on women
of menstruating age entering the
Sabarimala temple, the Kerala activist
Rehana Fathima was arrested under
Section 295A over a Facebook
photograph of herself dressed as an
Ayyappa devotee, spent over two weeks
in judicial custody, and was suspended by
her employer within days of her arrest, all
over an image rather than an argument.
In 2020, the television anchor Amish
Devgan called the Sufi saint Khwaja
Moinuddin Chishti a ‘lootera’ during a live
debate, apologised within days for what
he said was an inadvertent slip for a
different historical name, and still faced
seven separate FIRs across five States; the
Supreme Court declined to quash any of
them, merely clubbing them together in
Ajmer. These cases rarely end in
conviction; more often the prosecution
goes nowhere. What unites them is that
the damage is done well before any
verdict, through arrest, through the
heckler’s veto of an aggressive, sometimes
violent audience, and through the
pre-emptive caution of publishers and
film certifiers who calculate, reasonably,
that no book or film is worth the trouble.

The other direction

It would be unfair to the complexity of
Indian law, to present this as a single
uninterrupted march towards religious
censorship. India also has statutes that go

the other way, actively empowering the
State to attack religious or superstitious
practice, and the constitutional
foundation for this other tendency was
laid before the Constitution had even
been adopted. Speaking in the
Constituent Assembly on December 2,
1948, during the debate on whether
personal law should be shielded from
legislative reform, Dr. B.R. Ambedkar
rejected the idea that religion could claim
a veto over social legislation merely
because a given custom carried religious
sanction. “I personally do not understand
why religion should be given this vast,
expansive jurisdiction so as to cover the
whole of life and to prevent the legislature
from encroaching upon that field... We
are having this liberty in order to reform
our social system... It is, therefore, quite
impossible for anybody to conceive that
the personal law shall be excluded from
the jurisdiction of the State,” Dr.
Ambedkar said.

Maharashtra’s Prevention and
Eradication of Human Sacrifice and Other
Inhuman, Evil and Aghori Practices and
Black Magic Act, passed in 2013 after the
assassination of the rationalist
campaigner Narendra Dabholkar,
criminalises a long list of exploitative
religious practices, from claiming to cure
disease through faith healing to inducing
self-flagellation. Karnataka passed a
similar law in 2017. The Sati (Prevention)
Act of 1987 goes further still, criminalising

GETTY IMAGES

not only the act of widow immolation but
the glorification of it, treating celebratory
speech about a religious practice as itself
an offence, the mirror image of a
blasphemy law rather than its opposite.

The coexistence of these two
tendencies, laws that punish criticism of
religion and laws that mandate criticism
of religious practice, suggests that Indian
law has no coherent theory of when
religious sentiment deserves protection.
What actually governs is a case-by-case
political calculation about which practices
are currently unpopular enough, or
which constituencies are currently
powerful enough, to tip the balance one
way or the other.

The reformer as blasphemer

The starkest illustration of what this body
of law puts at risk is not the outsider
mocking a faith he does not share, but the
insider attacking his own. In The State of
Mpysore versus Henry Rodrigues, decided
by the Mysore High Court in 1961, a
Catholic editor named Henry Rodrigues
was tried under Section 295A over an
article in his Konkani-language magazine
Crusader, titled “Honour to Mary or
Dishonour?”, which accused Catholic
priests of exploiting the credulous by
falsely attributing miracles to the Virgin
Mary. His defence argued that since the
criticised beliefs and practices were, in
his view, superstitious and contrary to the
Bible itself, the truth of his charge ought

to absolve him. The court, following an
earlier Allahabad High Court ruling,
rejected this outright: even a wholly true
statement, it held, can outrage religious
feelings, and Section 295A punishes the
intent to outrage rather than the accuracy
of what is said. A believer’s sincere,
internally argued complaint against his
own clergy was treated exactly as the law
treats a stranger’s contempt.

The doctrine that truth is no defence is
what should give the sharpest pause to
anyone tempted to think of a blasphemy
law as merely a shield against bigotry.
India’s own history is built on reformers
who succeeded only because they were
prepared to be called blasphemers by
their own people. Jyotirao Phule spent the
1870s attacking Brahminical religious
authority as the theological scaffolding of
caste oppression, recasting Hindu myth in
his tract Gulamgiri to expose it as a device
for keeping the lower castes subjugated. A
century later, Hamid Dalwai founded the
Muslim Satyashodhak Mandal explicitly
on Phule’s model, marched a handful of
Muslim women to the Maharashtra
Assembly to demand an end to triple
talaq and polygamy, and was ostracised
and abused for it. Neither man set out to
comfort the pious. Both set out to unsettle
them, because unsettling belief is what
the reform of belief requires; it is not hard
to imagine how a modern Section 299
complaint, or a Punjab-style sacrilege
charge over their treatment of scripture
and tradition, would read against
language of that kind.

A law that criminalises the “deliberate
and malicious” intention to outrage
religious feeling, read honestly rather
than sympathetically, does not obviously
distinguish a Phule or a Dalwai from a
bigot baiting a rival faith for sport: both
are, in the plainest sense, trying to make
believers feel bad about what they
believe. What should separate them, in
any society that values reform as much as
it values sentiment, is whether the critic is
trying to improve the community or
merely humiliate it, a distinction that a
police station taking down a complaint is
poorly placed to draw.

Limits of protection

Supporters of laws like Punjab’s have an
argument, and it deserves to be engaged
with rather than waved off. India is a
country where religious sentiment has
repeatedly proved combustible. A
targeted law, applied with judicial
restraint and the safeguard of proven
intent, could in principle be a
proportionate response to that risk rather
than an assault on free thought.

The historical record of Section 295A,
and now of Punjab’s own sacrilege law,
gives little confidence that restraint is
what actually happens in practice.

A secular Constitution that permits the
state to imprison people for life over an
insult to a book, however sacred, has
conceded more ground to religious
authority than its own founding principle
allows. If India wishes to remain true to
the secularism its Constitution declares
unamendable, the honest path is to
narrow these provisions to their original,
defensible purpose: preventing
incitement to actual violence, and leave
the criticism, satire and reform of
religious practice, however
uncomfortable, to public argument rather
than to the criminal courts.

(This concludes the three-part series)
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Here is a quiz on Bajirao I, the Maratha Peshwa whose swift campaigns
reshaped 18th-century India

Prathmesh Kher Mughal commander
- Muhammad Khan
A Bangash?
QUESTION 1 A

Which Maratha ruler
appointed Bajirao | as
Peshwa in 1720?

QUESTION 4

QUESTION 2 Mughal forces near a
Bajirao | is particularly fortified town?
associated with which A

form of warfare, QUESTION 5
relying on speed,

mobility and cavalry
rather than slow, river?
set-piece

engagements?

A to the previous day’s .f 2\./
QUESTION 3 daily quiz: 1. When was
Which Bundela ruler the competition first held?

sought Bajirao’s Ans: 1991

assistance against the
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Which battle of December
1737 saw Bajirao confront
§ the Nizam and allied

Bajirao died in 1740 on the

banks of which major

Questions and Answers

2. Where was the inaugural

tournament held? Ans:
China

3. Which country has won
the tournament the
maximum number of
times? Ans: USA

4. Which country is
scheduled to host the
2027 edition? Ans: Brazil
5. Starting from which
year will the number of
finalists once again
increase from 32 to 48?

Visual Ans: 2031

Question: Visual: In this image,
This is a copy which team won the 2019
of Bajirao I's FIFA Women’s World Cup
handwriting. title? Ans: USA

Identify the Early Birds: Dil Bahadur
scriptused in Airee | Varghese Joseph |
it. PUBLIC Sadhan Panda | Monika
DOMAIN Sinha | Prabhat Kumar

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

S. Upendran

“What is the matter with you?”

“I have been thinking about our Indian
cricket team. I feel absolutely miserable
whenever they lose.”

“Don’t eat your heart out about a
bunch of overpaid underachievers!”

“Eat my heart out?”

“When you tell someone not to ‘eat his
heart out’ about something or someone,
you are telling him not to grieve or feel
sad about something or someone.”

“Sumithran has been eating his heart
out ever since his neighbour sold her
house and moved to another town.”

“My cousin Anuradha ate her heart out
when she was forced to sell her
grandmother’s diamonds.”

“Our team didn’t win. But don’t eat
your heart out.”

“That should be the attitude. By the
way, the expression, ‘eat your heart out’
has another meaning as well. It can mean,
‘to be jealous’”

“I see. How about this example? When
my friend heard that I had won twenty
lakhs in a lottery, he ate his heart out.”

“That’s good. Do you think you will
ever win twenty lakhs in a lottery?”

“Who knows? Some day fate may
decide to smile on me.”

“It already has. That’s why you have a
friend like me! Anyway, here’s another
example. Look you guys; these five new
cars belong to me. So eat your heart out.”

“That’s a nasty thing to say.”

“I know! And you know what the sad
part is? I'll never get a chance to say
something like that in real life.”

“Thank god for that. By the way, I've
started taking tennis lessons. Hewitt, eat
your heart out. How does that sound?”

“You expect Hewitt to be jealous
because you have started playing tennis?”

“Yes, because pretty soon I will be
beating him!”

“Keep dreaming. I don’t think the fact
that you are learning tennis is going to eat
away at Hewitt.”

“Eat away at Hewitt?”

“When something ‘eats away at
someone’ or ‘eats at someone’, it troubles
or worries the person. This is one of the
meanings of the expression.”

“The terrible state of the company was
eating away at Raju.”

“Vinita’s financial problems ate away at
her day and night.”

“Vinita has financial problems? But I
thought she was very rich.”

“Her father is very rich, that’s true.”

“.... so why doesn’t she ask her father
for some money?”

“Are you crazy? He’ll eat her out.”

“He’ll eat her out? The expression
probably means to scold someone
severely. Am I right?”

“I am impressed. Can you give me an
example?”

“The Principal ate the teacher out and
put the fear of God into her.”

“Didn’t the other teachers protest?”

“That was just an example. The
Principal that we have now is too timid to
eat anyone out.”

“The coach ate the player out for
playing an irresponsible shot.”

“When the students walked in half an
hour late, the Professor really ate them
out.”

“That was a good example. By the way,
how did you guess the meaning of ‘eat
someone out’?”

“Well, ‘eat someone out’ sounds like
‘chew someone out’. And I know that
‘chew someone out’ means to scold
someone.”

“Very good.”

Published in The Hindu on September 18,
2001

Word of the day

Diatribe:

thunderous verbal attack

Synonyms: tirade, attack, rant, criticism

Usage: She went on a diatribe about bad
customer service.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/diatribe

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /daratraib/
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For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context’
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On J&K, US envoy
saysitlikeitis

S AMBASSADOR to India Sergio Gor said in Srinagar

that “Kashmirisan important part of India”. Washing-

ton would consider removing the travel advisory

against US citizens visiting J&K, he also said. The sub-
stance of his statement can be seen as being in line with Wash-
ington’s Jammu and Kashmir stand for the better part of three
decades. Hiswords, though, must also be read in the current geo-
political context and the ebb and flow of India-US ties in the after-
math of the Pahalgam terror attack and Operation Sindoor. Gor
isalso US President Donald Trump’s Special Envoy for South and
Central Asian Affairs and his statement and visit to Srinagar —
the first standalone trip by aUS ambassador since the abrogation
of Article 370 — will be parsed in both Islamabad and Beijing. The
Pakistan government has summoned the US chargé d’affaires to
express its chagrin at Gor’s statement.

Islamabad’s attempt tointernationalise Kashmirisatired old
trope that has been roundly rejected. Its sponsorship of terror
from across the border remains an enduring concern. Between
the lines of Gor’s message is also an acknowledgement that the
India-US relationship will be sensitive to Delhi’s concerns about
the region. The easing of the travel advisory will send a message
aboutthe security gains made post August 2019. Gor’s statement
alsocomesafter Trump hassaid, repeatedly, that he played arole
in the ceasefire post Op Sindoor —aclaim denied by Delhi —and
imposed some of the steepest tariffs on India.

The pushback from Pakistan and its lobbyists in Washington
is likely to grow. It is important for India not to overreact to this.
Notwithstanding the recent turbulence, India-US ties remain
deeply consequential for both countries. Neither Delhi nor Wash-
ington needs to view the bilateral relationship through a Pakis-
tan-tinted lens. On Kashmir, India’s position is clear and unwa-
vering. In fact, just before his meeting with Gor, CM Abdullah put
the claims of a US role in the region in perspective: “Our matters
are not going to be resolved in Washington; they will be resolved
by the government of our country.” At the same time, he under-
lined the many opportunities for cooperation with the US in the
local economy. He posted on X that he spoke to the ambassador
about “the possibilities that exist to widen & deepen the engage-
ment between J&K & the United States of America, particularly
in areas like tourism, horticulture & the new economy”.

Buffalo meat exports
boom: Read the message

NDIA'S BUFFALO meat exports are booming, hitting a rec-
ord $5.1 billion in 2025-26 and set to cross $6 billion in the
current fiscal year. Credit goes to the industry that has built
amarket in countries from Southeast and West Asia to Africa
and, more recently, Uzbekistan, Russia and Georgia. Moreovet,
unit value realisations have gone up from sub-$3,000 to $4,000-
plus per tonne over the last two-three years, amid concerted ef-
forts atraising the product profile of Indian buffalomeat, and not
selling it as just a cheaper alternative to regular cattle beef. This
has been helped by adherence to internationally recognised
quality and hygiene standards and exports being allowed only
through government-approved abattoirs and processing plants.

But equally important is how the buffalo meat industry has
been complementary to India’s dairy sector. The buffaloes that
are culled are mostly animals not giving enough milk or those
that happen to be male. For farmers, the fodder, feed, water and
labour that go towards maintaining them has a direct as well as
an opportunity cost —in terms of the loss of potential output from
not allocating the same resources to more productive bovines.
By creating a market for unproductive buffaloes, the meat plants
have enabled farmers to replace low-yielding/ageing animals
with high-milking/fresh stock. Such regular herd turnover is es-
sential for any viable dairy enterprise. The very fact that the buf-
faloes goingtothe slaughterhouse aren’t competing for scarce re-
sources with the ones giving milk makes this a more sustainable
model. Unlike in Brazil or the US, where cattle are reared separ-
ately for milk and beef, here the meat is from “spent” buffaloes
that have outlived their usefulness as milkers.

Consumption of milk, especially high-fat, is growing in India
on the back of rising incomes. The support to buffalo milk pro-
duction from meat exports is, therefore, welcome. But buffalo
milkyields arelower compared to that from crossbred cows. Their
age at first lactation and inter-calving intervals is also longer. To
thatextent, buffaloes alone cannot supply India’s increasing milk
requirement from a medium-to-long-term perspective. All the
more reason why a scientific approach to culling unproductive
animals — whether for breeding and reproductive efficiency or
redirecting finite resources to higher-yielding stock — is necess-
ary in cattle, too. The political leadership cannot run away from
taking that call.

This season, EPL
heralds anew era

HE ENGLISH Premier League is unlikely to pause to

shed a tear for the past. The nostalgia induced by the

farewell of Pep Guardiola, the most influential manager

ofhisera, and the exodus of his midfield stars, or the de-
parture of Mohamed Salah, one of the finest wingers of all time,
will be overtaken by the excitements of the season that unfolds
from Saturday night. It will seem like a new product; nine new
managers, and a raft of impressionable young footballers who
have switched clubs or taken the plunge in the world’s most com-
petitive league.

This season will witness the making of themes and narratives
that will define the league in the next half a decade, the filling of
voids, asense of renewal and a quest for the new order. The abid-
ing narrative will be whether Arsenal can defend their title and
build asuccess story like Manchester City. The Gunners have bol-
stered their midfield and back-line, but there are more lethal
front-linesin theleague. Both the Manchester neighbours — City
and United — have exhilarating attack options. Chelsea, Liver-
pool and Tottenham Hotspur have acquired experience-rich
players who could pose stiff hurdles for Arsenal. The unglamor-
ous posse of Brighton, Aston Villa, and Bournemouth makes the
league more competitive and interesting.

Most of the top six are transitioning, the league is moving on
from the Guardiola era, new managers will instil fresh tactics,
making the edition the most unpredictable and presumably most
open campaign in recent times. Picking an outright favourite
would be foolish. Arsenal could be the slight favourites, given
their core’s stability and experience. But this season has the vibe
of anew era. The field is set, let the winning begin.

ually acquires a name. “Modi-

ism” is India’s name for the

political and governing order

built around Narendra Modi: A
commanding leader, disciplined party or-
ganisation, civilisational assertion, central-
ised decision-making, technology-driven
welfare, infrastructure-led development,
high-energy national security and direct
communication with citizens. Itisamethod
of acquiring power, exercising authority and
defining the nation. Its central promise is
unmistakable: A strongleader, a purposeful
state and a stronger India.

Its political achievement cannot be dis-
puted. Modi transformed the BJP from a
major national formation into the central
axis of Indian politics. He expanded it
beyond its traditional geographical and so-
cial constituencies and made leadership
itself the principal electoral proposition. In
2024, however, the BJP fell to 240 seats and
required its NDA partners to form the gov-
ernment. That verdict did not reject Modi.
Itqualified his mandate. The country chose
continuity, but also restored the relevance
of consultation, coalition and restraint.

Modi-ism has produced visible public
gains. Infrastructure construction, digital
public platforms, direct benefit transfers, fi-
nancial inclusion, sanitation, housing, elec-
trification and welfare delivery at scale have
strengthened the state’s capacity to reach
citizens. It has also contained somewhat the
undue proliferation of regional politics. NITI
Aayogestimated multidimensional poverty
at 11.28 per cent in 2022-23, compared with
29.17 per cent in 2013-14. The methodology
may be debated, but the improvementin de-
livery cannot honestly be dismissed.

Its appeal rests equally on political clar-
ity. Modi-ism speaks in the language of as-
piration, national confidence and civilisa-
tional recovery. For citizens long frustrated
by delay, indecision and fragmented auth-
ority, a government promising speed and
scale has obvious appeal.

Yet effectiveness cannot be the only test
of democratic government.

The more consequential question is
whether Modi-ism remains securely an-
chored in the country’s constitutional settle-

seeks toweaken pluralism, dilute socialism,
replace rights with governmental charity,
captureinstitutions and ultimately alter the
Constitution. Its supporters dismiss these
charges as partisan hostility towards Modi
or resistance to India’s cultural resurgence.

ing deprivation.

Many Modi-era welfare programmes ad-
vance these constitutional purposes. The
problem begins when statutory entitle-
ments are politically presented as personal
gifts from a leader. Food support, employ-

Both positions are too absolute. The AMARINDER ment guarantees, housing, scholarships and
constitutional character of a government SINGH social security are not acts of generosity.
must be judged through the actual exercise They are public obligations, financed by
of power, not through slogans or unevi- citizens and delivered under law.
denced perceptions. Rights-based governance must, there-

Elections continue to be fiercely com- fore, complement, not be displaced by,
petitive. Governments change in the states. beneficiary politics. Technology can re-
Opposition parties govern substantial parts duce leakage and accelerate delivery. But
of the country. Courts continue to examine citizens excluded by failed authentication,
executive action and enforce fundamental inaccurate databases or administrative dis-
rights. In November 2024, the Supreme cretion must have accessible remedies.
Court rejected petitions challenging the in- Welfare requires enforceable standards,
clusion of “socialist” and “secular” in the grievance redress, social audits and legis-
Preamble. It would therefore be inaccurate lative scrutiny.
to claim that the country’s constitutional A citizen must remain a rights-holder,
order has been dismantled. not be reduced to a grateful beneficiary.

But a Constitution can be weakened The allegation of institutional capture
withoutitswords being formally deleted. In- must similarly be examined with evidence
stitutions may remain intact on paper while rather than rhetoric. Every elected govern-
theirindependence, credibility and conven- ment is entitled to govern, make lawful ap-
tions erode. Democracy is sustained not pointments and implement its programme.
merely by periodic elections, but by re- But institutional autonomy depends not
straints on powet, respect for dissent, par- merely upon technical legality. It also
liamentary accountability, federal balance requires transparent appointments, proce-
and equal citizenship. dural fairness and visible distance from par-

The concern about pluralism is not that tisan command.
religious freedom has been legally abol- Here the record raises legitimate con-
ished. It is that majoritarian mobilisation cerns. During the seventeenth Lok Sabha,
and inflammatory language can make mi- 58 per cent of bills were passed within two
norities feel conditionally accepted. Cultural weeks of introduction, and only 16 per cent
nationalism is constitutionally legitimate; werereferred to parliamentary committees.
cultural supremacy is not. On average, around 80 per cent of the Union

The country may proudly acknowledge Budget was voted without discussion be-
its Hindu civilisational inheritance. But the tween 2019 and 2023.
republic belongs, without qualification, to The SC decision striking down the elec-
every citizen. Equal citizenship cannot de- toral bond scheme established that secrecy
pend upon religion, political loyalty or con- in political funding had crossed a constitu-
formity with a preferred account of na- 1i tional boundary. The law governing
tional identity. Par lé}ment n.luSt repover the appointment of election com-

Socialism also requires a more in- serious deliberation, missioners, which gives the execu-
telligent debate. Our constitutional committee scrutiny, tive a majority on the selection com-

socialism does not demand a return
to the licence-permit raj, hostility to
private enterprise or indiscriminate
state ownership. It requires social
and economic justice, equality of op-

Federal consultation must
precede major decisions

affecting the states

mittee, hassimilarly raised concerns
about perceived independence.
These concerns donotestablish that
every institution has been captured.
Butthey demonstrate why indepen-

also in public perception.

Should Modi-ism continue? Its produc-
tive core should.

The country needs decisive and strong
leadership, national confidence, infrastruc-
ture, digital innovation, credible defence ca-
pability and measurable delivery. But Modi-
ism must now evolve from leader-centred
mobilisation into institution-centred na-
tion-building.

That transition requires clear correc-
tions. Parliament must recover serious de-
liberation, committee scrutiny and control
over public expenditure. Federal consulta-
tion must precede major decisions affecting
the states. Appointments to constitutional
and regulatory bodies should command
cross-party credibility. Investigative
agencies must be demonstrably even-
handed. Welfare delivery must be joined to
enforceable rights. Political discourse must
replace habitual polarisation with constitu-
tional fraternity. Development's next phase
must create productive employment, com-
petitive manufacturing, stronger small en-
terprises, higher farm incomes, quality pub-
liceducation, accessible healthcare, liveable
cities and climate resilience.

The BJP itself must institutionalise its
success. No durable national party can re-
main indefinitely dependent upon one per-
sonality, however formidable. It needs em-
powered ministers, credible regional
leaders, internal debate and an ordetrly cul-
ture of succession.

Modi-ism has given India energy, ambi-
tion and a stronger international voice. Its
historical value, however, will not be
measured by oneleader’sdominance orone
party’selectoral reach. The choice isnot be-
tween Modi and the Constitution. It is be-
tween a Modi-ism disciplined by the Con-
stitution, and one that seeks to rise aboveit.

The country does not need a weaker gov-
ernment. It needs strong leadership re-
strained by stronger institutions, serving
citizens who are equal in dignity, secure in
their rights and confident in their
common future.

The writer, former chief minister
of Punjab, is in the BJP

Why some brands fade away,
why others don't

C

imateresilience starts with
the health workforce

AMPA COLA, asoft-drinkbrand
from the 1980s now owned by
Reliance, is giving Coke and
Pepsi a run for their money.
Onida of “Neighbour’s Envy,
Owner’s Pride” is apparently planning a big
comeback. Whereas “Chal Meri Luna” or
“Gold Spot—TheZing Thing” are just mem-

The Luna story is about economic

Dalda represents a different kind of de-

BPL, Videocon, Solidaire and Onidawere

Then there is the Ambassador. For years

BHAVARAJU ories of a past era. The world of business is
littered with names that evoke nostalgia, but
thebrandsare nolonger there or are shadows
of their past glory. Regulations, technology,
economics or culture can kill brands. There
are fascinating examples of this in India.
change. TherewasatimewhenitwasIndia’s
multi-purpose two-wheeler — from thelocal
businessman carrying his goods to a family
of four rushingtowork or school. Thismade
enormous sense as incomes were low and
cars were not easy to buy. As the economy
grew, more people could afford motorcycles
or cars. Luna’s value proposition was lost.
cline. Vanaspati once stood for affordability

The mistake and convepience and, although this may be
hard tobelieve today, amodern way of cook-

successtul ) ing. Nutritional science evolved, consumers
brands makeis grew suspicious of hydrogenated fats, and

assuming that  theproduct’scultural setting changed.
yesterday S consumer electronics giants in India at one
SUCCESS PIOVES iy, commandingahuge marketshare. But
something global supply chains, Korean brands, falling
permanent prices of electronics and rapidly evolving
technology changed that competitive struc-

about the .
) ture.Ireally hope Onidamakesacomeback,
brand. Often, it pythe technology gap between an LG or a
only proves Samsungand Onidawill take time to bridge.
something itrepresented the Indian automobile, status
about that power and bureaucracy. Then came the up-
moment start Maruti, and eventually global car-
intime

makers with better technology, reliability
and efficiency. Hindustan Motors kept chug-

ging away, but eventually struggled in this
new competitive environment.

Regulations can create an artificial eco-
system which collapses as soon as the regu-
lations arelifted. The Ambassador might not
have survived if not for India having a closed
economy. The same is true for Gold Spot or
a Citra. The soft drink brands of India in the
1970s and ’80s were a direct byproduct of
India notallowing Coke and Pepsi to operate.
Once Coke and Pepsi entered India again,
these brands quickly faded away.

There are, of course, exceptions. Campa
Colawent the sameway as Gold Spot or Citra
until Reliance took over. There was some
brand equity even after decades of decline,
which Reliance identified and used to enter
the soft beverages market in India.

Thums Up and Limca survived. My the-
ory isthat these two beverages were unique.
Thums Up’s extra punch and cult following
madeitdifficult for Coca-Colatodrop. Limca
isaunique cloudy lemon drink unlike clear
lemon drinks such as Sprite or 7 UP.

These exceptions may just be one-offs.
Nostalgia alone is not enough, though; both
Campa Colaand Onidaneed astrongreason
to exist today in the 2020s.

Some brands evolve and move to new
categories. Kinetic Motors, the makers of
Luna, launched the Kinetic Honda in the
1980s, avery popular two-wheeler. The Kin-
etic Honda was more powerful, had storage
and an electric starter, which was an evol-
ution from the very basic Luna.

The mistake successful brands make is
assuming that yesterday’s success proves
something permanent about the brand.
Often, it only proves something about that
moment in time. Consumers, technologies,
regulations and aspirations change. The
brand that survivesisthe one that keeps find-
ing areason to be relevant.

The writer is founder, The Brand Ignition Co

PRIYANKA
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Analysis of
climate-health
governance
across South
and Southeast
Asiaindicates
that workforce
development
remains
fragmented,
with training
largely confined
todonor-or
project-
supported
initiatives

LOODSIN Keralaand Assam have once again exposed

the challenge of protecting lives during climate-related

disasters. The immediate focus shifts to rescue oper-

ations, relief camps and rebuilding damaged infra-

structure. Less visible, but equally critical, is the work
unfoldingwithin public health systems. Hospitals are preparing
for medical emergencies, surveillance teams are monitoring dis-
ease outbreaks, labs are testing water quality, community health-
workers are reaching vulnerable households, and public-health
officials are coordinating responses across departments. It is the
health workforce that prevents a natural disaster frombecoming
aprolonged public-health crisis.

The resilience of health systems ultimately depends on the
workforce that delivers adaptation. States have begun to
strengthen surveillance systems, develop region- and city-spe-
cific heat action plans, improve emergency preparedness, and
integrate climate considerations into several public-health pro-
grammes. Kerala’s response to the floods illustrates how health
departments are increasingly incorporating public-health
measures into disaster response. As climate-related hazards be-
come more frequent, can these capacities be sustained across all
states, districts, and levels of the health system? How can these
surge capacities be developed, given the severe shortage of health
workers across India? Are these capacities beingembedded across
the health workforce, or do they continue todepend onindividual
relief-specific programmes and emergency mobilisation?

Many of the foundational competencies required for climate
adaptation already exist within health systems. What is changing
is the context in which they must now operate. Rather than re-
placingexisting competencies, climate change requires reorient-
ing them through a climate lens while introducing new compe-
tencies where needed. Analysis of climate-health governance
across South and Southeast Asia indicates that workforce devel-
opment remains fragmented, with climate-health traininglargely
confined to donor- or project-supported initiatives.

Building climate-resilient health systems requires moving
beyond isolated training programmes towards institutionalising
climate-health competencies. These should be integrated into
pre-service education, professional development, supportive
supervision, planning, and performance management and must
be supported by sustained governance, financing, and institu-
tional mechanisms so that knowledge can be translated intorou-
tine practice rather than activated only during emergencies.

The writer is a health systems researcher at CSEP. Views are personal
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New20-pointplan

ANEW 20-point programme focussing
emphasis on the removal of poverty inrural
areas and promising new programmes for
youth and women was announced by the
Central Government. The restructured pro-
gramme shows a clear shift in priorities from
industry toagriculture.

Rail stations burntin Pakistan

TROOPS PATROLLED troubled areas in Sindh
province and anti-government protesters
burnt railway stations and blocked road and

epaper.indianexpress.com

rail traffic on the third day of the nationwide
agitation of the opposition parties to oust
President Zia-ul-Hag. The protests were also
directed at last week’s government crack-
down on agitators, whichresulted in violence
and claimed more than 50 lives.

ReaganonNicaragua

PRESIDENT REAGAN has said that unless the
Nicaraguan government sought democracy,
the “only alternative” for the rebels would be
“to have their way and take over”. This is the
bluntest and most explicit statement ever
made by the President about the ultimate

goal of US policy in Nicaragua, the aim of the
administrationinaiding the Nicaraguan
rebels. It was made to a Mexican newspaper
during aninterview conducted fromthe
President’s holiday ranchin California.

Punjab writes offfarmers’ debt

THE PUNJAB government has written off Rs
300 crore due from farmers as water course
lining charges and remission in the jail terms
of prisoners in memory of Sant Harchand
Singh Longowal, the late Akali Dal president
whose first death anniversary was observed
atastate-sponsored functionin Sangrur.

Mumbai
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THEBEST OF BOTH SIDES

Aweekly column, which offers not this-versus-that, but the best of both sides, to inform the debate

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

A month after the march from Jantar Mantar to Parliament, looking back and ahead at Gen Z

Thisisnotthecend. TheGenZthat wasn’t
They will be back
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NAJEEB JUNG

FTER 36 days at Jantar Man-

tar, the studentswound down,

leaving behind a dazed gov-

ernment, its leadership con-

fused, and a police machinery
exposed asbrutal, lacking the sensitivity the
moment required. Watching the boys and
girls packup theirbelongings and fold their
cotton sheets, I thought of Igbal’s couplet:
maana ki teri diid ke qabil nahin huun
main/tumerashauqdekhmiraintizardekh
(Granted that I am not worthy of your sight
/Lookinstead at my deep zeal and my end-
less waiting). As they moved out of Jantar
Mantar, their resolve was palpable. This was
not the end. They would be back.

Every major mass movement in India
over the last century has organised itself
around a moral authority: Gandhi, Jayap-
rakash Narayan, Anna Hazare. The Cock-
roach movement inverted this template. Its
founder is a young man skilled at com-
munications, not a moral authority. Its
closest thing to a unifying figure, Sonam
Wangchuk, was an ally wholent his hunger
strike to a cause he did not create. What
emerged instead is a distributed structure
— social-media accounts, campus unions,
Left student federations — movingin loose,
non-hierarchical coordination. Its organ-
isational logic makes a singular leader al-
most unnecessary for mobilisation. Having
said that, one may eventually be necessary
for consolidation.

Aleaderless structure is hard for the
state to decapitate. But diffusion hasacost.
Coalitions without a centre struggle to ne-
gotiate coherently, to discipline internal
tactical disagreement, and to convert amo-
ment of mobilisation into an institution.
India Against Corruption, unlike the Aam
Aadmi Party it produced, never built that
institutional layer. Whether anyone is
building an equivalent beneath the Cock-
roach movement’s surface is the most im-
portant open question.

The state fields cadre strength, a police
and paramilitary apparatus, and financial
resources no youth movement funded by
small donations can match. When protes-
torstried tomarch on Parliament, the police
response left over 100 injured and dozens
arrested, with the record showing violence

running in one direction only. But this did
not produce the outcome coercive domi-
nance is supposed to guarantee. Within
days, the government conceded the central
demand. This separates two things rou-
tinely conflated: The state’s capacity to re-
press and its capacity to prevail. That
should disprove any simple story in which
coercive machinery automatically wins.

A single resignation is a low-cost con-
cession. Systemic exam reform, large-
scalejob creation, or accountability for the
crackdown are much harder fiscally and
politically. The distinction that matters
most for durability is between a move-
ment fuelled by scandal and one fuelled
by structural condition. The NEET leak
was a trigger, not a cause. Underneath it
sitsalabour market that cannot absorb the
graduates it produces, an examination
and recruitment system widely perceived
as corruptible, and arural unemployment
crisis that draws less media attention than
its urban counterpart but is arguably
deeper and more intractable.

The insult that named the movement
landed because it confirmed what a gener-
ation already suspected: That the system
discounts merit in favour of proximity to
power and capital. On this reading, the
Cockroach movement is less a single epi-
sodethan arecurring condition that has, for
now, found a name and a shared vocabu-
lary. That gives it a resilience no single
leader could provide.

Two conclusions follow. First, the move-
ment has already outperformed what its
lack of centralised leadership would predict.
Second, extracting one concession through
alow-cost demand is a different task from
sustaining pressure on a structural condi-
tion with no single remediable trigger. The
latter tests whether a leaderless coalition
can maintain coherence and pressure over
years, a capacity the movement has not yet
had occasion to demonstrate.

For now, the odds favour the young. The
government hasshown no evident plan for
handlingthis beyond force: Aham-handed
approach paired with the hope that over-
whelming pressure will deter the youth is
likely to misfire, and appointing acommit-
teewhose compositionisunpalatabletothe
protestors solves nothing. What is needed
is a return to the drawing board. The alter-
native is a Union entering a long, dark
winter of discontent with ageneration it has
not learned how to answet.

The writer is chairman, Advanced Study
Institute of Asia, former Lt Governor, Delhi, and
former vice chancellor, Jamia Millia Islamia

at Jantar Mantar

PARTHA SINHA

HERE WAS something un-

usually photogenic about Gen

Z at Jantar Mantar. Young, ar-

ticulate, angry and, crucially,

quotable. They understood
thata placard must travel beyond the barri-
cade, that irony survives Instagram better
thanideology. Theinternet fellinlove. Here,
finally, was a generation refusing the
ancient Indian instruction to the young:
Wait your turn.

But there was another Gen Z missing
from the photographs. He was probably de-
livering dinner to someone watching the
protest on their phone. Heis 22, financinga
motorcycle on debt he doesn't fully under-
stand, called a “partner” by anappthatcan
deactivate him without ever meeting him.
When it rains, his incentives rise, because
the city haslearntto price hisrisk more pre-
cisely than his labour. There is a rather el-
egant cruelty in calling this freedom. Out-
side stands a security guard protecting a
lifestyle he canseebut notenter.Inavillage
is a young man who can watch a Stanford
lecture for free and has noidea what job he
will do next year. His imagination has mi-
grated. His life chances have not.

“Gen Z” assumes a liberal-arts student
inDelhi, awarehouse packer outside Guru-
gram and a UPSC aspirant in Bihar share
something meaningful because they were
born in the same 15 years. They do. They
share visibility without access.

India has never lacked inequality; what
has changed is the technology of experi-
encing it. The farmer knew the landlord
lived better; he did not begin breakfast
watching the landlord’s holiday in the
Maldives. The smartphone abolished the
rationing of comparison. Sociologist Ro-
bert Merton gave us the “reference group”:
The people against whom we measure our
lives. A farmhand can now compare him-
self with a Dubai apartment and a Silicon
Valley Sunday brunch, delivered more re-
liably than his crop forecast. Gen Z has
been given the entire planet to envy. Arjun
Appadurai called it the “capacity to as-
pire”: Not merely wanting a different fu-
ture, but knowing the routes to reach it.
The capacity to imagine has been demo-
cratised at internet speed. The capacity to

navigate has not. We have mass-produced
aspiration without its scaffolding.

The sneaker, the café, the start-up vo-
cabulary are no longer possessions. They
are signifiersin a national grammar of hav-
ing arrived. Consumption has become bi-
ography. You are continuously shown the
version of yourself you have failed to be-
come. Desiretravelsat 5G speed. Social mo-
bility still takes the passenger train. For two
decades India has spoken of its “demo-
graphicdividend”, asthough youth were an
asset that pays out automatically. Perhaps
the metaphor was wrong. A young popula-
tion is better understood as a loan, capital
advanced against a future that has to be
built to repay it. Loans, unlike dividends,
can default.

The gig economy makes this visible.
The old industrial bargain was crude but
legible: sell your labour, and time slowly
converts into standing. The platform
economy removed that mechanism and
replaced it with the language of entrepre-
neurship. You are a “partner” whose hours
convert mainly into more hours, dressed
up as autonomy.

When the economic route to status nar-
rows, another economy opens: The econ-
omy of dignity. Religion, nationalism, caste,
anonlinetribe can provide statusthatasal-
ary cannot. Ayoungman cannot change his
salary, but he can change his avatar. A so-
ciety that cannot offer its young enough
ladders should notbe surprised when ident-
ity begins to look like one. None of this was
visible at Jantar Mantar. The protesters pos-
sessed something rarer than anger: A vo-
cabulary for it. Most anger never gets that
far—thereistherideratthe gate, theguard
besideit, the graduate refreshing an exam-
ination-results page.

Are they unhappy? Perhaps happiness
is too frivolous a diagnostic. The better
question iswhether they believe the future
is negotiable. Every generation tolerates
hardship whenitlookslike a corridor. The
trouble begins when it starts looking like
aroom. The young people at Jantar Man-
tar had completed a journey: From disap-
pointment to language, from anger to de-
mand. Millions of their contemporaries
are still somewhere between the first two.
We have spent years celebrating young
India because it is connected, ambitious
and impatient. We may discover the third
adjective was the important one. Jantar
Mantar gave the microphone to one Gen
Z. The rest are still delivering the micro-
phones to our doors.

The writer is a senior advisory professional

CHAITY DAS

ADMITTEDLY, HOW many of usremember
Independence Day speeches at school oron
television in childhood? With children grow-
ingrestless, squirming in humid classrooms
and auditoriums, likein DH Lawrence’s ‘Last
Lesson of the Afternoon’, an educator some-
timeswonderswhatitisall for. Yet, by means
of aword here, a phrase there, absorbed os-
motically from family, teachers, leaders,
friends, children are shaped. Experiences
and memories etch themselves. A republic
ismoulded.

So, when an Independence Day speech
in a school is cancelled, students of all ages
ask: Why? Undeniably, nothing is more im-
portant than the well-being of children. Stu-
dents concur. Guardians of all hues of beliefs
and opinions, though troubled about the fu-
ture, understand.

A cancellation & questions on freedom

Meanwhile, in buses, outside the school

aschildren walk past you, in homes through
the evening, comes the next question. Why

is our security an issue? By then they have
heard the news from friends, read the press

reports. Internet searches are conducted on

who was supposed to have delivered the

speech. They discuss it with friends, learn

that it had to be cancelled due to some indi-
viduals unrelated to their institution object-
ing to the guest’s presence. With more in-
formation, they now exchange views with
peers. Intense debates ensue. Their curiosity
— jigyasa — is aroused, certainly more by
the incident than by what the speech itself
may have generated. Something momen-
tous and without precedent has happened.

In the morning, unaware of these facts,
they have sung patriotic songs, watched the
flag being hoisted, joyously sung the na-
tional anthem and participated in a signifi-
cant collectiveritual. Studentleaders have
spoken movingly of the freedom struggle.
Anecdotally and artistically, they revive the

luminous values of liberty — jigyasa, sam-
vaad, karuna, kartavya.

Perhaps, prophetically, they have also
spoken of the need to overcome fear. And
bits and pieces of the previous morning are
conjured when our Prime Minister cautions
from the Red Fort toremain vigilant against
the fear-mongersin our midst. Dothey then
not realise why the speech had to be can-
celled? And when they are being reassured
that fear is the enemy of truth, how are they
to process the “why”?

When William Blake said, “without
contraries, there isno progression”, he was
speaking of Western society and the hatred
of opposites that stunts its greatness. In
‘The Poison Tree’, incidentally part of CBSE
syllabi, he wrote: “I was angry with my
friend;/ Itold my wrath, my wrath did end./
I was angry with my foe:/ I told it not, my
wrath did grow.”

Arguably, this fear of opposites is a colo-
niallegacy, heightened by the experience of
modernity and how different cultures have

responded to it. This has manifested itself
more in political discourse than in the or-
ganic rhythms of ordinary life. Sant Kabir
Das, too, spoke of the prisons of duality and
the need to transcend them through experi-
ence. Silencing what appears “contrary”,
whether anillusion or a necessity, plants poi-
son trees in our hearts.

This postcolonial anxiety and mech-
anism of polarisation of opposites en-
shackle our freedom in academic spaces
and create an impoverished discourse
where “right” and “left” are raised as
spectres and imposed on the fluid stream
of thought. The disturbing incident on
August 14, when a speech had to be can-
celled in a Delhi school, provides a unique
opportunity of samvaad in families, class-
rooms and larger public spaces to inspire
our children to reflect on the interminable
journeys of Independence.

The writer teaches at Delhi University
and is a Sardar Patel Vidyalaya parent
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Why Sergio Gor’s
words in Srinagar
are noteworthy
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AMITABH MATTOO

ARELY DOES history hinge

on a few words. But when US

Ambassador Sergio Gor

visited Srinagar earlier this

weekand declared, “Thisisan
important part of India,” he was signalling
the end of an era. It was his first visit to the
Valley, and he had just finished meeting
Chief Minister Omar Abdullah. He fol-
lowed up the statement by suggesting that
the US travel advisory could be reviewed
by Washington because of improvements
in the security situation. There was an
irony no one seemed to have noticed.
Seventy-three years ago, American emiss-
aries came to the Valley to whisper the
possibilities of independence to Sheikh Ab-
dullah. On August 19, an American ambas-
sador, with the Sheikh’s grandson standing
beside him, seemed to have ended all am-
biguity about the American position on
Jammu and Kashmir.

A statement by an ambassador is not
definitive. It is not a treaty, a presidential
proclamation, or even a formal repudi-
ation by the State Department of every
position Washington has espoused since
1947. But diplomacy is about vocabulary,
and no objective student of Kashmir can
fail to notice how far America has come.
Almost exactly 73 years ago, on August 9,
1953, Sheikh Abdullah
was dismissed as prime
minister of Jammu and
Kashmir by Sadr-i-Riya-
sat Karan Singh, amid
mounting suspicions in
New Delhi about his com-
mitmenttotheaccession
and his growing interest
in an independent Kash-
mir. His contacts with
prominent Americans
fed those suspicions and
later became part of the
political atmosphere sur-
rounding what came to
be known as the Kashmir
Conspiracy Case.

Earlier, in 1950, Loy Henderson, the
American ambassador to India, secretly
met Abdullah in Kashmir twice. Hender-
son’s secret telegram records the Sheikh
making a strong case for Kashmiri inde-
pendence from both India and Pakistan.
Abdullah told Henderson that an inde-
pendent Kashmir could survive only if it
had the friendship of India and Pakistan
and economic assistance from the US, di-
rectly or through the UN. Soon enough,
American interest in Kashmir took on
such political overtones that even Hen-
derson’s wife made it into Indian political
mythology. Indian leaders suspected that
Americanswere holding out the prospect
ofindependence to Abdullah.

Then came Adlai Stevenson in May
1953. Twice the Democratic Party’s can-
didate for the presidency, Stevenson was
one of the most influential American in-
ternationalists of his era. He visited Kash-
mir and talked to Abdullah. Those meet-
ings sent shockwaves of suspicion
through New Delhi. Indian leaders be-
lieved Stevenson may also have encour-
aged Abdullah to think about an indepen-
dent Kashmir. American diplomatic
records show that Nehru believed Steven-
son’s conversations had encouraged Ab-
dullah’s growing intransigence. But the
pointislesstorevive conspiracy theories

about1953. More important is that “inde-
pendent Kashmir” was then conceivable
enough in American diplomatic parlance
for Nehru to worry that Washington
might act to encourage it.

These apprehensions were rooted in
the genesis of the Kashmir problem. UN
Security Council Resolution 47, which
Americasupported in 1948, placed the dis-
puteinaninternational context and antici-
pated a plebiscite after a process of demili-
tarisation. The prescribed sequence, which
required Pakistan to secure the withdrawal
of the “tribal invaders” from the territory
under its occupation, was never imple-
mented. But for years afterwards, the res-
olution provided Pakistan with the diplo-
matic scaffolding it wanted: J&K was not
an Indian question alone; it was an inter-
national dispute tobe settled. Americawas
at the centre of that scaffolding.

In fact, American thinking went much
further in those early years. Take this
State Department memo from February
1950: Describing Jammu and Kashmir’s
accession to India as “contested”, it con-
cluded that “in our legal assessment at the
time... the Maharaja’s Instrument of Ac-
cession could not by itself have finally
settled the state’s future”.

This thinking continued well after the
Cold War was over. In October 1993, Robin
Raphel, freshly minted assistant secre-
tary of state for South Asian Affairsin the
Clinton administration, called Kashmira
“disputed territory” and said Washington
did not recognise the legal validity of the
Instrument of Accession as meaningthat
Kashmir was forever part of India. India
was aghast. Prime Minister P V Nara-
simhaRao called such ef-
forts at diplomatic sua-
sion “pinpricks and
minor mischief”.

But the larger fact that
emerged was this: Nearly
fivedecadesafter1947 the
USwasunwillingtocouch
its discussion of Jammu
and Kashmirin termsthat
accepted India’s political
description of the state
without qualification.
That is what makes Gor’s
description in Srinagar in
2026 so noteworthy. The
venue mattersasmuchas
the words he used, and not surprisingly,
Pakistan did not just protest, but lodged a
formal demarche.

That does not mean New Delhi should
start conducting itself triumphantly. Our
case in Kashmirhasultimately been made
most strongly by the people of J&K. And
the test has always been India’s ability to
deepen constitutionalism, expand democ-
racy and political reconciliation, deliver
developmentand ensure civil liberties for
all citizens. That is why Srinagar’s elected
government matters. And why areturnto
normal democratic politics and restora-
tion of statehood is essential.

But we should not downplay what has
occurred. For there is a historical arc here
that is quite remarkable. It reflects India’s
own transformation and the gradual ex-
haustion of theidea that Jammu and Kash-
mir is best handled through international
mechanisms conceived in the bloodshed
of Partition. America has not overwritten
history. Gor signalled something far more
important: It accepts reality. For decades,
Washington dealt with Kashmir asifit were
aproblem in search of a permanent politi-
cal resting place. In Srinagar earlier this
week, it implicitly acknowledged that his-
tory had already made a choice.

The writer is dean and professor, SIS, JNU and
former vice-chancellor, University of Jammu
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Caste counting

A CASTE census can provide useful
evidence for better-targeted welfare
and public policy, but numbers alone
cannot address social inequality
(‘Count caste by all means. But aban-
don beliefthat counting settles any-
thing’, IE, August 20). The exercise
should follow uniform definitions,
strict confidentiality and transparent
methodology. The government
should combine the data with econ-
omic, educational and regional indi-
cators while ensuring that policies
remain focused on genuine depriva-
tion and opportunity.

Abbharna Barathi, Chennai

Party rejig

BRINGING YOUNGER leaders into
organisational positionsis useful,
but generational change should
mean more than achange of faces (‘A
younger BJP, but not a very different
one’, IE, August20). Young workers
should receive genuine responsibil-
ity and opportunities to shape policy

and communication. The party must
remain responsive to concerns over
employment, education and institu-
tional accountability. Internal con-
sultation with students,
professionals and local communities
could improve itsunderstanding of
changingexpectations.

S PSuganya Devi, Coimbatore

Al forteens

YOUNG PEOPLE increasingly use Al
forlearning, but unrestricted
dependence can weaken judgement
and independent thinking
(‘ChatGPT for Teens is step forward.
It’'s not enough’, IE, August 20).
Schools and parents should teach
students how to verify information,
protect personal data and recognise
misleading answers. Platforms must
provide age-appropriate safeguards
and clear reporting mechanisms.
Schools could introduce practical
Al-literacy lessons so that students
learn both its usefulness and
itslimitations.

SMJeeva, Chennai
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Marathi mandate
for auto and taxi
drivers: Concerns
over law, licences

Zeeshan Shaikh
Mumbai, August 20

THE MAHARASHTRA government has begun enforcing
arequirement that auto rickshaw and taxi drivers dem-
onstrate a working knowledge of Marathi, makingita
condition for continuing work. The crackdown follows a
105-day training and assessment drive for drivers, but a
large number have either failed the test or are yet to com-
plete training. The move also revives alegal issue after
the Bombay High Court had struckdown a similar
requirement for auto rickshaw permits in 2017, promp-
ting questions over the legal basis of the latest action.

Why the requirement?

Officials said they have received complaints of drivers
being unable to communicate with passengers in Mara-
thi. The issue gained attention this year after a pilot in-
spection found several autorickshaw drivers who
supposedlylacked proficiency in basic Marathi.

Transport Minister Pratap Sarnaik then announced
that auto-rickshaw and taxi drivers would have to know
Marathi and the department began its drive. More than
4,500 teachers trained drivers in conversational Marathi.
The four-session course focused on exchanges, including
asking for destinations and discussing fares. Drivers who
completed the course and passed the assessment were
given certificates. Of the nearly 1.25 lakh drivers who par-
ticipated in Mumbai, 7,750
failed the assessment and

THEISSUE

must reappear, while more
® The state’sargument is that than 14,000 have not com-
auto and taxi driversinteract pleted the training.
with passengers and need to
know basic communication. Why autos and taxis?
® But many such drivers are The government’s ar-
migrants and older workers with gur.ner}t 18 that auto aqd
limited formal education. taxidriversinteract with
passengers throughout
the day and need to know

basic communication. Butit hasalso raised concerns
among other driver groups, particularly because many are
migrants and older workers with limited formal education.
Unions have argued that the government should focus on
training rather than penalising drivers whose livelihood
dependson licences. Mumbai has more than 2.8 lakh auto-
rickshaw permits and around 20,000 taxi permits, cover-
ing an estimated five lakh drivers across shifts.

Whatis thelegal question?

In 2017, the Bombay High Court set aside a Transport
Department decision requiring Marathi proficiency for
autorickshaw permits. The court held that auto rickshaws
fall within the definition of “motor cabs” and that Rule 24
ofthe Maharashtra Motor Vehicles Rules, which
prescribeslanguage requirements for certain Public Ser-
vice Vehicle (PSV) badges, specifically excludes motor
cabs. These are metal badges bearing names, issued to
every person authorised to drive a PSV, except motor cabs.

The court held that Rule 24 could not be used to impose
Marathi proficiency as a condition for an autorickshaw
contract carriage permit. It held that the government had
to act within the Motor Vehicles Act and its rules.

The Transport Department has maintained that the
present exercise is about enforcing existing rules. Offi-
cials have also distinguished between permits and
badges, arguing that Rule 24 applies to badges and that
the 2017 judgment did not strike down the language
requirement for badges. The government subsequently
amended rules to formalise Marathi proficiency as a con-
dition for authorisation, permits and renewals. The draft
rules were put out for objections and suggestions.

What happens to those who fail?

Driverswon’tlose licences immediately. Those found
lacking proficiency will first be given a notice and amonth
tolearn Marathi. If they fail to comply, their PSV badge and
drivinglicence can be suspended for three months.
Repeated violations can result in permanent suspension.

* HISTORY

Vande Mataram: Religious
imagery, political debate

e THEFULLSONG AND STANZAS

YASHEE & ASAD REHMAN

THE CONGRESS Working Committee (CWC)
has decided that only the first two stanzas of
Vande Mataram will be sung at party pro-
grammes, amid BJPattacks over the National
Song’srendition atitsIndependence Day pro-
gramme and later at an event in Goa.

The Congress’s highest decision-making
body cited a1937 CWCresolution tobackits
stand, arguing that the leading lights of the
freedom movement, including Mahatma
Gandhi and Rabindranath Tagore, had
backed limiting the public rendition of
Vande Mataram to its first two stanzas.

The row comes months after Parliament
made intentional attemptsto prevent or dis-
rupt the singing or playing of Vande Mata-
ram an offence.

The composition

Vande Mataram (meaning ‘mother, I
bow to thee’) was composed in Sanskritised
Bengali by Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay
in1875. Six years later, it was included in his
novel Anandamath, which tells the story of
the late-18th century Sanyasi Rebellion, a
series of armed uprisings in Bengal against
the East India Company rule and the re-
gional Muslim administrators.

Vande Mataram gained popularity dur-
ing the Swadeshi movement (1905-08), be-
comingclosely associated with the freedom
struggle. The Muslim League, however, was
against some references in the song, and
also believed that “bowing to the mother”
amounts to idolatry.

The 1937 CWC resolution

Within the Congress, there was a dis-
cussion about the Vande Mataram issue.
Several people, including Subhas Chandra
Bose (who supported the song whole-
heartedly) and Jawaharlal Nehru, wrote to
Tagore to seek his opinion.

Tagore wrote to Nehru: “To me the spirit
of tenderness and devotion expressed in its
first portion, the emphasis it gave to beauti-
ful and beneficent aspects of our mother-

e LEGAL

® The first two stanzas of Vande
Mataram describe the beauty of
the motherland — its fertility, its
waters, its greenery.

@ But lateron, it likens the
motherland to the divine mother,
and speaks of installing the
mother’s statues in temples.

Itgoes, in heavily Sanskritised Bangla,

“Tvam hi Durga dasa-praharana-dharini,
Kamala kamala-dala-viharini,

Vani vidya-dayini,

Namami tvam namami kamalam

(Roughly translated as: You are Durga, bearing ten

weapons; You are Lakshmi, who dwells upon the

lotus; You are Saraswati, the giver of knowledge;

| bow to you, | bow to you...”)

® The fifth stanza, specially,
compares the motherland
tothe 10-armed Durga, and to
goddesses who dwell on
lotuses and bestow knowledge
and expression, references to
Lakshmiand Saraswati.

i

Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay composed
Vande Mataram in 1875. Six years later, he
included it in his book ‘Anandamath’.

land made aspecial appeal, somuch sothat
I found no difficulty in dissociating it from
the rest of the poem...”

He added: “I freely concede that the
whole of Bankim’s ‘Vande Mataram’ poem,
read together with its context, isliable to be
interpreted in ways that might wound Mos-
lem susceptibilities, but a national song,
though derived from it, which has sponta-
neously come to consist only of the first two
stanzas of the original poem, need not re-
mind us every time of the whole...” [From
Sabyasachi Bhattacharya’s book, Vande
Mataram: The Biography of a Song].

In October 1937, the Congress Working
Committee had decided that when Vande
Mataram is sung at national gatherings,
only the first two stanzas should be sung, as
the other “stanzas of the song are little
known and hardly ever sung. They contain
certain allusions and a religious ideology
which may notbein keeping with the ideol-
ogy of other religious groups in India”.

Mahatma Gandhi too, while expressing
admiration for the song, said it should notbe
sung at gatherings where people objected to
it. OnJuly1,1939, he wrote in Harijan: “Itwas
an anti-imperialist cry... It had never oc-
curred to me that it was a Hindu song or
meant only for Hindus. Unfortunately, now
we have fallen on evil days... Iwould not risk

Thesong
and the
struggle

Vande Mataram,
which gained
popularity during
the Swadeshi
movement (1905-
08),become
closelylinked to
the freedom

struggle.

The Muslim
League was
against some
referencesin the
song. It believed
‘bowing to the
mother’ amounts
toidolatry.

asingle quarrel over singing Vandemataram
atamixed gathering.”

The same month, he again wrote in
Harijan that “if at any mixed gathering any
person objected to the singing of Vandema-
taram even with the Congress expurgations,
the singing should be dropped.” [Mahatma
Gandhi and the Harmony of Music, By
Teresa Joseph & AM Thomas].

The political debate

When India gained Independence, there
was a demand for Vande Mataram to be
adopted as the national anthem. In the Con-
stituent Assembly, there was some friction
on the issue. On August 14, 1947, at the As-
sumption of Power ceremony, Sucheta Kri-
palani sang the first verse of Vande Mata-
ram asthe opening item. On August 26, HV
Kamath rose in the Assembly to say that on
thatday: “...Some of usin this House noticed
thatanumber of our Honourable friends en-
tered the Assembly Chamber — I would al-
most say trooped into this Hall — after the
song had been sung.Iwould request you, Sit,
tolook into this matter...”

Amongthose who preferred Jana Gana
Mana as the anthem were Nehru, and
among the reasons he cited was that Vande
Mataram would be difficult to set to an or-
chestra. On November 5,1948, Seth Govind

Citing Gandhi, Tagore and a1937 CWC
decision, Congress said it will sing only
the first two stanzas of the composition.
Why are the other four controversial?

Das said in the Constituent Assembly: “..I
would say that ‘Vande Matarant’ canbe our
National Anthem. The history of our
struggle forindependence is associated with
Vande Mataram. If it be said that is tune is
not fit for orchestrisation I would submit
that this is a difficulty which can be over-
come by experts in orchestral music.”

Jana Gana Mana was eventually
chosen as the anthem.

OnJanuary 24,1950, President Rajendra
Prasad told the Constituent Assembly: “The
composition consisting of the words and
music known asJana Gana Mana is the Na-
tional Anthem of India, subject to such al-
terations in the words as the Government
may authorise as occasion arises; and the
song Vande Mataram, which has played a
historic part in the struggle for Indian free-
dom, shall be honoured equally with Jana
Gana Mana and shall have equal status
with it. Thope this will satisfy the Members.”

The BJP hasrecently made a major push
to sing all six stanzas of the song. The Min-
istry of Home Affairs on January 28 notified
the first set of protocols for singing Vande
Mataram,directing that all six stanzas shall
be sung during official functions.

The BJP has long accused the Congress
of giving in to its “appeasement politics”
over Vande Matarams’s truncation.

Now, the Congress’s stand comes at a
time Parliament has passed the Prevention
of Insultsto National Honour (Amendment)
Act, 2026, which amends Section 3 of the
Prevention of Insults to National Honour
Act, 1971 toextend the same legal protection
tothe Vande Mataram that the National An-
them, Jana Gana Mana, enjoys. The
amendment makes it an offence to inten-
tionally prevent the singing of the National
Song or to cause a disturbance to an assem-
bly engaged in its singing.

Congress general secretary Jairam Ra-
mesh told TheIndian Express: “Dr. Rajendra
Prasad as President of the Constituent As-
sembly announced on Jan 24 1950 that
Vande Mataram (first two stanzas) willbe the
national song... This was accepted by the
Constituent Assembly with cheers. Butin De-
cember 2025, Parliament only had a dis-
cussion and never ever adopted a resolution
saying that the full Vande Mataram will be
the national song. Thiswas a unilateral deci-
sion of the PM and HM by notification, which
does not have Parliamentary approval.”

Whose streets? That parking spot outside the house isn’t really yours

Amaal Sheikh
New Delhi, August 20

AS THE Delhi Police prepares a fresh con-
gestion-management plan, commissioner
Anurag Kumar has directed every traffic
circletoidentify atleast one “problem area”
marked by encroachment, roadside park-
ing or chronic congestion.

The exercise comes amid a broader
push toimprove traffic flow, strengthen en-
forcement and crack down on unauth-
orised parking that contributes to bottle-
necks across the city. Does living next to a
public street give a resident any special
right over the parking space?

Ownership of public street

A public street does not belong to the
owner whose gates open onto it. The Delhi
Municipal Corporation Act, 1957 (DMC Act)
defines a “public street” as “any street
which vests in the Corporation”.

Section 298 vests all public streetsinthe
Corporation and goes further, stating that
public streets “shall be under the control of
the Commissioner and shall be main-

tained, controlled and regulated by him in
accordance with the bye-laws”.

In other words, the road outside a house
belongs to the public authority, not the ad-
joining resident. No provision of the DMC
Act gives a homeowner an exclusive right
over the stretch of road outside their prop-
erty. Long use of a parking spot does not
create any special entitlement either.

Parking lawful, but regulated

Parking a vehicle on a public road isnot,
as such, illegal. Under Section 117 of the
Motor Vehicles Act, 1988, the state govern-
ment may determine “places at which
motor vehicles may stand either indefi-
nitely or for aspecified period of time” and
may also specify where public service ve-
hicles may stop for longer periods.

Section 122 of the Act bars leaving a ve-
hicle in a public place in a manner that
causesorislikely to cause “danger, obstruc-
tion or undue inconvenience to other users
of the public place or to the passengers”.
Section 127 allows a vehicle abandoned or
leftunattended in violation of parking rules
to be towed or immobilised.

Curbside
parking

® Theroad outside
ahouse belongs to
the public authority,

not the adjoining
resident.

® While that doesn’t
make curbside park-
ingillegal, itis gov-
erned by the public
authority thatowns
and regulates that
stretch of road.

Delhi has additional rules of its own.
The Delhi Maintenance and Management
of Parking Places Rules, 2019, framed under
the Motor Vehicles Act, prohibit on-street
parking within 25 metres of an intersection
on any arm of a road and bar parking in
green areas, parks, footpaths, bus stops and
certain other locations.

Rule 11 states: “The Area Parking Plan
made by civic agencies shall include, in
their scope, parking arrangements within
residential areas. The plan within such
areas shall be made in consultation with
the residents/Resident Welfare Associ-
ations.” The Rules also require residential
colony roads to keep one lane free for
emergency vehicles.

Similarly, the Delhi Motor Vehicles
Rules, 1993 empower the District Magis-
trate, after consultation with the State
Transport Authority, the Deputy Commis-
sioner of Police (Traffic) and the local auth-
ority concerned, to determine and notify
parking places within their jurisdiction.

In effect, curbside parking outside a
home is governed by the public authority
that owns and regulates that stretch of

road, not by the resident living next to it.

What the court has said

The Supreme Court has weighed in di-
rectly on Delhi’s parking crisis. In M.C.
Mehta v Union of India (2019), a Bench of
Justices Arun Mishra and Deepak Gupta
described the issue as one arising from the
“conflict between increasing number of
carsand dwindling availability of land” and
observed that parking management has sig-
nificant implications for urban planning.

The court directed the Delhi govern-
ment to notify the Delhi Maintenance and
Management of Parking Places Rules, 2019,
and observed that an effective parking pol-
icy contributes to reducing congestion, pol-
lution and crime.

The court also acknowledged the prac-
tical realities of residential neighbour-
hoods. It noted that it was “not oblivious to
the hard reality that in certain colonies and
areas parking of some vehicles will have to
be permitted on the roads because the
number of vehicles is much more than
those which can be parked inside the
houses.”

® POLITICS

1984 riots: How Nanavati reportindicted Sajjan Kumar — and State machinery

Deeptiman Tiwary
New Delhi, August 20

FORMER CONGRESS MP Sajjan Kumar
died Thursday while serving a life sentence
in a murder case related to the 1984 anti-
Sikh riots. Kumar and other Congress
leaders were accused of instigating viol-
ence and leading the mobs during the wave
of violence in Delhi that followed the assas-
sination of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi
on October 31, 1984.

In 2000, the NDA government set up a
commission to examine the riots and the
failure of the authorities to investigate
them. Headed by former Supreme Court
judge Justice G T Nanavati, it made its sub-
missions in 2005.

The Justice Nanavati Commission of In-
quiry recorded “credible material” against
Kumar and concluded that he was “pro-
bably involved” in the attacks described by
several witnesses. The commission, impor-
tantly, also pointed to the complicity of the
State machinery in the riots.

Thefindings on Kumar

The report examined affidavits, police
records and testimony concerning attacks
on Sikhs and their properties across Delhi.

It offered one of the most detailed official
accounts of allegations against Kumar, de-
scribing him as a powerful local Congress
leader who was allegedly present at, ad-
dressed or directed mobs in parts of west
Delhi, including Palam Colony, Raj Nagar,
Mangolpuri and Sultanpuri.

A key witness, Jagdish Kaur of Raj
Nagar, told the commission that she heard
Kumar tell people gathered near Mandir
Mangla Puri: “Sardar saala koi nahi bachna
chahida (no Sikh should be spared)”.

The commission also recorded evidence
that Kumar addressed a crowd in Mangol-
puriand said Sikhs had killed “their Maata”,
after which people raised slogans calling for
Sikhstobekilled. The report said three Sikh
men were subsequently burntaliveinan at-
tack on a gurdwara in the locality.

Initsassessment of Kumar’srole, it said:
“Many witnesses have stated about the in-
volvement of S/Shri Sajjan Kumar, Balwan
Khokar, Pratap Singh, Maha Singh and Mo-
hinder Singh.” It concluded that “there is
credible material against” Kumar and
Khokhar (a former Congress councillor).

The policeinvestigation

Kumar’s defence before the commis-
sion relied heavily on his acquittals in

Sajjan Kumar addresses a Congress rally near Red Fort in 1995. EXPRESS ARCHIVE

criminal cases. In his reply to the commis-
sion’s notice, he argued that witnesses who
had filed affidavits had either not named
him before the police or had not supported
the allegations in court. He also produced
judgments in eight cases and said that he
and Khokhar had been acquitted.

The commission, however, said those
acquittals could not by themselves prevent

it from assessing the wider material before
it. “Thereisample material toshow that no
proper investigation was done by the police
even in those cases which were registered
by them,” the commission said.

It said many complaints were not regis-
tered, eyewitnesses were not examined,
and the names of alleged assailants were
omitted from statements and chargesheets.

epaper.indianexpress.com

“Why so many persons had named him
and attributed actslike addressing meetings
and inciting people to kill Sikhs and to loot
and destroy their properties remains unex-
plained by Shri Sajjan Kumar,” it added.

The political complicity

The Congress was in power when the
killings took place and its Prime Minister
Rajiv Gandhi sought tojustify the violence,
saying: “When a giant tree falls, the earth
below shakes.”

Despite grave allegations against the
Congressleadership, the official investiga-
tion in the aftermath of the violence did not
make much headway.

The commission said the failure to
properly investigate allegations againstin-
fluential political figures had contributed
tothe collapse of cases and made itimposs-
ible to assess the evidence through a fair
criminal trial at the time.

Indicting Congress leaders and workers,
its report said: “Large number of affidavits
indicate that local Congress(I) leaders and
workers had either incited or helped the
mobsin attacking the Sikhs. But for the back-
ing and help of influential and resourceful
persons, Killing of Sikhs so swiftly and in
large numbers could not have happened.”

The commission did not merely rely
only on allegations but considered evidence
of mobs moving through neighbourhoods,
the availability of petrol and kerosene, the
use of buses to transport people and the in-
volvement of local Congress workers.

It noted how the nature of the attacks
changed from “stray” and “not at all organ-
ized” on October 31, the day of Indira Gan-
dhi’s assassination, to “systematic” in the
later days. “The attacks were made in a sys-
tematic manner and without much fear of
the police; almost suggesting that they
were assured that they would not be
harmed while committing those acts and
even thereafter,” the report said. “The sys-
tematic manner in which the Sikhs were
thus killed indicate that the attacks on
them were organized.”

For decades, the 1984 riots remained as-
sociated with the gap between the scale of
the violence and the limited number of
convictions. The Nanavati report’s account
of Kumar’s role was central to that history.

In 2005, Congress Prime Minister Man-
mohan Singh apologised in Rajya Sabha
after the Nanavati report was tabled. “I have
no hesitation in apologising not only tothe
Sikh community but the whole Indian na-
tion...Ibow my head in shame...” he said.

Mumbai
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SHANTI ACT DRAFT RULES

Panel toreview

nuclear liability
caps every Syears

e SETTING UP GUARDRAILS

® Under SHANTI Act, operators of
reactors above 3,600 MWe facea
maximum liability of Rs 3,000
crore, while those between 1,500
MWe and 3,600 MWe face a cap of
Rs1,500 crore

® The limits fall to Rs 750 crore
for reactors between 750 MWe
and 1,500 MWe and Rs 300 crore
for those between 150 MWe and
750 MWe

® Forreactorsup to 150 MWe,
fuel-cycle facilities other than
spent-fuel reprocessing plants,
and transportation of nuclear
material, the liability is capped
atRs100crore

Pratyush Deep
New Delhi, August 20

LIABILITY CAPS for nuclear
operators under the SHANTI
Act will be reviewed every five
years by an expert group, which
canrecommend changestothe
graded limits, as per the Act’s
draft rules released by the De-
partment of Atomic Energy.

Rule 78 of the draft rules,
which were released on August
14, provide for the Central gov-
ernment to constitute a group
of experts in specific domains
— nuclear science and engin-
eering, actuarial science, insur-
ance and law, along with pub-
lic-interest representatives —
toreview the “maximum limits
of operator’s civil liability for
nuclear damage” and propose
amendments to the Act’s Sec-
ond Schedule. The Second
Schedule of the Actintroduced
graded liability caps based on
the size of a nuclear installa-
tion, replacing the earlier flat
cap of Rs1,500 crore under the
Civil Liability for Nuclear Dam-
age Act, 2010 (CLNDA).

Under the new framework,
operators of reactors above
3,600 Megawatt-electric (MWe)
face a maximum liability of Rs

3,000 crore, while those between
1,500 MWe and 3,600 MWe face
acap ofRs1,500 crore. Thelimits
fall to Rs 750 crore for reactors
between 750 MWe and 1,500
MWe and Rs 300 crore for those
between 150 MWe and 750 MWe.

For reactors up to 150 MWe,
fuel-cycle facilities other than
spent-fuel reprocessing plants,
and transportation of nuclear
material, the liability is capped
at Rs 100 crore.

The review mechanism is
notentirely new. Section 6 of the
now-repealed CLNDA also
allowed the Centre to period-
ically review the operator’s lia-
bility and notify a higher
amount. The draft SHANTI Act
rules explicitly provide for ade-
fined time period for an expert
group to review and recom-
mend amendments to the
graded caps. Following the pas-
sage of the SHANTTI Act, which
opens India’s civil nuclear sector
to private players, accountability
and liability emerged askey con-
cerns among critics. One of the
most contentious changesisthe
dilution of the operator’s “right
of recourse” against nuclear
equipment suppliers in the
event of an accident.

According to Section 17 of

Export payments in rupees
get trade policy benefits

Press Trust of India
New Delhi, August 20

THE GOVERNMENT on Thurs-
day amended certain provisions
of the Foreign Trade Policy to
makeiteasier for exporterstoin-
voice overseas sales and receive
payments in Indian rupees.

The amendments cover ex-
ports to all countries, although
the rules vary by destination.

Two paragraphs of the For-
eign Trade Policy (FTP) 2023
have been amended “to align
the provisions relating to de-
nomination of export contracts
and eligibility for FTP benefits
in respect of export realisation
in Indian Rupees with the For-
eign Exchange Management
(Manner of Receipt and Pay-
ment) Regulations 2023, the
Directorate General of Foreign
Trade (DGFT) said in a notifi-
cation. For countries outside
the Asian Clearing Union
(ACU), export contractsand in-
voices may now be denomi-
nated in any foreign currency
or Indian rupees.

Commenting on the notifi-
cation, economic think tank
GTRI said eligible rupee pay-
ments for exports to any
country other than Nepal and
Bhutan will now qualify for FTP
benefitsand count towards ful-
filment of export obligations.

Rupee earnings received
through approved banking
channels will therefore be
treated on par with export pay-
ments received in foreign cur-
rency, it said, adding that ex-
ports financed through EXIM
Bank or Government of India
lines of credit may also be in-
voiced in Indian rupees.

The ACU is a regional pay-
ment arrangement established
in 1974 to facilitate trade settle-
ments and reduce repeated
transfers of foreign exchange by
periodically settling the net ob-
ligations of its members.It has
nine members — Bangladesh,
Bhutan, India, Iran, Maldives,
Myanmar, Nepal, Pakistan and
Sri Lanka — represented by
their central banks or monetary
authorities.

the CLNDA, the operator of a
nuclear installation, after pay-
ing the compensation for nu-
clear damage, shall have the
right to recourse where (a) such
right is expressly provided forin
acontractinwriting; (b) the nu-
clear incident has resulted as a
consequence of an act of sup-
plier or hisemployee, which in-
cludes supply of equipment or
material with patent or latent
defects or sub-standard ser-
vices; and (c) the nuclear inci-
dent has resulted from the act
of commission or omission of
an individual done with the in-
tent to cause nuclear damage.
The new law retains provi-
sions (a) and (c) but omits
provision (b), which previously
exposed nuclear equipment
vendors to long-term and un-
certain liability risk in the
event of a nuclear accident.
Theissue of liability cap has
alsoreached Supreme Courtas
a petition challenged the Act
for allowing “private sector and
foreign companies to operate
nuclear power plants in India,
[and] has also capped the liabil-
ity of these operators at an ab-
surdly low level and exempted
the supplier from any liability,”
in violation of the Constitution.

India allows
million metric
tonnes duty-free
sugar imports

Mumbai: India will allow duty-
free imports of 1 million metric
tonnes of raw sugar, acommerce
ministry notice said on Thurs-
day, as the government seeks to
bring down record-high do-
mestic prices in the world’s big-
gest sugar-consuming country.

The notice allows for the im-
ports between now and Oc-
tober 31, ahead of India’s festi-
val season when consumption
in India peaks because of de-
mand for traditional sweets.

Sugar prices in India have
risen by nearly 40% in two
months as lower production
has tightened supplies, forcing
India to import sugar for the
first time in nearly a decade.

Benchmark white sugar fu-
tures in London and raw sugar
futures in New York jumped by
as much as 4% after India an-
nounced plans to allow duty-
freeimports on Thursday. India
imposes a 100% duty on sugar
imports. REUTERS

NET OIL AND GAS IMPORTS IN APRIL-JULY STOOD AT $57.8 BILLION AGAINST $40.3 BILLION A YEAR AGO

[ran war pushes India’s oil & gas import bill up 43%

Sukalp Sharma
New Delhi, August 20

AMID SUPPLY tightness and
elevated prices due to the West
Asia crisis and stifled energy
flows through the Strait of Hor-
muz, India’s net oil and gasim-
ports surged by 43.4% in value
fromyear-ago levels in the first
four months of the current fi-
nancial year, according to pro-
visional data from the petro-
leum ministry. Net oil and gas
imports — arrived at deducting
petroleum product exports
from oil, natural gas, and petro-
leum product imports — in
April-July stood at $57.8 billion
against $40.3 billion a year ago.

In volume terms, oil and
liquefied natural gas (LNG) im-
ports were only marginally
higher. As for petroleum product
exports, the volumes declined,
while export value rose. Petro-
leum product imports declined
in volume as well as value, al-
though the volume decline out-
paced the fall in value, which is
also reflective of high prices in
the international market.

|

Strengthening Indla—Slngapore ties

Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar, Commerce & Industry Minister
Piyush Goyal with Singapore Prime Minister Lawrence Wong at The Istana, Singapore. X/FINMININDIA

Indiadependsonimportsto
meet over 88% of its crude oil
requirement and about half of
its consumption of natural gas,
which is imported as LNG. De-
spite depending on imported oil
and gas, India is a net exporter
of petroleum products duetoits
massive refining capacity. The
country also imports some pe-
troleum products like liquefied
petroleum gas (LPG).

Around 40% of India’s
crude oil imports, 60% of its
LNG imports, and 90% of its
LPG imports came from West
Asia through the strait. Apart
from grappling with physical
supply tightness due to the
Strait of Hormuz crisis, the re-
sultant surge in international
prices forced India toimport oil
and gas at extremely high rates,
as the country has been priori-
tising supply security over price
considerations.

The country’s crude oil im-
port bill surged by over 56% on
a year-on-year (y-o-y) basis in
April-July to $63.4 billion, even
asimport volumes rose slightly
to 81.9 million tonnes — or

e Impact of war onenergy imports
' Apr-Jul FY26 "Apr-JuI FY27| Change '

Ol imports (mn tn)
' Oilimports ($ bn)
: Petroleum pdt imports (mn tn) '
' Petroleum pdtimports ($ bn) '
LNG imports (mscm)

LNG imports ($ bn)
' Petroleum pdt exports (mn tn) '
' Petroleum pdt exports ($ bn) '
: Net oil & gas imports ($ bn)

815 819 | 05%
405 634 | 565%
64 9 | 451%
76 . 56 | 263% |
1269 | 11867 |53% |
4.5 56 | 24.4%
2011 165 | -179%
124 167 | 347%
40.3 578 | 434%

SOURCE: PETROLEUM PLANNING AND ANALYSIS CELL (PPAC) .

about 600 million barrels —
from 81.5 million tonnes, as per
data from the Petroleum Plan-
ning and Analysis Cell (PPAC).

This translates to an aver-
age landed price of about $106
per barrel for imported crude
in April-July, sharply higher
than about $68 per barrelin the
corresponding period of last
year. The data shows that
India’s dependence on im-
ported oil for the four months
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Transaction fees on UPI in 2 weeks

Prasanta Sahu
New Delhi, August 20

A MERCHANT discount rate
(MDR) of 0.3% on UPI transac-
tions of Rs 2,000 and above is
expected to be announced
within two weeks, sources said
on Thursday.

The Department of Finan-
cial Services will likely issue a
gazette notification within a
week specifying the electronic
payment modes that would
continue to receive statutory
protection from charges.
Thereafter, the UPI and Ser-
vices Steering Committee,
headed by the National Pay-
ments Corporation of India
(NPCI), will determine the
MDR, its scope and structure,
sources said.

MDR is a fee paid by busi-
nesses to payment processors
foraccepting digital payments.

The government had as-
sured that UPI transactions will
remain free for consumers. The
assurance was made during a
debate in Parliament on the
Taxation and Other Laws
(Amendment) Bill, 2026, which
amended Section 10A of the
Payment and Settlement Sys-
tems Act, 2007, to pave the way
for MDR on UPI transactions

e UPIMDRREVIVAL

AN MDR of upto 0.3% of the
transaction value applied to UPI
person-to-merchant transactions
until December 2019

ZERO MDR wasintroducedin
January 2020 to accelerate digi-
tal payment adoption and
encourage a shift from cash to
digital payments

REINTRODUCTION OF MDR at
0.3%on UPltransactions abovea
threshold would still be much
lower than the prevailing MDR of
1-3% on credit cardsand up to
0.9% on debit card transactions
[ . 4}

above a certain threshold.

An MDR of upto 0.3% ofthe
transaction value applied to
UPI person-to-merchant trans-
actions until December 2019.
Zero MDR was introduced in
January 2020 to accelerate digi-
tal payment adoption and en-
courage a shift from cash to
digital payments.

With a massive jump in UPI
transactions since the Covid-19
pandemic, banks and other
payment intermediaries have
ramped up investment in pay-

mentinfrastructure, leading to
industry calls for the restora-
tion of charges to make the sys-
tem sustainable.

The government subse-
quentlyintroduced anincentive
scheme to support banks and
other ecosystem participants
and encourage digital payments
by providingan incentive equiv-
alent to 0.15% MDR on UPI
transactions up to Rs 2,000.

Reintroduction of MDR at
0.3% on UPI transactions above
athreshold would still be much
lower than the prevailing MDR
of1-3% on credit cardsand up to
0.9% on debit card transactions.

UPI is the world’s largest
real-time payment system by
volume, with a share of nearly
50%. UPI accounted for 85% of
India’s digital payment transac-
tions by volume in 2025-26. UPI
processed 241.62 billion trans-
actions worth Rs 314.23 lakh
crore in FY26.

The Parliamentary Standing
Committee on Finance recently
called forthe earlyimplementa-
tion of a tiered MDR framework
for UPI transactions, warning
thatdelays could leave payment
service providers dependent on
inadequate government sub-
sidiesand weaken investmentin
payment infrastructure. FE

e ‘A REVIEW OF BANKS’ WEBSITES FOUND SHORTCOMINGS THAT COULD AFFECT CUSTOMERS’ ABILITY TO ACCESS INFORMATION AND COMPLETE TRANSACTIONS’

RBI asks banks to fix Zaps 1n customer transaction policics

George Mathew
Mumbai, August 20

RESERVE BANK of India (RBI)
Deputy Governor Rohit Jain
has flagged gaps in banks’ pol-
icies governing customer trans-
actions, saying a recent review
of banks’ websites found basic
shortcomings that could affect
customers’ ability to access in-
formation and complete trans-
actions. In some cases, banks
referred customers to their
schedule of charges or griev-
ance redressal policies asbeing
“available on the bank’s web-
site” without providing a direct
link, while documentation
requirements for outward re-
mittances were described so

broadly that they offered little
practical guidance.

Jain said these were not dif-
ficult problemsto fix, and could
be addressed if authorised
dealer (AD) banks themselves
went through the customer ex-
perience and made the necess-
ary improvements.

Jain said a customer does
notexperience FEMA asan Act
or a Master Direction, but
through his lived experience
with the AD bank in terms of
the documents a branch asks
for, the quoted price, the time
taken, and the quality of the ex-
planation when a transaction
cannot be done.

“As part of our supervisory
exercise, we have found multiple

RBI Deputy Governor Rohit Jain said transparency is not a
one-time disclosure exercise. REUTERS

documentation requirements
and cases of delay in executing
cross-border remittances,” Jain
said while addressing the An-

nual Day of Foreign Exchange
Dealers’ Association of India
(FEDAI). “Accordingly, we have
advised AD banks through

FEDAI to putin place a clear
policy governing documenta-
tion, process and approving
authority, charges, timelines,
escalation, and grievance re-
dress to be displayed on their
websites and at branches offer-
ing cross-border services. The
progress on this needs to be
better,” Jain said.

Similarly, transparency is
not a one-time disclosure exer-
cise, he said. “Policies must be
complete, current, intelligible
and actually followed at the
bank's counter; compliance
tested through internal or con-
current audit; staff trained,
with proper succession plan-
ningso that capability does not
sit with one officer; and cus-

epaper.indianexpress.com

tomer feedback taken regularly
and examined by people with
requisite authority to change
the process. No customer
should suffer for a delay that
arises from internal processing
atthe AD end,” he said.

On Cross-border trade in
local currencies, Jain said local
currencies will play an ever in-
creasing role in cross-border
trade and payments. The
Special Rupee Vostro Account
(SRVA) framework for invoicing,
payment and settlement of in-
ternational trade in rupees has
been implemented keeping in
view the evolving dynamics of
ourinternational trade, he said.
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ended July was 88.3%, almost
flat on a y-o-y basis.

As for LNG imports, while
supplies rose slightly — to
11,867 million standard cubic
metres (mscm) in April-July
from 11,269 mscmayear ago —
the import bill rose by almost a
fourth to $5.6 billion, reflecting
the spurt in prices.

Petroleum productimports
declined 45.1% in volume
terms to 9.0 million tonnes, as

supply of major petroleum
products that India imports —
like LPG — were impacted by
the West Asia conflict. In value
terms, the decline in petro-
leum product imports was
relatively lower — down 26.3%
to $5.6 billion — due to high in-
ternational prices.

India’s petroleum product
export volumes fell almost 18%
y-0-y to 16.5 million tonnes in
April-July as domestic fuel
supplies were prioritised amid
the global supply crunch. Non-
etheless, exports surged almost
35% in value.

Energy imports are a major
component of India’s overall
imports, and any meaningful
increase has ramifications for
the country’s trade balance,
current account, inflation, and
the rupee’s exchange rate,
among others. As India an-
nually imports 1.8-2billion bar-
rels of oil, every $1-per-barrel
increase in oil prices bumps up
the country’s oil import bill by
up to $2 billion on an annual-
ised basis. FULLREPORTON

WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

e India’s infrastructure outputrises 5.4%y/y

9.

[%’_1 year-on-year
Growthin India’s nine
core sectors stood at 5.4%in July,
slower than 6% seenin June, in the
second print of a revamped Index
of Core Industries (ICl), according
to provisional data released by the
Ministry of Commerce and
Industry on Thursday. With 2022-
23 as the base year, the new series
released last month replaced
the 2011-12 base year.

Sector-wise changein

prductioninJuly

® Cement M3.1% |
® Steel N2.9% |
® Electricity 1N9% |
® Coal N1.6%

® lronore 1N29.5% |
® Refinery products  MN2.7% '
@ Crude oil V5.3% |
® Fertiliser V8% |
® Natural gas V37% |

SOURCE: MINISTRY OF COMMERCE AND INDUSTRY

SEBI to launch pilot for
bond tokenisation

Akash Mandal
Mumbai, August 20

THE SECURITIES and Ex-
change Board of India (SEBI)
plans to launch a pilot for toke-
nising bonds “in the near fu-
ture” in a bid to improve ac-
cessibility, transparency, and
efficiency in the market. The
regulator has been coordinat-
ing with the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) on the pilot project.

“The idea is, can a shared
ledger be used to enable simul-
taneous transfer of the security
and money, thereby making
settlement more efficient and
reducing reconciliation costs.
The pilot is expected to exam-
ine this aspect along with the
feasibility of automated cou-
pon payments and other ser-

vicing events through smart
contracts,” SEBI Whole-Time
Member Amarjeet Singh said
at an event in Mumbai on
Thursday.

“Let me clarify that this is
not about creating a separate
trading market. It is about
examining whether technology
can make the existing bond
market simpler, faster and
more efficient,” Singh said.

The comments come as the
regulator has been pushing to
deepen the bond market to pro-
vide capital to fuel growth in
the country. Itisalso consulting
on a “Credit Risk-o-Meter” for
debt securities to improve in-
vestor protection in a market
that has been gaining traction.

FULLREPORT ON
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Adfactors PR acquires majority
stake in Australia’s SenateSHJ

New Delhi: Adfactors PR,
India’s largest public relations
firm, has acquired a majority
stake in Australian communi-
cations consultancy Sen-
ateSHJ, as part of its expansion
in the Asia Pacific region.
SenateSHJ will retain its
existing identity, leadership
and client teams, and will con-
tinue to operate fromits offices

* BRIEFLY

in Sydney and Melbourne. Its
Co-founder and Chair Angela
Scaffidi AM and Chief Execu-
tive Officer Darren Behar will
continue to lead the business.

Adfactors PR Chief Execu-
tive Officer Nijay N Nair, who
also overseesthe firm’s mergers
and acquisitions and global in-
itiatives, will join the Sen-
ateSHJ board. ENS

IRDAI bars Niva
Bupa from new
biz for 6 months

New Delhi: The Insurance
Regulatory and Developm-
ent Authority ofIndia has
directed Niva Bupa Health
Insurance nottoopenanew
place of business for six
months for violating the Ex-
pense of Management limit,
IRDAI said on Thursday. PTI

* MARKETS

NSE shares may
trade onits

own platform

Mumbai: The NSE may allow
itssharestotrade onits plat-
form afterbeinglistedona
rivalbourse, without a separ-
ateapproval from SEBI, as
the proposed arrangement
would fall under the excha-
nge’s existing ‘permitted-to-
trade’ frameworKk. PTI
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Can Americatakeonits
Treasury bond market?

The US Treasury’s plan to double buybacks of its long-dated bonds has made investors sit up

across the world. Capital costs held down this way could face resistance from market forces

scar Wilde had it down pat: a
cynic is someone who knows
the price of everything and
value of nothing. The world’s
most watched price, what it
costs to borrow money, serves
asareminder of Wilde’s wit every now and
then. This week, eyes were drawn to the land
of easy capital, the US, as its federal govern-
ment’s debt leapt past $40 trillion, bonds
issued by it saw yields rise (on a sell-off) and
its Treasury department said it would double
buybacks of its long-dated paper. Since these
T-bonds are ‘risk-free’ assets and their yields
set the floor for interest charges on risk-laden
long loans—like home mortgages—theirrise
signals costlier credit. Bulk-buying US paper to
raise their market pricesis a way to calm yields
down (as a higher price implies alower yield).
The 30-year Treasury bond’s yield had risen
above 5.3%, its highest since 2007, before it
eased to 5.2% on news of the plan. Yet, even if
the department snaps up $32 billion worth of
T-bonds every quarter, as expected, it may not
be able to move the needle much in a market
for investor-held paper whose face value adds
up to about 1,000 times that sum.

Why did demand for US debt slump? Afterall,
America issues the world’s reserve currency,
the dollar, itsbonds are deemed free of default
risk, and so long as others need dollars for trade,
theyrequire large stashes of today’s ‘gold’—
T-bonds. But then, their market appeal as assets
isshaped by economic trends. While printing
dollars does grant America special leeway to
run yawning fiscal deficits, how much debt it
can pile up safely is a known unknown of the
global T-bond market. At almost 6% of GDP
already, the federal gap between revenues and

outgoes could widen if the US bumps up its mil-
itary outlay. What may also worry investorsis
the threat of inflation being more than a blip.
Ifthe US Fed’s promise of price stability were
towobble, investors would demand higher
T-bond yieldsjust to protect their real returns.
Gulf War IIT has yielded an inflationary oil
choke shrouded in a haze of dust, even as Fed
policy has gotten harder to forecast. Of course,
sovereign yields have hardened in many other
economies too, with Japan’s bonds ‘in play,” but
traders seem most acutely focused on America,
where large offers of private paper by Big Al
players (among others) have lately fed an
upswell of overall bond supply.

That bond prices fall (thereby raising their
payback yield) if their supply outweighs
demand (and vice-versa) is a market rule. It
rhymes with the classic proposition that an
economy’s basic rate of interest moves up and
down to keep overall investment and savings in
balance. Keynes drew ‘liquidity preference’ into
this frame of theory: while that rate is set by the
demand and supply of money, we prefer money
at hand—for buying stuff, future betsand as a
crisis cushion—and interest payments are the
reward for parting with it. An irony lies in how
aloofall this sounds from debt markets. At most,
such market forces are spotted in studies of an
economy’s ‘neutral rate of interest. What pre-
vails in the near-term is policy, neutral or not.
Afterall, for optimal macro outcomes, a central
bank must regulate short-term rates, whether
tofan GDP expansion or cool prices lest the
economy overheats. Since 2008, the US Fed has
sought to shape longer-termrates too. Yet, the
T-bond yield curve isn’t easy to bend. And since
investors do exist who value policy reliability,
it might get harder still.
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Should IndiGo opt for Embraer
aircraft? The answer is unclear

Smaller jet planes can raise its capacity for new routes but it must examine various cost factors too

is a senior aviation journalist.

urugram-based low-cost airline
IndiGo isreportedly examining
amultibillion dollar purchase of

aircraft from Brazilian manufacturer
Embraer. While neither IndiGo nor
Embraer has commented on this,

there are various reasons why this new
project might or might not work for the

Indian airline.

IndiGo has already ordered single-
aisle A320s and twin-aisle wide-body
A350 aircraft from Europe’s Airbus,
with the latter (meant for long-haul
flights) expected to start arriving next
year. This will help IndiGo expand its
network to far-away markets, as it
would be able to run non-stop flights
from India to destinations in the US,
Canada, Australia and New Zealand.

Currently, IndiGo does not fly to

these countries. For short-haul routes
within India and for flights to Gulfand

Southeast Asian cities, the air carrier

already has a fleet of narrow-body air-

craft. New A320s will add to that fleet

and are expected to stream in over the

next few years.

That leaves regional routes within
India to address. That is, routes under
the government’s Ude Desh ka Aam

Naagrik (UDAN) programme, whichisa
regional airport development and con-

nectivity scheme that aims to create

new air-links and make flying easier and

more affordable for the common man.

Also, there are short-haul international

routes—say, from Chennai or Coimba-
tore to Colombo or from Kolkata to
Dhaka or other cities in Bangladesh—
that may require smaller planes. At the
moment, IndiGo is using turboprop air-
craft made by Avions de Transport
Régional (ATR) to meet these short-
haul requirements, but these have been
in service for a while and

so it might make sense for the carrier to
get anew variety of aircraft. Would
Embraer’s jet planes, which are smaller
than A320s, fit the bill?

IfIndiGo is able to develop these
short-haul routes and generate enough
passenger business, it could move from
Embraer to A320 aircraft for these
routes. Smaller carriers such as Fly 91
have a disadvantage—since they only
have small aircraft, if they develop a
new market, they cannot scale up, while
big players like Air India, Akasa, Spice-
Jet and IndiGo could take over these
routes with bigger planes, so long as
landing strips aren’t a constraint.

But there’s another aspect to this. A
decision by IndiGo on Embraer could
have implications for the ‘Make in India’
programme. Embraer signed a memo-
randum of understanding with Adani
Defence and Aerospace in January to
build aregional transport aircraft eco-
system and establish India’s first final
assembly line for commercial regional
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Embraer's smalljet planes could
enable IndiGo to air-link small
domestic destinations and help
improve Indian connectivity
while retaining the option to use
bigger Airbus short-haul planes.

But IndiGois also looking to
expand intolong-haulroutes
with wide-bodied aircraft and
fleet diversity can prove quite
costly. The airline would need

togetits cost calculations right.

10 DEARS GO

Lyftissad (e or comee
toseeka

jets. Embraer CEO Francisco Gomes
Neto told Indian media that it needsa
minimum order of 200 aircraft from
Indian carriers to start a production line
in India. If IndiGo were to order its air-
craft, it would presumably place a large
order. The Indian carrier created his-
tory when it signed an order for 100 Air-
bus aircraft before it started operations
in 2006. Till then, neither Boeing nor
Airbus had accepted such a large order
from a startup airline. Since then,
IndiGo has signed multiple orders for
over 100 aircraft with Airbus.

Meanwhile, India has seen arise in
itsnumber of billionaires and high net-
worth individuals. According to data
placed in Parliament recently, there
were 576 taxpayers with an annual
income of over X100 crore in 2024--25.
This hasled to an increase in demand
for private jets and Embraer could look
at offering the country’s rich fractional
ownership deals. This is a legal arrange-
ment under which several people or
companies buy time-shares for the use
of private aircraft.

IndiGo’s best bet is another story,
though. Itis widely believed that
Rakesh Gangwal, an IndiGo co-founder
who has since exited the company, was
the airline’s aircraft purchase expert.
Airbus executives had earlier told this
writer that they accepted such a big
order from a startup airline because of
Gangwal’s backing of IndiGo. “You do
not say no’ to a person who has ordered
afew thousand aircraft from Boeing and
Airbusin his various innings in many
US airlines,” one of them remarked.

Opting for a wider variety of aircraft
will inevitably increase operating costs.
IndiGo currently has afleet of only Air-
busand ATR aircraft. ATR isa 50-50
joint venture between Airbus and the
Italian aerospace company Leonardo.
But if IndiGo acquires another variety of
aircraft forits fleet, its cost of spares,
engineers and pilots would begin to
rise. For IndiGo, a listed company, this
could spell a financial setback if not con-
sidered cautiously.

JUST A TROYQAT

Long-term bonds can be
almost as volatile as stocks.
They have their own

corrections.

PETER LYNCH

We need a stronger, not weaker, job guarantee scheme

HIMANSHU

%

is associate professor at
Jawaharlal Nehru University
and visiting fellow at the Centre
de Sciences Humaines, New

Delhi.
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sof18 August, India’s rainfall deficit

in the ongoing monsoon season

stood at13%. The regional picture is
more worrying, with many poorer regions of
the country witnessing larger rainfall defi-
cits—including Bihar (40%), Assam (36%),
Eastern Uttar Pradesh (24%), Saurashtra
(24%) and Vidarbha (21%). The meteorologi-
cal department has predicted an intensifica-
tion of the El Nino phenomenon in the
weeks ahead, so the precipitation deficit
could worsen and thus deepen rural distress
in some parts of the country.

With rural wage growth showing slug-
gishness, public jobs generated through a
rural employment guarantee programme
have served as a lifeline for India’s rural
economy. The aim of such schemes is not
only to absorb rural labour; by creating non-
farm employment and incomes, they also
reduce the impact of an agricultural crisis. In
fact, the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Guarantee Act MGNREGA)
played an important role during the last two

i

severe monsoon-deficit years of 2009 and
2015 in containing rural distress. However,
with the enactment in December 2025 of the
Viksit Bharat—Guarantee for Rozgar and
Ajeevika Mission (Gramin) law (VB-G RAM
G), MGNREGA standsrepealed. While VB-G
RAM G became operational from 1 July,
MGNREGA was in operation during the
transition period.

VB-G RAM G has substantially altered the
way the earlier job scheme was structured
backin 2005. The main change hasbeenits
reduction in the central government’s finan-
cial commitment; VB-G RAM G requires
states to bear 40% of its cost (except hill
states), unlike the MGNREGA, under which
the Centre funded almost all the public
expenditure on the programme.

Even though MGNREGA proved to be a
lifeline during crisis periods, including the
covid pandemic, there has been a general
decline in the performance of MGNREGA
since 2020-21. Total work generated under
MGNREGA declined from 3,630 million
person-days (MPD) in 2021-22 to 3,090
MPD in 2023-24-and furtherto 2,280 MPD
in 2025-26. The total persons who worked
alsodeclined from 106.1 million in 2021-22
to 83.4millionin 2023-24-and 72 million in
2025-26. The count of beneficiary house-

holds dropped from 72.5 million in 2021-22
to 53.4 million in 2025-26.

The current year is particularly impor-
tant, given the crisis in agriculture and
broader distress in India’s rural economy.
Despite the change in sharing the financial
burden, most states including the poorer
ones have allocated a significant sum for
VB-G RAM G implementation from their
budgets. Still, the performance of the pro-
gramme in July, the latest month for which

complete dataisavailable, suggestsasignifi- | despite weak finances.

cantdecline in the employment generated. Abetter way to judge the performance of
Compared to 391 MPDin the programme would be
July 2020, it declined to EEE tosee howitfaresduring
272 MPD in July 2023, QUICK READ the April to June period,
153 MPD in July 2025 since this quarter

and further to 76.7 MPD
last month.
Only two states,

Andhra Pradesh and Tel-
angana, generated more
person-days than last
July. Among other states,
the decline in person-

days of employment gen- ought to have prompteda these three months, 2021
erated was sharp in Uttar strengthening of the scheme. recorded 1,160 MPD,
Pradesh (with 12 MPD), This would have eased rural 2023 logged 1,230 MPD,
Madhya Pradesh (10  distressandstimulateddemand  2025had a count of1,010

MPD), Jharkhand (9

Work generated under India’s
ruralemployment guarantee
programme was falling for years
before it was redesigned but this
July's number, the first since its
rejig, has been particularly low.

This year's weak monsoon

inthe economy’s favour.

MPD), Maharashtra (7 MPD), Bihar (5 MPD),
Chhattisgarh (4 MPD) and Assam (3 MPD).
Most of these states are among those with
the largest rainfall deficit this year.

The sharp drop this July could possibly be
explained by statesusing the VB-GRAM G’s
pause button for peak sowing and harvest
seasons. Even so, it can be interpreted asthe
outcome of a weakened job guarantee pro-
gramme. Financing by states does not seem
to be a drawback, as they have pitched in

accounts for almost 40%
of the total person-days
generated (last year’s fig-
ure was 44%). This period
is also lean for farming,
with hardly any agricul-
tural work available in
most of rural India. For

MPD and 2026 saw a

sharp drop to 620 MPD this year. In other
words, even when the MGNREGA was in
force and the Centre wasbearing the bill, the
employment it generated was only 60% of
last year’slevel.

The weak employment generation last
month, the first after VB-G RAM G’srollout,
seems less like an aberration than part of a
broader trend of declining employment
under India’srural job guarantee. The effect
of teething troubles has been speculated
upon, but this could not have been very
strong since the scheme’s basic apparatus
was already in place. Nor does rural demand
for these jobs seem to have reduced, given
the distress levels apparent in other data.

Overall, it’s a cause of worry that India’s
employment guarantee programme has
weakened as an income-support system
over the last five years despite its proven
track-record of helping reduce rural dis-
tress. Given that real wages have been stag-
nant foralmost a decade, deficient monsoon
rains should have prompted the govern-
ment to strengthen the scheme. That would
have not just provided a social security net to
the vulnerable population in rural areas, but
also helped revive consumption demand,
which is a crucial factor in sustaining the
Indian economy’s expansion.
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Harmonize administrative data:
it's anidea whose time has come

India is preparing to harness troves of government data for big-picture analysis that could offer useful policymaking insights

are, respectively, secretary and director, Union
ministry of statistics and programme
implementation.

very day, millions of citizens interact

with governments at the Centre and in

the states, and every interaction leaves

behind arecord. Each time an angan-

wadiworker enters data into India’s

Poshan Tracker, a child is enrolled in a
school, a patient visits a hospital, a tax is paid or a
vehicle isregistered, another piece isadded to the
vast and growing body of information generated
through routine government functions. This is
called ‘administrative data.’

Individually, these seem like routine interac-
tions, but picture these unfolding across a country
of over 1.4 billion people. What emergesis ascale
that is staggering and growing: over 900 million
Ayushman Bharat Health Account IDs, 250 million
students mapped on the Unified District Informa-
tion System for Education Plus, 310 million
informal-sector workers registered on the
e-Shram portal and nearly 90 million micro, small
and medium enterprises (MSMEs) on the Udyam
portal. Each of these data-sets tells only part of the
story. If such siloed data-sets could speak to one
another, they could reveal insights that no single
data-set could reveal on its own. The dots are
already there; the opportunity is to connect them
responsibly through aggregated data to inform
policymaking, while protecting people’s privacy
and ensuring safeguards for data use.

With artificial intelligence (AI) and other fron-
tier technologies, we have an unprecedented
chance to unlock greater value from disparate
data-sets for better government policy formulation
and service delivery. Consider a district facing
challenges in child nutrition, health outcomes and
learning, each appearing as a separate concern in
different government data-sets. What if these
data-sets could be brought together to examine
whether and how these outcomes are related?
The opportunity lies in acquiring the ability to see
this larger picture and gain insights by bringing
information together to reveal connections that
may otherwise remain invisible.

So, what stands between administrative data-
sets and their integration? The answer is not tech-
nology alone. Before technology can link data-sets,
they must be discoverable, accessible and interop-
erable. What does each data-set contain? How was
the information collected? What do its variables
mean? How good is the data quality? These are
some of the questions that must be answered
before data can be meaningfully connected and
used together. Surprisingly, even data collected for
public purposes may not always move easily across
institutional boundaries within the government,
limiting its potential to inform better decisions.

Beyond these challenges lies another: data-sets
do not always speak a common language. A ‘pucca
house’ may be defined differently across data-sets,

while the same occupation may be classified using
different systems. Data harmonization addresses
these challenges by making data consistent, com-
parable and interoperable, enabling all that gets
captured to be put together for useful purposes.

Recognizing this imperative, the government
has embarked on a systematic effort to advance
data harmonization across ministries and depart-
ments at the Centre and states
aswell as Union territories by
encouraging the adoption of
metadata standards, quality
assessment frameworks, unique
identifiers and common classifi-
cations,while promoting the
cataloguing of data-sets. Where
definitions differ, an institu-
tional mechanism has been
developed to resolve such
divergences.

These foundational building
blocks will become increasingly
important in an Al-driven envi-
ronment, enabling better data
discovery, interoperability
and more powerful analytics
for governance.

Theideaisnotjust theoretical. Initiatives such
as the Agri Stack, Ayushman Bharat Digital Mis-
sion and state-level family registries such as Karna-
taka’s Kutumba and Rajasthan’s Jan Aadhaar show
the value of bringing data and systems together.
The next step is to foster further such efforts and
strengthen the integration and interoperability of
data across government.
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India has troves of data sitting
siloed across government bodies
of the Centreand states. If
harmonized, disparate bits of
information could be brought
together for better policymaking.

Frontier technologies like Al
could aid data analysis at this
scale. Of course, adequate
safeguards must be firmly in
place to protect people’s privacy
and prevent data misuse.

ISTOCKPHOTO

Asenvisioned, when an anganwadi worker
enters data into the Poshan Tracker, an MSME
registers on the Udyam portal or a child enters the
education system, that information will not mark
the end of the data journey. Through appropriate
and governed linkages within the safeguards of
legal frameworks such as the Digital Personal Data
Protection (DPDP) Act, data collected for one
administrative purpose will be
able to generate insights across
multiple domains within the
government.

Data entered once would be
able to help answer multiple
questions within the scope of the
programme of its origin and,
where appropriate, across
departments and sectors too.

Thisis the promise of data
harmonization: it will make our
existing data work harder to
strengthen policy design and
improve public service delivery.
As Prime Minister Narendra
Modi stated in his address on
Civil Services Day in April 2025,
“We must become experts in data-driven decision-
making so that policy design and implementation
become more accurate.”

Data harmonization that makes data work
harder across institutional boundaries, while pro-
tecting people’s privacy and respecting its owner-
ship and governance, will be central to realizing
this vision.

These are the authors’personal views.

Is America surrendering to its
own enemies in slow motion?

The US pivot away from the Indo-Pacific to West Asia is befuddling

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
US diplomacy, national security and
geopolitics.

acking a discernible strategy in geo-

politics, US President Donald Trump

hasinadvertently reversed the direc-
tion in which US foreign and security pol-
icy was going for the past three presidential
administrations, including his first. Two
more veers took place this week in Asia.

Oneistheliteral change in course of the
USS George Washington, one of America’s
11 active aircraft carriers. Itisnow steaming
away from East Asia towards West Asia,
where it will replace another carrier, the
Abraham Lincoln, which has been doing
duty in Trump’s unwinnable war against
Iran, and on which conditions have gotten
so bad that some sailors have reportedly
tried to jump overboard.

Yet again, the US is shifting resources
away from the Indo-Pacific towards West
Asia, asit did when sending scarce ammuni-
tion westward. For now, the US will have no
aircraft carrier in East Asia at all. So much
for the shift from west to east envisioned
(though never accomplished) by the admin-
istrations of Barack Obama, Trump 1.0, Joe
Biden and even Trump 2.0 at its outset.

The second jaw-dropper is Trump’s
abrupt decision to scale down military exer-
cises with South Korea that were meant to
hone the two allies’ joint defence in case of
an attack by North Korea.

Somehow Trump got this peninsula, like
the wider world, upside down: He deems
Kim Jong Un, one of the planet’s worst dic-
tators and gravest threats to world peace,
“unthreatening and respectful.” Simultane-
ously, he calls the military drills, which his
own military had planned as it does every
year, “totally inappropriate and hostile.”
Trump is clear about his motivation. He is
sulking: He asked South Korea to help fight
that war he started in the Gulf, and it had the
temerity to say “No thanks!”

In that, and so many other ways, Trump’s
epic folly in launching Epic Fury will now
compromise every relationship, alliance
and strategic objective that the US might
have developed if foresight rather than pet-
ulance reigned in the White House.

By way of summary: Trump is weakening
America’s ability to deter China from
threatening Taiwan (a defactoif not dejure
ally) and the Philippines (a treaty ally). He is
also being conciliatory to Pyongyang, which
hasamutual-defence treaty with Russia and
sends troops to fight against Ukraine, and
which (unlike Iran) not only has but is rap-
idly adding to a nuclear arsenal.

And he keeps snubbing America’s clos-
est allies, in this case Seoul, with which the
US has a mutual-defence treaty. Like
Tokyo and several Nato partners, South
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Trump's Epic Fury against Iran could
compromise other US relationships. AFP

Korea must now plan for the ‘worst-case
scenario’—in which the US abandons its
treaty obligations in the event of an
attack—and contemplate building its own
nuclear arsenal. For good measure, Trump
also keeps threatening to bomb other part-
nersand friends, most recently Oman. And
he is constantly waging economic war
against almost all of them with his tariffs.

Confused? Spare a dollop of sympathy
for those strategically-minded members of
the administration who now have to con-
tort themselves to explain whatever just
dropped on the president’s Truth Social
account. One of these is Elbridge Colby. He
is under secretary of defense (a policy
thinker) in the Pentagon and spent years
articulating the view that the US should
shrink its military footprint in West Asia
and Europe in order to gear up for the con-
test that will matter most during this cen-
tury: the one between the US and China as
they vie for dominance of the Pacific.

Colby used to be explicit—as are the
administration’s National Security Strategy
and National Defense Strategy, which he
helped draft—that this meant preparing
Americatobeableto ‘deny’ (repel) Chinese
aggression along the First Island Chain,
which runs from Japan through Taiwan and
the Philippines to Borneo.

While talking to journalists these days,
though, Colby is suddenly cagey about
whether Taiwan is even part of that island
chain. (Where could it have gone?) Swing-
ing through Southeast Asia thismonth and
facing questions everywhere about Amer-
ica’s waning commitments, he clung des-
perately toanew phrase, “flexible realism,”
inwhich ‘flexible’ seems to mean whatever
the boss posts next.

Even Republican strategists not in the
current government increasingly acknowl-
edge that thisamountsto intellectual bank-
ruptcy. The US must “husband military
resources to defend the first island chain
while encouraging allies to do more in their
own defense,” observes Richard Fontaine,
anational-security veteran who advised the
late senator John McCain: “Okay. But how
do movesin Venezuela, Iran, and possibly
Cuba fit into the picture?”

They don’t. In effect, Trump is surren-
dering to America’s most menacing adver-
saries. And he doesn’t seem to understand
that’swhat he is doing. ©BLOOMBERG

Will a surge in nuclear capacity reduce electricity bills?

ALOK KUMAR

is former power secretary,
Government of India

fter making significant progress

towardsits 500 gigawatts (GW) non-

fossil capacity target for electricity
generation by 2030, India declared another
ambitious goal of reaching 100GW of
nuclear power capacity by 2047. The Shanti
Act passed by Indian Parliament opens the
field for private-sector developers and
addresses most of their major concerns,
including the vexed issue of the extent of lia-
bility in case of anuclear accident. A number
of big corporate groups have announced
plans forinvestment and the Union govern-
ment is persuading the states to identify
potential sites for plants.

The next question is of offtake. Who will
sign long-term power purchase agreements
(PPAs) to make those investments bankable?
Although a small part of the IOOGW target
may be set up by large energy-intensive
industrial units for captive consumption, for
therest, nuclear power producers will need
torely on PPAssigned by distribution com-
panies (discoms). The roadmap prepared by

ahigh-level committee set up by the ministry
of power in 2025 recommended the inclu-
sion of nuclear as part of renewable con-
sumption obligations (RCO) under the
Energy Conservation Act as one of the meas-
ures to incentivize offtake by procurers. This
has since been implemented through an
updated RCO notification issued in Septem-
ber 2025, under which electricity from
nuclear plants is excluded from the count of
total electricity consumed for the purpose of
computing the renewable share; in effect,
high nuclear usage lowers the renewable-
use burden.

Discoms are mandated by electricity reg-
ulators to prepare and implement capacity
expansion plans that can reliably meet pro-
jected demand at the least overall cost while
also meeting RCO targets. For preparing
such resource-adequacy plans, discoms
need to analyse the capital costs, operational
costs and generation profile of each com-
mercially available technology option.

One such exercise for the power sector at
the national level was carried out by awork-
ing group set up by Niti Aayog. By the esti-
mates in its report published in February
2026, India’s nuclear capacity would increase
from 8.2GW in 2024 to 87-135GW only by
2070 in the ‘current policy scenario.’ It may

reach 295-320GW by 2070 ina ‘net-zero sce-
nario’ by 2070, but would impose additional
costson electricity consumers. This exercise
assumed a capital cost of 314 crore per mega-
watt (MW) of new nuclear capacity.

This puts new nuclear capacity in direct
competition with other emerging options
with declining capital costs and construction
periods that are shorter and less uncertain.
As per present estimates, the capital cost of
nuclear capacity is expected torise, while its
project completion time (from the start of a
project’s planning stage) remains in the
range of 8-9 years at least.

A workshop report on
the Shanti Act issued by
the Central Electricity
Authority in April 2026
indicated that the tariff
for a pressurized heavy
water reactor plant built
at a cost of 321 crore per
MW is expected to be
X7.77 per electricity unit,
while that of a pressur-
ized water reactor plant
built at 30 crore per MW
will be X7.88 per unit.
Compared to this, the tar-
iffdiscovered thismonth

EEER
QUICK READ

Indiais aiming for 100GW of
nuclear capacity by 2047 but the
tariffs of electricity supply from
these plants are unlikely to be
competitive in the face of cheap
renewable energy options.

Apart from reduced taxes on
nuclear plant components, the
Centre may need to offer other
forms of fiscal support such as

subsidized loans for tariffs to
descend and attract customers.

by atender floated by Solar Energy Corpora-
tion of India for firm, despatchable and
round-the-clock renewable power was35.25
per unit, with no inflation or tariff revision
risk on account of time and cost overruns that
could afflict the setting up of nuclear plants.

Therefore, the obvious conclusion is that
with the increasing capital costs of nuclear
plants and the existence of non-fossil fuel
alternatives, achieving 100GW of nuclear
capacity by 2047 while also trying to mini-
mize overall costs would be a stretch. Even
if discoms are pressured to sign nuclear
PPAs by governments,
electricity regulators will
find it extremely difficult
to approve deals that
entail higher tariffs and
are also subject to cost-
escalation risks.

There is yet another
related issue to ponder,
one of transparency and
fairnessin tariff determi-
nation. While for all other
sources of electricity, tar-
iffs are determined by an
independent regulatory
commission after openly
hearing the views of all

stakeholders, tariffs for power supplied by
nuclear plants will continue to be govern-
ment-determined under Section 37 of the
Shanti Act. Although it has a provision for
appealing to the Appellate Tribunal for Elec-
tricity, the basic process of tariff determina-
tion needs to inspire private-sector confi-
dence if India expects to raise its total
nuclear power capacity to I00GW within a
span of just over two decades.

Forthe Union government to achieve its
goal of expanding nuclear capacity for the
sake of energy security (and carbon com-
pression), in addition to reduced taxation for
the components of nuclear plants, it must
offer the industry fiscal support in terms of
long-term zero or low interest loans that
would help make their tariffs competitive
vis-a-vis other options. The Centre should
also absorb any tariffhikes (beyond a pre-set
limit) caused by time and cost overruns. We
alsoneed torevisit the process of tariff deter-
mination; it should ideally be done by the
Central Electricity Regulatory Commission.

For the long run, India should promote
the use of small modular reactors, which
have potentially lower set-up costs, shorter
commissioning timelines and greater flexi-
bility in joining grid operations.

These are the author’s personal views.
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Know your mvestor

Accredited mvestors must be certified by independent body

he Securities and Exchange Board of India

(SEBI) has been making several changes to

its rules over the past year to enhance ease
of doing business. In doing so, certain pain points
experienced by investors, intermediaries and
companies are being addressed. However, care
should be taken to not remove guardrails in the
regulatory framework.

SEBI’s consultation paper on reviewing
the Accredited Investor Framework isa
case in point. The paper proposes a simpler
way of onboarding accredited investors,
but arguably paves the way for fund
managers to misuse this route. The
framework proceeds on the assumption
that certain categories of individual
investors are more market-savvy than the
rest, and can be allowed to participate in
investment products that are complex,
carry higher risk and have lesser regulatory
oversight. These investors are allowed to
invest in products such as alternative
investment funds, portfolio management
schemes and special situation funds, below
the specified threshold. The proposed
framework seeks to examine and alter the
eligibility criteria to qualifyas an
accredited or elite investor.

According to the existing rules,
accredited investors need to meet certain
annual income and net worth criteria. The
relevant documents are checked by an
accreditation agency, which is a subsidiary
of an exchange or depository. A certificate
of accreditationisissued, whichis given to
the investment companies. SEBI has now
proposed that the accreditation can be
done by the investment fund where the
investor proposes to invest. It has argued
that accreditation by an independent
agency leads to duplication of work, is
costly and that the number of
accreditation agencies is few. However,
there is an obvious conflict of interest
when the investment fund certifies the
investor. In a bid to get clients, due
diligence can be given the go-by. The
process is, in fact, replicated (and not
simplified) in the event of investment
across companies and groups. A certificate
by an investment manager would also
carry less credibility than one by an
independent agency.

The eligibility of investors under the
framework essentially revolves around the
wealth of the investor. The thresholds
initially laid down were annual income of
atleast X2 crore or net worth of X7.5 crore
or annual income of ¥1 crore and net worth
of X5 crore. SEBI has suggested including
another criterion — that half the net worth
must be held in security market assets.
Thisisagood idea; it is easier to verify
securities market products, since the
information is available digitally. But it
may also be prudent to test the market
experience of the investor by stipulating
that he should have a demat and trading
account for more than seven years. This
canactas a check against investors
qualifying on the basis of inherited assets
alone. Indeed, guardrails should not be
compromised.
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Extreme wealth threatens democracy

In Movember, Californians will vote on a one-off 5 per cent levy on residents
worth more than $1billion. The union-backed plan could raise $100 billion,
more than enough to replace federal healthcare funding stripped away by
Donald Trump’s One Big Beautiful Bill Act. About 200 very rich people would
pay. But the referendum is becoming a test of whether extreme wealth can buy
the political power to defeat a popular redistributive policy. Google
co-founder Sergey Brin has already spent $100 million backing opposition to
the tax — a fraction of the $13 billion bill he could face. Other billionaires are
joining him. Whether voters can impose costs on the super-rich once their
fortunes are big enough to shape the political process is now an open
question. That alone should trouble any democracy. wonpon, ausust 18)

GULF .24 NEWS

US-Iran conflict enters new phase of political attrition
During the initial months of the Iranian-US conflict, Washington’s primary
objective was to weaken Tehran’s military capabilities and strengthen
deterrence. On the other hand, Iran sought to raise the costs of the conflict by
targeting maritime navigation and energy infrastructure across the region.
Today, however, as the conflict enters its fiftth month, the two opponents are
faced with a different dilemma. The question being asked today is not, “Who
will win the war?” but rather, “Who will determine the terms for ending the
war?” It is a phase in which the objectives shift from destroying the opponent’s
military capabilities to undermining its political will, economic resilience,
diplomatic position and negotiating leverage. usal, ausust 18)

SANDEEP MITTAL

he scene was setin a quiet
home office in Hong Kong,
where a finance worker
logged onto what he
believed was a high-stakes
corporate video call. On his screen sata
orid of familiar faces, including the
company’s Chief Financial Officer,
whose gravelly, authoritative voice
commanded the room. Alongside
several directors, they discussed a
confidential acquisition, eventually
ordering the worker to authorize a series
of massive wire transfers.

By the time the call ended and his
coffee had gone cold, $25.6 million was
gone, not through a traditional server
hack, but through a “hack of the human
eye”. Every single “colleague” on that
screen had been an Al-generated ghost, a
digital phantom designed to steal.

For over a hundred years, our society
and justice systems have operated ona
fundamental principle: seeing is
believing. We relied on the objective
truth of CCTV footage, recorded
confessions, and leaked videos to anchor
our reality.

However, we have now entered the
age of “Synthetic Truth”, a period where
algorithms can reweave the very fabric
of reality and the absolute authority of
audio-visual evidence may be crumbling.
In a world where any digital medium can
be manufactured from nothing, how do
we ever prove what actually happened?

BEHIND THE ILLUSION

At the centre of this digital deceptionisa
process known as a Generative
Adversarial Network (GAN). To
understand how these fakes become so
convincing, one should imagine a
high-stakes duel between an art forger,
the “Generator,” and a museum curator,
the “Discriminator”.

The Generator uses vast amounts of
public data, like photos and voice clips,
to create a masterpiece, while the
Discriminator looks for even the tiniest
flaw, such as an unnatural shadowor a
missing skin pore. This cycle repeats
billions of times until the forgery
becomes statistically indistinguishable
from the real thing,

In the early days of deepfakes, the
“tells” were easy to spot; for instance,
subjects famously never blinked because
Al training datasets rarely included
people with their eyes closed. However,
developers quickly adapted, feeding
thousands of blinking eyes into their
databases to perfect the illusion
overnight. Today, the combination of 5G
networks and massive cloud computing
means that criminals no longer need
sophisticated laboratories. They can
now alter live video streams on the fly,
allowing for real-time impersonations
during active security checks or
high-stakes corporate meetings.
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ge of Al: When seeing
is no longer believing

DEEPFAKES. Algorithms can reweave the very fabric of reality and the
absolute authority of audio-visual evidence may be crumbling

THE FORENSIC FIGHTBACK

As these fakes approach perfection,
human perception is no longer a reliable
defence. We are forced to transition into
an era of “Multi-Signal Forensics,”
where verification systems act like a
specialised jury looking for the “ghost in
the machine”.

One such method, Error Level
Analysis (ELA), focuses on how images
are saved. Every time a JPEG is re-saved,
itloses data in a predictable way; if a face
has been digitally spliced onto a body,
the resulting compression patterns
create a “digital scar” that is invisible to
us but glaring to a computer.

Furthermore, researchers are using
sensor noise as a verification tool. Every
physical camera sensor has unique
manufacturing imperfections that leave
a digital fingerprint, a “Photo Response
Non-Uniformity” pattern, on every real
photo. Synthetic images, by contrast, are
“too clean” because they lack this
physical noise.

THE SOCIAL COST

The danger of this technology extends
far beyond financial fraud; it threatens
the very foundation of social trust
through what legal scholars call the
“Liar’s Dividend”.

As the public realises that everything
can be faked, they may begin to assume
that anything they find inconvenient or
unpleasant is a fake. This creates a state
of “reality apathy”, where citizens stop
trusting any source of information and

sink into a cynical void where truth is
simply whatever aligns with their
personal bias.

In a courtroom, this could prove
disastrous. A defence attorney might be
presented with clear video evidence of a
crime and simply dismiss it as an Al
deepfake, making the standard of
“beyond a reasonable doubt” an
impossible bar to clear.

The economic implications are
equally terrifying; a convincing fake of a
CEO making a forward looking
statement could wipe out billions in
market value before a verification team
can evenreact.

ARCHITECTURE OF TRUTH

While the Bharatiya Sakshya Adhiniyam,
2023 marks a significant leap by
elevating electronic records to primary
evidence and mandating SHA-256
cryptographic hashing under Section
63(4), the framework still contains

structural gaps.
The BSA’s authentication mechanism
remains certificate-centric, validating

We must recognise

that deepfakes are an
existential threat to the
rule of law. If our legal
systems cannot find a way
to establish truth, they will
drown in a sea of doubt

[T 1M

how evidence was captured and stored,
but provides no forensic standard for
detecting whether that content is
Al-generated or synthetically altered in
the first place.

Neither the BNS nor the BSA assigns
criminal liability for the creation of
deeptakes with intent to deceive a court,
a lacuna that bad actors can exploit.
What is urgently needed, therefore, isa
dedicated statutory instrument,
whether a standalone Digital Forensic
Evidence Act or a targeted amendment
to the BSA, that formally incorporates
deepfake detection standards into the
admissibility framework, establishes a
notified National Digital Forensic
Authority with the power to validate
Al-generated evidence before it is
tendered in court, and brings the
certification requirement under Section
63 within reach of ordinary litigants, a
concern the Supreme Court itself
flagged but declined to resolve in Pune
Bar Association v. Union of India (May
2026).

We must recognise that deepfakes are
an existential threat to the rule of law. If
our legal systems cannot find a way to
establish truth, they will drown in a sea
of doubt.

The goal must be to build an
architecture of truth that is everybit as
sophisticated as the machinery of the
illusion.

The writer, an IPS officer, is a Director General of Police
in Tamil Nadu. Views are personal

A brief on gene-edited rice that’s ready for sowing

Pusa Rice DST1, set for commercial production this rabi season, is expected to be higher yielding and less water consuming

bl.explainer

J Mangaiyarkarasi

What is the gene-edited rice being
introduced in India?

India developed two genome-edited rice
varieties — DRR Dhan 100 (Kamala) and
Pusa Rice DST1 —in 2025. The
government is set to release Pusa Rice
DST1 for commercial production in the
upcoming rabi season, with
transplanting around November.

The two varieties are not completely
new rice plants, created from scratch.
Instead, scientists started with
established rice varieties and made
targeted changes to particular genes.

Pusa DST Rice 1 is derived from
MTU1010, which is suitable for rabi
season in southern States. It is expected
to be grown in Andhra Pradesh,
Telangana, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu,
Kerala, Chhattisgarh, Odisha, Madhya
Pradesh, Maharashtra, JTharkhand, Bihar,
Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal.

Why is it being introduced? What
problem are they trying to solve?
The new varieties are intended to
increase production while reducing the
pressure that rice cultivation applies on
water and the environment.

Pusa Rice DST1 was developed by

NEW VARIETIES. Targeted changes to

certain genes reuters

Indian Council of Agricultural Research
(ICAR)-Indian Agricultural Research
Institute (IARI), New Delhi. The edit in
its genome targets the Drought and Salt
Tolerance (DST) gene, with the aim of
improving the plant’s ability to cope
with drought and salt-affected soils.
ICAR reportsyield advantages of 9.66
per cent to 30.4 per cent over MTU1010
under different saline and alkaline
conditions in its field trials.

DRR Dhan 100 (also called Kamala)
was developed by ICAR-Indian Institute
of Rice Research, Hyderabad, from the
popular Samba Mahsuri (BPT 5204)
variety. Scientists edited a gene involved
in cytokinin metabolism, with the aim of
increasing the number of grains

produced by each panicle.

The resulting variety is said to mature
about 20 days earlier than Samba
Mahsuri, in around 130 days,and hasa
stronger stalk that is less prone to
lodging, or falling over.

Both varieties are also said to be
climate-resilient. Kamala’s advantage
comes largely from its shorter duration,
stronger stem and resource-use
characteristics, while Pusa DST1 is more
directly aimed at salinity and drought
tolerance.

What are the concerns which
arise in gene-edited rice?

A scientist who has worked on rice gene
editing for nearly 30 years said the
absence of a foreign gene was not, by
itself, the end of the scientific
assessment. The scientist questioned
whether the evidence publicly available
was sufficient to explain the mechanism
behind the reported yield gains and
whether the claimed advantages would
hold across different environments. Also
debatable is whether the reported
magnitude of yield improvement can be
sustained across widely different
locations without some trade-off in
another trait.

Reports suggest that unintended
mutations can lead to alterations in
patterns of gene function, which in turn
can lead to unintended changesin the

biochemistryof the organism. In
gene-edited plant foods, these changes
could include production of unexpected
toxins or allergens, or altered nutritional
value.

The government says the varieties
underwent biosafety scrutiny, were
assessed for the absence of foreign DNA,
whether the mutations were stable and
whether the phenotype was robust and
were tested at more than 50 locations
each over 2023 and 2024.

What has happened with
gene-edited crops elsewhere?
Globally, regulators are increasingly
distinguishing transgene-free
gene-edited crops from conventional
GMOs. The US and Canada have allowed
products such as gene-edited
anti-browning potatoes and high-oleic
soybeans into commercial production,
while Japan has approved gene-edited
foods including high-GABA tomatoes.

The UK’s 2023 Precision Breeding Act
also created a separate regulatory
pathway for gene-edited crops. The EU
adopted a new framework in July 2026
for plants developed using New
Genomic Techniques (NGTs), with
“Category 1” crops involving changes
that could occur naturally exempted
from the bloc¢’s stricter GMO rules; the
framework is expected to be fully
implemented by 2028.
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Exam reforms

Apropos ‘SC advises meaningful
continuity in NTA reforms, not
committee-hopping’ (August 20).
The Mational Testing Agency must
ensure meaningful continuity in
reforms, as advised by the Supreme
Court, rather than repeatedly

Conhdentiality of question papers,
shift to secure online
Computer-Based Test for NEET-UG
and other examinations, and robust
transport and logistics systems must
be strengthened through
continuous, consistent and
technology-driven reforms. A

Private healthcare

Apropos ‘Unhealthy situation’
(August 20). The parliamentary
panel report confirms what patients
already know. Private healthcare is
expensive and largely unregulated.
Public facilities are inadequate,
forcing most people to seek costly

per cent of GDP, far short of what is
needed. The government must act
decisively. Stronger regulation,
better enforcement, and higher
public investment are the only ways
to ensure affordable, quality
healthcare for all. Patients deserve
better. The time for talk is over.

‘annuities received after retirernent
will be tax free’ is not desirable. We
must move to aregime with
near-zero exemptions while
achieving greater transparency and
simplicity. It's time we movedtoa
single rate system with all incomes
(except agricultural income) taxed at

shifting between committees. It unigue, secure examination system private care. The proposal to reserve K Chidanand Kumar one rate. The ITR must consist of
should implement the should be developed and adopted 20 per cent of beds for free Bengaluru only one side of an A4 sheet which
recommendations of the uniformly for all Central and State treatment has beenignored for simply lists out all incomes, totals
Radhakrishnan panel while government competitive years. Insurance coverage is Taxing annuities them, and applies a single rate of, say,
incorporating the structural reforms examinations. inadequate, leaving patients with The article ‘The case for tax-free 12 per cent to arrive at tax liability.
proposed by the high-powered task PV Prakash huge out-of-pocket expenses. Public annuities’ (August 20} is well argued. V Vijaykumar

force led by Nandan Nilekani, Mumbai health spending remains below two However putting conditions like Pune
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Al’s vanity problem

Why India must focus on playing to its strengths

—
M Muneer

‘ ‘ e are not high
‘ ;‘ ; enough on the Al
value chain, and we

need to act quickly,” is the advice
experts are giving India.

The remedy, predictably, is that
India must “move up the value
chain”. But perhaps India should
pause betore climbing a ladder
whose top rung may disappear
tomorrow. What if the data layer
isn’t the bottom of the Al value
chain atall? What if it is the
foundation?

Every generation Invents a new
rung and our strategy promptly
starts climbing it. The danger is
that by the time we reach the top,
the ladder has been replaced.
Look at the Al gold rush.
Everyone wants to build a
foundation or sovereign model
because it sounds magnificent at
Davos. Nobody wants to admit
that training another giant model
requires staggering computing
power, capital, energy,
semiconductor access and top Al
talent. The arithmetic is the
problem.

Competitive strategy requires
the discipline of not competing
where someone else has already
spent 10 times your money and
have better R&D. Instead, we
should ask a Nouveau rich
question: Where can we actually
make money? The answer may lie
in the supposedly humble layers
that Al evangelists are eager to
escape.

India has something Silicon
Valley cannot manufacture with a
few billion dollars: India itself.
Our linguistic chaos is a strategic
asset: hundreds of languages and
dialects, code-switching, accents,
slang, regional idioms and wildly
uneven digital behaviour.

DIVERSITY, ASTRENGTH
Then there is our economic
diversity. A billionaire in Mumbai,
a farmer in Punjab, a kirana owner
in Karnataka and a student in
Kota do not inhabit the same
India... or even the same internet.
That complexity is precisely what
Al needs to understand in the
digital sentience era.

The world can build another
English-speaking chatbot. India
can build Al that understands the
India those chatbots don't
understand. That is not the
bottom of the value chain. The
real stupidity would be becoming
the world’s cheapest Al
data-labelling shop. The
opportunity is to become its most
sophisticated Al data economy.

India should build proprietary
datasets around healthcare,

Al. India’s leverage nsrockeroro

agriculture, manufacturing,
logistics, courts, education and
public services. Turn messy
real-world information into
structured intelligence
businesses can use.

The winning Indian Al
company may not build
“IndiaGPT 17.0”. It may be the
one that knows why a tractor fails
in rural Maharashtra, whya
manufacturer loses production
hours in Gujarat, or why a court
case remains unresolved for seven
years. The future belongs to those
who understand the smallest
problem deeply enough to solve it
profitably.

The obsession with “moving up
the value chain” can become
corporate vanity, not strategy.

India’s IT industry understands
enterprise customers, complex
workftlows, regulation,
outsourcing, integration and
scale. That knowledge is not
obsolete because ChatGPT exists.
It may become extraordinarily
valuable because ChatGPT exists.
The opportunityis to turn
services into Al-powered IP.

If a foreign model is cheaper
and better, use it. If domestic
capability is strategically critical,
build it. Al is moving so quickly
that today’s technological summit
may become tomorrow’s
commodity basement.

Yes, move up the Al value chain
but stop assuming that “up”
always means more sophisticated
technology. “Up” can mean closer
to the customer, or owning the
data, understanding the problem,
or making money.

As the strategy gurus would say,
the smartest strategic move is
refusing to climb the ladder
everyone else is climbing.

Stop trying so hard to look like
Silicon Valley and become very,
very good at being India. That
might turn out to be the most
valuable Al advantage nobody else
can copy.

The writer is a Fortune-500 advisor, start-up
investor and co-founder of the non-profit
Medici Institute for Innovation

thehindubusinessline.
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ONGC, Cairn told to end sales dispute

A consensus on sales agreement for Rajasthan crude oil between Mangalore
Refinery Petro chemicals Ltd (MRPL) and Cairn Energy may emerge soon, with
both the entities receiving a diktat from the Petroleum Ministry for an early

resolution.

GSK withdraws Combivir patent plea

Drug-maker GlaxoSmithKline (G5K) has confirmed that it has withdrawn its
patent application in India for the AlIDS-drug Combivir. The move sets a
precedent and comes even as local HIV/AIDS-patient networks challenge
patent applications on a clutch of AIDS drugs at the Indian Patent Office.

Tata Tele’s long distance application may be rejected

The Department of Telecom may reject the application given by Tata
Teleservices for long distance telephony licence on the ground that the
company has a foreigner as its Chief Executive Officer. As per the new FDI
guide lines as notified in the press note issued in November 2005, no Indian
telecom operator can have a foreigner in key positions such as the CEO or the
Chief Financial Officer.
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India’s manufacturing puzzle

INDUSTRY BLUES. Rise in capital intensity keeps Indian industry afloat, but its efficiency and job creation are doubtful

SUNIL KUMAR SINHA

ack of growth and dynamism
in India’s manufacturing
sector in relation to the
services sector is often cited
as one of the key reasons tor
the country not being able to generate
adequate employment and take
advantage of demographic dividend.

The government has announced
policies for accelerating the growth of
manufacturing sector, starting with
National Manufacturing Policyin 2011
to Make in India in 2014 to Production
Linked Incentive (PLI) Scheme in 2020
to Atmanirbhar Bharat also in 2020.

The latest data available for FY24,
from the Annual Survey of Industry, has
been analysed by categorising them into
five periods — FY01-FY0S, FY06-FY10,
FY11-FY15,FY16-FY20and FY21-FY24.

CAPITAL: INTENSITY VS
EFFICIENCY

Automation, artificial intelligence and
lean manufacturing are driving the
manufacturing landscape across the
globe, and they are reducing the
employment generation potential of the
manufacturing sector. This would mean
higher capital-labour (fixed
capital/worker) and output-capital ratio
(value of output/fixed capital) ratio over
the years.

However, ASI data show mixed results
for India. While the capital-labour ratio
(capital intensity) has increased ona
sustained basis over the FY01-FY24
period, the output-capital ratio (output
intensity) shows a decline after
FY06-FY10.

In fact, the turning point of the
output-capital ratio nearly coincided
with the global financial crisis as it fell
sharplyto 2.76xin FY10from 3.37xin
FYO7. It could not recover to 3.0x till
FY22. Thisis also reflected in the return
on capital (capital efficiency) which rose
till FY08 and then declined till FY20.

The dataindicate a profound
structural shift in the Indian
manufacturing landscape with respect
to capital intensity and capital efficiency.
There was co-movement in capital
intensity and capital efhciency during
FYO01 to FYOS8 due to strong domestic
demand, global integration, and
high-capacity utilisation. However, after
the global financial crisis decoupling
occurred as capital intensity
skyrocketed from 12.0xin FY09 to 27.9x
in FY20, but capital efficiency
plummeted from 19.4xin FY09 to 9.4x in
FY20.

This looks like a classic case of
diminishing returns on capital,
orchestrated by structural bottlenecks
such as high land/power costs, logistics
inefficiencies, leading to deployment of
more capital per worker just to stay
competitive.

The recent years show a partial
rebound in capital efficiency, stabilising
around 15x, while capital intensity has
reached an all-time high of 29.8xin

Capital labour ratio
(Fixed capita/ worker) (x)

26.89 28.68

20.47

10.94
7.31

FY0Ol- FYOe- FYll- FYle- FY2l-
FY05  FY10 FY15 FY20  FY24

Output capital ratio
(Value of output/fixed capital) (x)

11 3.1

FYOl- FY06- FYll- FYle- FY2l-
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Labour prodctivity growth
(%, y-0-y)

12.26

9.93

1.61
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Source: Annual Survey of Industries

FY24. Corporate profitability though
has recovered now from its
pre-pandemic lows due to aggressive
cost-cutting, formalisation, and
corporate tax cuts, it is still significantly
lower than FY05-FY09.

This persistent divergence between
high capital requirements and moderate
returns perhaps is the reason why a
broad-based, secular private greenfield
capex has remained elusive despite
healthy corporate balance sheets in
India.

To protect return on capital,
therefore, the focus has been on
brownfield expansions which essentially
means debottlenecking and expanding
existing plants rather than building new
one. The continuous rise of capital
intensity is no doubt keeping Indian
manufacturing globally competitive but
is limiting formal employment
generation. This, in turn, has dampened
domestic consumption demand,
creating a cyclical feedback loop where
corporations have held back investment
because consumer demand isn’t strong
enough to absorb the production
capacity.

This is reflected in RBI's capacity
utilisation data for the manufacturing
sector which has remained in the range
of 70-75 per cent since FY16.

LABOUR PRODUCTIVITY
Labour productivity in the
manufacturing shows a quinquennial
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decline. It grew at an average annual rate
of just 1.61 per cent during FY16-FY20
compared to 12.26 per cent and 10.01
per cent during FY01-FYO0S5 and
FY06-FY10 respectively.

However, it recovered to an average
annual rate of 9.93 per cent during
FY20-FY24, but remained quite volatile
and dropped from 25.29 per cent in
FY221t013.09 percentin FY23 and
further to-0.35 per cent in FY24.

This volatility in labour productivity
though may be due to the pandemic
impact, but such volatility has been
observed even during normal years in
the past.

This shows that Indian
manufacturing sector which faced
serious labour productivity challenge
during the second half of the previous
decade, is still not out of the woods and
continues to face the productivity
imperative.

Although the reasons for
upswing/downswing in labour
productivity during the five
quinquennial period considered would
be difterent, the trend suggests that
once the low hanging fruits of enhancing
labour productivity were over,
sustaining its growth became difficult in
the absence of structural reforms which
(1) fosters innovation, (i1) facilitates
diffusion of new technology and (iii)

The persistent divergence
between high capital
requirements and

moderate returns perhaps
is the reason why a

broad-based, secular private

oreenfield capex has
remained elusive

reduces the resource misallocation of
both capital and labour.

A more efficient reallocation of labour
and capital from low productive to high
productive sectors can improve both
labour productivity growth and make it
more sustainable. A study by Hsieh and
Kienow (2009) shows that when capital
and labour are hypothetically
reallocated to equalise marginal
products to the extent observed in the
US, the total factor productivity (TFP)
of India’s manufacturing sector
increases by 40-60 per cent.

On the other hand, when the
reallocation mechanism stalls the
aggregate Total Factor Productivity
(TFP) growth tends to be lower. An RBI
study for India on the resource
“reallocation effects” suggests that the
contribution of resource allocation to
TFP growth declined to 42 per cent of
the aggregate TFP during 2011-2019
from 82 per cent during 2001-2010.

The productivity increases in India
after 2010 have been driven mainly by
within industry TFP increases and less
by resource reallocation effects across
industries.

Longer and sustainable labour
productivity growth, therefore, critically
depends on how much businesses invest
in innovation, knowledge and intangible
capital and how committed
governments are to structural reforms.

Therefore, unless the focus of policy
is on addressing market distortions,
reducing skill mismatches and ensuring
greater product and labour market
flexibility, accelerating manufacturing
sector growth and its share rise to 25 per
cent of GDP will remain a distant dream.

Thewriter is Professor of Economics at Institute of
Development and Communications (IDC) Chandigarh.
Views expressed are personal

[ran risks losing key economic lifeline with UAE halting trade

Golnar Motevalli

he United Arab Emirates’

decision to cut economic ties

with Iran is likely to impose
more painon the Islamic Republicasit
faces theloss of a vital trade link amid
escalating tensions with the US.

Asthewar drags on, the US is trying

to ramp up economic pressure on the
Islamic Republic, which an embargo
from its most important partner could

exacerbate. The UAE acts as a major
financial and business hub for Iranians,
and has in recent years been the Islamic
Republic’s biggest trading partner, with
billions of dollars of goods imported.

On Tuesday evening, residentsin
Dubai received a missile threatalert
that the UAE’s defense ministry later
said was the result of two ballistic
missiles from Iran targeting maritime
traffic. Iran denied responsibility for
the attack.

Hours later, the UAE’s Ministry of
Foreign Affairs said it has stopped all
trade and financial transactions with
[ran. The statement didn’t mention the
missile attack but said “escalations that
undermine regional and international
peace and security” had prompted its
decision. “Iranian companies have
spent decades building extensive
commercial networks and contactsin
the UAE,” said Cyrus Razzaghi, founder
and CEO of Tehran-based consultancy

Ara Enterprise. “In this sense,a UAE

trade em

bargo could prove far more

effective, and potentially more
damaging to the Iranian economy, than
USand EU sanctions.”

Since the US and Israel launched the
war in February, Iran has targeted US
allies across the Persian Gulf, none
more than the UAE — causing
widespread damage across the region

and threatening Dubai’s status as an
international finance hub. scoomeess

EASY

ACROSS

01. Bettering of
condition {11)

07. Poisonous (7)

09. A speck of soot (4)
11. Heavenly body
orbiting sun (5)

12. German art-songs (6)
14. Lacking prudence (11)
18. A bandit (6)

20. The ear-shell or
sea-ear (5)

22. Insect larva (4)

23. Affirms by oath or

signature (7)
24. Inconsiderate (11)

NOTSOEASY

DOWN
02. Greatest amount (7)
03. Receptacle for cut blooms (4)

ACROSS
01. The moment viper turns, a better condition
will be seen (11)

04. Called (5) 07. It's unwholesome, so no eleven will make a
05. Torap (5) u-turn (7)
06. A tale (5) 09. A black mark for material that's very blue (4)

08. Sudden appearance, as of illness (8)
10. The farthest behind (8)
13. Aclinging evergreen (3)

11. An early British airliner would arrive on time (5)
12. German songs one got elder to compose (6)

14. Mint is upset about way to furnish it, lacking
foresight (11)

18. Bandit is obviously not one related by marriage (&)

15. Rival, opponent who cannot be
beaten (7)

16. To form by heating and 20. Previous decapitation showing the sea-ear (5)
22. Search in the dirt for some food (4)

23. Bears witness to Terriers’ reverse when on trials (7)

hammering (5)
17. Voter's mark (5)

15. Lay a finger on (5) 24. Didn't consider it so much to be a description

21. An eruption of spots (4) of 14 (11)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2718

ACROSS 1. Cabinet 5. Bosun 8. Airless 9. Clown 10. Condiment 12. Mat 13. Patio 17. Use 19. Resentful 21. Drama 22. Itching 24. Eject 25. Torrent
DOWN 1. Chance 2. Baronet 3. Née 4. Taste 5. Buckthorn 6. Storm 7. Ninety 11. Important 14. Offside 15. Muddle 16. Flight 18. Erase 20. Swift 23. Car

DOWN

02. Make the most of a mix perhaps, and keep

quiet about it (7)

03. Flower-holder that turned up in the Savoy (4)
04. Called me, and was confused about it (5)

05. Refuse to pay to seek admittance (5)

06. It's a lie that the South has gone Conservative (5)
08. Rake with bout of ‘flu, say, whose general

onset is seen (8)

10. I'd months to prepare for it, after all (8)

13. Plant starts in Virginia yearly (3)

15. Seems in trouble with retributive justice (7)

16. Will go steadily ahead and falsify the documents (5)
17. Will not keep to the same side if angered (5)

19. Finger one for a hand-out? (5)

21. May be hot-headed, having an 8 of spots (4)
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DoT COMMENCES
DISBANDING OF
DIGITAL BODY

THE DEPART-
MENT OF
Telecom
(DoT)
| has begun
the process
of disbanding the Digital
Communication
Commission, formerly
known as the Telecom
Commission, the apex
inter-ministerial body
formed to make decisions
on policy matters and
subjects with significant
financial implications.

AGRO-CHEMICAL
FIRMS SEEK DATA
PROTECTION LAW

FIVE OF
INDIA'S
largest agro-
chemical
makers

have jointly
asked the government to
include a provision for the
protection of regulatory
data in the draft
Pesticides Management
Bill, 2025, arguing that
the absence of such a
framework is slowing the
entry of newer, safer
pesticide molecules

into the country.

‘Bengal can drive
growth through

cluster-based mfg'
WEST BENGAL

r@" SHOULD shift from
| P aninvestment
strategy based
primarily on individual
projects and existing
industrial estates towards
an integrated, cluster-based
manufacturing strategy,
said a PHDCCI report
released on Wednesday.
Industry executives say

the economics currently
discourage anyone from
bringing new chemistry
into India.

Coal India arm
stops mining
in Dhanbad

COALINDIA

ARM BCCL

has stopped

blasting and
mining operations at
New Akashkinaree Colliery
in Dhanbad, Jharkhand,
following a directive from
the Directorate General
of Mines Safety (DGMS).
DGMS withdrew
permission granted under
the Coal Mines Regulations,
2017, with effect from
August 17, 2026,
pointing to safety
concerns arising from
land subsidence.

AGENCIES

FE BUREAU
New Delhi, August 19

IN A MAJOR crackdown on
poor construction quality, the
Ministry of Road Transport
and Highways (MoRTH) plans
to use Goods and Services Tax
(GST) payment trails to expose
and blacklist contractors who
delegate work through multi-
ple layers of sub-contracting.

Speaking at FICCI’s Tunnels
and Bridges Conference on
Wednesday, Road Transport
and Highways Minister Nitin
Gadkari warned that develop-
ers engaging in illicit multi-
tiered subcontracting face
two-to-three-year bans.

“The governmentwill black-
list such developers and publi-
ciseit so thatit hitsthem where
it hurts most — their share
prices,’Gadkarisaid,noting that
traditional monetary fines run-
ninginmerelakhshave failed to
actasan effective deterrent.

The Minister cited instances
of contracts beingawarded sub-
stantially below the estimated
cost and subsequently being
subcontracted through multi-
plelayers,with each intermedi-
aryretainingamarginand con-
struction quality suffering.

The quality of highways is

INR S 1N [AYA] CONCERNS OVER QUALITY OF HIGHWAYS CONSTRUCTION

Govt to blacklist developers
for massive sub-contracting

ANANT SWARUP

S

NITIN GADKAR!

Union Road Transport and Highways Minister Nitin Gadkari, Secretary General FICCI

Anant Swarup (second left), Afcons Managing Director S Paramasivan (right), and others
during the 4th edition of Tunnels and Bridges Conference, at FICCI Federation House, in New

Delhi, on Wednesday

the first priority, followed by
costs.The ministrywasalready
assessing contractors based
on their performance and
had begun extending the exer-
cise to consultants preparing
Detailed Project Reports
(DPRs), proposing to link ten-
der eligibility to these perfor-
mance assessments.

Apart from poor construc-
tion in some cases, which he
said discredits him, the minis-
ter also expressed dissatisfac-
tion with the quality of DPR.

Many reports are prepared

withoutvisiting the site,which
leads to design flaws and
resultsinaccidentsand deaths
of 180,000 people annually.

Gadkari proposed using
international agencies or stan-
dards for project report prepa-
ration. The government could
mandate that for each project
worth more than 31,000 crore
a company with more than
51% foreign holding be
allowed to participate, the
minister said.

The ministry is preparing
tunnel tenders worth 2 lakh

MANUFACTURING STILLNEEDS TO CATCH UP

Services account for more
than 60% of SEZ exports

FE BUREAU
New Delhi, August 19

SERVICES EXPORTS CON-
TINUE to power India’s Special
Economic Zones (SEZs),
accounting for over six in every
ten dollars of foreign exchange
earned by these tax-free
enclaves,according to the latest
trade figures compiled by the
Export Promotion Council for
EOUs and SEZs.

Out of total SEZ exports of
$183 billion in the fiscal year
2025-26, services accounted
for 61.4% ($112.3 billion),
leaving merchandise goods to
pick up the remaining 38.6%
(§70.8 billion). Services ship-
ments expanded 4% year-on-
year (y-o-y),while goods exports
edged up 3%.

Information Technology (IT)
and IT-enabled services domi-
nated the services portfolio,
generating 819% of the sector's
total foreign earnings.

In the merchandise seg-
ment, refined petroleum prod-
ucts remained the standout
growth driver, surging 29%
year-on-year to $35.26 billion
and capturing nearly half of all
goods exports. The heavy con-
centrationin petroleumreflects
thedominance of asingle major

IN NUMBERS
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hub: Reliance Industries’mega-
refinery at Jamnagar, Gujarat.
The Jamnagar SEZ alone
shipped $34.8 billion worth of
goods—representing 49.1% of
all physical goodsleaving India's
SEZs. Vedanta Aluminium
ranked a distant second, gener-
ating $4.3 billion or 6% of total
goods exports.

Engineering goods formed
thesecond-largest merchandise
category at $8.4 billion (11.9%
share), followed by Gems and
Jewellery at $7.1 billion (10%),
and Pharmaceuticalsat $6.5 bil-
lion (9.3%). The United States
solidified its position as the

Pharma sector begins FY27
strong, margins face pressure

MANU KAUSHIK
New Delhi, August 19

THE PHARMA SECTOR has
started FY27 on a strong foot-
ing, but margins of leading
drugmakers are likely to come
under pressure from elevated
input and logistics costs, weak
US generics demand and
tighter regulatory scrutiny,
India Ratings (Ind-Ra) said.Rev-
enue growth of the 15 pharma
companies tracked by the rat-
ings agency was in the high
teens in the first quarter of
FY27,aided byacquisitionsand
currency benefits.

Domestic industry sales
grew 11.5% year-on-year (y-o-
y) during the quarter, marking
the fifth consecutive quarter of
double-digit growth.The expan-
sionwasdriven by chronicther-
apies,newproductlaunchesand
growing traction in theanti-dia-
betic segment.

For the full financial year,
Ind-Ra expects the domestic
pharma market to grow by
around 10%. July sales growth
0f 12.1% points tobroad-based
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Domestic industry
sales grew 11.5% y-o-y
during the quarter,
marking the fifth
consecutive quarter of
double-digit growth
]

demand, supported by pricing,
volume expansion and new
products.Theagencysaidrising
incidence of chronic diseases
and accelerating adoption of
GLP-1drugsshould support the
industry's longer-term growth
trajectory. GLP-1 medicines are
used to treat diabetes and obe-
sity, with several generic ver-

sions becoming available in
India since March thisyear.

“The US growth is likely to
remain under pressure due to
the absence of gRevlimid—an
oral medicine used to treat spe-
cifictypesofblood cancers—and
continued pricing headwinds.
Regulatory scrutiny and over-
sight may delay key product
approvals from impacted sites.

Despite near-term cost
pressures led by geopolitical
issues, Ebitda (earnings before
interest, taxes, depreciation
and amortisation) margins
should remain healthy, sup-
ported by a favourable product
mix, currency factors,and pass-
through mechanisms. Strong
balance sheets and liquidity
will continue to support inor-
ganic growth,” said Nishith
Sanghvi, director (corporate
ratings) at Ind-Ra.

US generics remain a weak
spot for the sector. Revenues of
the 13 companiestracked bythe
agency declined 8% y-o-y in
Q1FY27,weighed down by con-
tinued pricing pressure and
product-specific challenges.

largest single destination for
SEZ output across both goods
and services. The US absorbed
51% ($57.5 billion) of all SEZ
services output, followed by the
United Kingdom at 17% ($19
billion) and the Netherlands at
7% ($7.8 billion).

The US led with $14.1 bil-
lion or 20% of goods exported
from SEZs,driven by shipments
of petro products ($4.1 billion),
pharmaceuticals ($2.8 billion),
and gems and jewellery ($2.4
billion). The Netherlands, the
UAE($5.3 billion),and Tanzania
($3.6 billion) rounded out the
other top merchandise buyers.

Govt unveils
drive to
clear port
congestion

IN A MAJOR move to ease
mounting maritime supply-
chain bottlenecks, the Central
Board of Indirect Taxes and
Customs (CBIC) has ordered a
mandatory, high-priority drive
to clear long-pending contain-
ers clogging major Indian ports.

The special clearance drive,
whichwill continue till October
31, covers unclaimed,
uncleared, seized and confis-
cated cargo lying at port facili-
ties.Byliquidating this trapped
inventory, the tax authorities
aim to free up vital storage
space,reducelogistics costsand
make more containersavailable
for Indian exporters.

The move comes as several
Indian ports, particularlymajor
infrastructure hubs along the
West Coast, grapple with heavy
container congestion. Port
yards and inland container
depots (ICDs) are operating
close to capacity, delaying the
handling and onward move-
ment of both incoming and
outgoing cargo. —FE BUREAU
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AMITMEHRA

crore to X2.5 lakh crore. The
minister said Indiawill have to
make tunnel boring machines
locally, whose capital cost he
identified as a binding con-
straint. He asked the local
industry to look at this sector
as there will be a big demand
forthemin Indiaacross differ-
ent sectors going forward.

Healsodisclosed his efforts
to bring the German tunnel
boring machine makers to set
up a facility in India. Offering
them high quality steel and
other requirements.

FM, Goyal

in Singapore
for talks to
boost trade

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
New Delhi, August 19

FINANCE MINISTER NIRMALA
Sitharaman on Wednesday
embarked on an official visit to
Singapore with a ministerial
delegation to participate in the
4th India-Singapore Minister-
ial Roundtable (ISMR).
Sitharamanisleadingadel-
egation comprising S Jais-
hankar, minister of external
affairs; Piyush Goyal, minister
for commerce & industry; and
Jitin Prasada, minister of state
for electronics & IT and com-
merce & industry.
Theroundtableis scheduled
for August 19-20, the finance
ministrysaidina postonX.
Established in 2022, the
ISMR is a key high-level eco-
nomic mechanism between
Indiaand Singapore.It provides
a platform to review progress
and explore newareas of collab-
oration across six pillars:
advanced manufacturing, con-
nectivity,digitalisation,health-
care,and medicine,skills devel-
opment,and sustainability.
“The 4th ISMRwill build on
the progress made under these
pillars and explore new oppor-
tunities to further strengthen
the India-Singapore economic
partnership,”’the finance min-
istry said.

Upper-layer guidelines have
beenissued,yet there has
been alack of clarity over
one company’s qualification
for several years.This is lead-
ing to speculation. What is
the RBI’s position?

We are not changing any
regulations.This is an opera-
tional issue,and we would not
like to comment on questions
specific to an individual regu-
lated entity.

Despite efforts to
strengthen fraud detection
and prevention,bank frauds
remain a concern.What are
the biggest gaps the RBI sees
in banks’fraud-prevention
systems,and what more
needs tobe done?
Technology is changing
the nature of fraud. Cyber
fraud, unauthorised access

%13,000-crore rail, road
projects get Cabinet nod

GROWTH PUSH

MANU KAUSHIK
New Delhi, August 19

THE UNION CABINET on
Wednesday approved four
multi-tracking railway pro-
jects covering eight districts
across four states at an esti-
mated cost 0f 39,450 crore.

The projects will add 410
km to the railway networkand
improve connectivity to sev-
eral tourist destinations,
including Kuldiha Wildlife
Sanctuary, Bhitarkanika
National Park, Maa Bhadrakali
temple, Pulicat Lake, Lalitgiri,
among others.

The projects are expected to
raise the freight-carrying
capacity of the national trans-
porter by 76 million tonne per
annum (MTPA).The additional
capacity will facilitate the
movement of commodities
such as coal, iron ore, cement,
containers, automobiles and
foodgrains.

All four projects are
located along the high-den-
sity Howrah-Chennai route.
They comprise the Kharag-
pur-Bhadrak fourth line,
Bhadrak-Haridaspur fourth
line, Gummidipundi-Gudur
third and fourth lines, and
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Cuttack-Paradeep third and
fourth lines.

The %3,352-crore Kharag-
pur-Bhadrak (Ranital) project,
spread over 173 km, will con-
nect steel hubs at Jakhapura,
Tatanagar and Durgapur with
the ports of Paradip and
Dhamra. The project is

expected to add 13 million
tonne of annual freight capac-
ity and save 3466 crore in
logistics costs.

The proposed third and
fourth lines on the Cuttack-
Paradip (Badabandha) section
will address capacity con-
straints on a stretch already
operating at up to 101%
utilisation. Capacity utilisa-
tion is projected to rise to
177% with the planned
expansion of ports and indus-
tries in the region.

Additionally, the Cabinet
has cleared the ¥3,591-crore
Muzaffarpur-Sitamarhi-Son-
barsa four-lane highway corri-
dor in Bihar under the hybrid
annuity model (HAM). The 83
km project, which has a 30-
month construction period, is
expected to cut travel time
between Muzaffarpur and
Sonbarsa from two hours to
one hour.

According to the Cabinet
briefing, the government has
taken infrastructure decisions
involving 62 railway projects
worth ¥2.74 lakh crore, 38
highway projects worth ¥3.82
lakh crore and 12 metro pro-
jects worth ¥1.46 lakh crore
under NDA 3.0.

UP, Japan seek to scale up
green hydrogen tie-up

SAURAVY ANAND
New Delhi, August 19

UTTAR PRADESH IS seeking to
takeits green hydrogen partner-
shipwith Japanbeyond research
and institutional cooperation to
pilot projects, technology
deployment and commercial-
scale investments, while plan-
ning a dedicated ‘Japan City’ to
attract Japanese companies in
semiconductors, electronics,
data centres and advanced
manufacturing.

The push comes as Escorts
Kubotaand Minda Corporation
have moved ahead with manu-
facturing projects in the
Yamuna Expressway Industrial
Development Authority
(YEIDA) region, adding to the
investment pipeline created
through the state’s growing
engagementwith Japan.

Escorts Kubotais settingupa
X2,025-crore plant in YEIDA’s
Sector 10, with first-phase
capacity to manufacture
60,000 tractors and 15,000
construction equipment units
annually.The projectis expected
to generate 3,829 direct jobs
and have a Gross State Value
Added impact of more than
X7,756 crore. Minda Corpora-
tion has proposed ¥1,166 crore
investment across two projects
in Sector 10 and Sector 24,
expectedto createaround 6,440
employment opportunities.

Japanese companies such as
Denso, Nagase and Seiko
Advance already have opera-
tionsin Uttar Pradesh.Invest UP
has identified Escorts Kubota,
Minda Corporation,Toyo Denso
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Ashwini Vaishnaw during the India-Japan Business Conclave, in

New Delhi on Wednesday
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YOGI ADITYANATH, CHIEF MINISTER, UTTAR PRADESH

Our priority is to connect the youth with
Japanese manufacturing culture

and Nagase among the key dri-
vers of Japan-linked investment
inthe state.

“We have India’s largest
youthworkforce —talentedand
skilled — and we aim to intro-
duce thisworkforce to Japanese
work ethics and standards. Our
priority is to connect our youth
with Japanese manufacturing
culture,” Chief Minister Yogi

Adityanath said.
The state is looking to inte-
grate practices including

Kaizen,5S,lean manufacturing,
robotics,automation and preci-
sion engineering into its skills
and manufacturing ecosystem.

Green energyisemergingas

Banks are not constrained in

providing more credit

and attacks on payment sys-
tems are becoming increas-
ingly sophisticated. Banks
and regulated entities there-
fore need to strengthen their
early-warning systems and
increase the use of analytics.

Bl Labmn T2 L1l
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We also need to be more
proactive rather than reactive.
Because the nature of fraud is
changing so rapidly, this must
be a continuous effort rather
than a one-time exercise.
Finally, regulated entities will

another important pillar of the
partnership.Following the Uttar
Pradesh-Yamanashi MoU
signed in on December 23,
2024, two green hydrogen Cen-
tres of Excellence have been
established through IIT Kanpur-
HBTU Kanpur and IIT-BHU-
MMMUT Gorakhpur. The state
has approved and disbursed
%50 crore for each centre.

UP now wants its coopera-
tion with Yamanashi to expand
to joint research, pilot projects
and commercial ventures.Com-
panies including NTPC, BPCL,
Torrent Power, Hygenco, and
L&T have shown interest in
green hydrogen projects.

have to make greater use of
technology while also building
stronger human capabilities
to effectively prevent and
reduce such frauds.

Therewas alot of chatter
about Mythos, but things
seemed to have calmed
down within a few months.
Has the focus shifted?

While we may not be talk-
ingabout it all the time,we
are working on it with our
regulated entities and other
stakeholders.

The engagement includes
building the capabilities of
regulated entities, using tech-
nology and increasing cus-
tomer awareness. Italso
involves giving them suitable
guidance forimprovement
through our directions, regu-
lations and inspection notes.
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Resetting Bangla ties

Delhi must step up engagement to ensure
that Dhaka has a stake in our growth story

NDIA'S EFFORTS TO reset its frayed ties with Bangladesh exemplify
the strategic challenges and opportunities of its neighbourhood first
policy.Navigating the recent regime changesis far from easyalthough
India has had a modicum of success in this regard. A diplomatic chill
has descended on our relationship with the Tarique Rahman-led adminis-
tration in Bangladesh, which assumed office in February.Tough conditions
are attached to his maiden visit on India’s invitation,which has been pend-
ing since February. There is another invitation for Rahman to attend the
BRICS summitas chair of the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Tech-
nical and Economic Cooperation. The controversial virtual media interact-
ion of the deposed former Prime Minister,Sheikh Hasina,in New Delhi earl-
ierthismonth triggeredstiff riders that India extradite herand other criminal
figures to create a more “propitious environment” for Rahman’s visit.

To be sure, India insists it has nothing to do with Hasina’s press confer-
ence but tonoavail. She has beenliving in the country after she fled Dhaka
following the collapse of her government in August 2024.Hasina hasbeen
convicted by the International Crimes Tribunal, a domestic war crimes
court, for committing crimes against humanity for the brutal crackdown
on the student-led anti-government protests. India has stated that it is
examining Bangladesh’srequest for extraditing herinlinewith established
processes.This has,in fact,become the precondition for Rahman’svisit after
Hasina announced at the presser that she plans to return home in Decem-
ber to put the country on the “right track” by restoring democracy despite
all the risks she faces. The announcement of a political comeback of sorts
while remaining in exile in India was not exactly music to the ears of
Bangladesh’s newleadership.

Regime changes in the neighbourhood are highly challenging to navi-
gate.Besides the growing role of China — with its cheque-book diplomacy
— there is the need to address Bangladesh’s desire to seek more autonomy
in its relationship with India. Rahman has forcefully stated that neither
Delhi nor Rawalpindi but Bangladesh First is his credo to strengthen long-
standing ties with India. Dhaka is ready to move forward without being
inhibited by the pastbut thereisaneed toaddressissues thatresultin gains
for the common people. Rahman looked forward to advancing ties based
ondignity,equality, mutual trust,and respect.The people-to-people dimen-
sion of this relationship thusassumes greaterimportance.Indiaisalsowill-
ingto put the pastbehind fora“positive,constructive,and forward-looking
relationship”. India wants — as much as Bangladesh — to reboot bilateral
relations on a stronger footing.

A fresh beginning is imperative to seize the opportunities of being
neighbours who share rivers, railway networks, energy infrastructure,and
a4,000-km-longborder. Bangladesh is also India’s largest trading partner
in the region with a share of 37.5% in total two-way trade. Bangladesh
indeed is important for India to better connect its north-east region. The
regional connectivity measures in place ensure that new transportation
and energy infrastructure seamlessly link Nepal, Bhutan, the north-east
region, and the Bay of Bengal. Leveraging regional connectivity is to the
advantage of Bangladesh and India. Whatever differences there are between
both nations, these can be resolved only through dialogue between the top
leaderships ratherthan through tough preconditions. Rahman’svisit could
well be the harbinger of the reset.

At least he's trying

Maharashtra Food and Drug Administration Commissioner Tukaram Mundhe
says the Vimal “Elaichi”ad appears to be a surrogate promotion of a product pro-
hibited in the state.So notices went out to brand endorsers Shah Rukh Khan, Ajay
Devgn, and Tiger Shroff. “Nobody is going to be spared,” Mundhe said. “Whether
rural or urban. Those who sell, those who possess, those who process, those who
manufacture, it isapplicable to all”

Hewas just doing his job but in one fell swoop he became the talk of the town.

Surrogate advertising is not allowed in India, but it is all around us. The regu-
lation is pretty clear. The Central Consumer Protection Authority (CCPA) explic-
itly banned surrogate advertising under guidelines issued in June 2022.An ad is
deemed a surrogate if it uses the same brand name, colour scheme, layout, or col-
lateral associated with a restricted product. Under Section 53 of the Food Safety
and Standards Act (2006), people or corporations involved with publishing mis-
leading food advertisements face a penalty of up to ¥10lakh. Self-regulatory agen-
cieslike the Advertising Standards Council of India (ASCI) actively penalise brands
and issue notices to celebrities endorsing these sneaky product promotions.

Regulation has been in place for about two decades now,but who cares?

The worst offenders are pan masala and alcohol brands. Vimal, Pan Bahar,
and Kamla Pasand routinely flex their cardamom, mouth fresheners,and “pan
masala minus tobacco” products with advertisements featuring popularactors
such as Amitabh Bachchan, Saif Ali Khan, Hrithik Roshan,and even Pierce Bros-
nan.Brosnan inconceivably featured in an advertisement for pan masala brand
Pan Bahar in 2016. Die-hard fans were outraged to see a former James Bond
actor promoting a product associated with health risks. Following a huge back-
lash, Brosnan said he was “deeply shocked and saddened” by the campaign. He
claimed the company had deceived him
and that his contract involved promotion
of an all-natural breath freshener or tooth
whitener that didn’t contain tobacco or
any other harmful ingredient.

Alcohol brands are craftier still. More
often than not, they have an eponymous
packaged water or soda brand which you
might not find on the shop shelves but
most definitely in flashy advertisements.
In newspapers, on television, on the
cricket field. Kingfisher (water, calendar),
Imperial Blue (water, soda),and Haywards
(soda plus drinking water) all follow this
strategy. Some have gone a step further.
Bacardi, for instance, has Bacardi Blast
music CDs. Some sponsor major music festivals and sundry cultural events
where theirlogos and other brand collateral are displayed prominently on caps,
t-shirts,and event decor.

But Mundhe might want to widen the net. Indian cricketers have also had a
long history of surrogate advertising. Rohit Sharma, the former captain of the
India national cricket team, has been the face of Royal Stag,a brand synonymous
withwhisky.Jasprit Bumrah has endorsed Royal Stag since 2019 and hasappeared
inits multimedia and AI-driven recent campaigns alongside Sharma, Surya Kumar
Yadav, and rapper Badshah. Virat Kohli is the ambassador for Royal Challenge, a
whisky brand that advertises via its mineral water and energy drinks.

And thatassociation goes alongwayback.Sunil Gavaskarand Virender Sehwag
haveboth appeared in ads for Kamla Pasand.Kapil Dev, the captain of India’s 1983
World Cup-winning team, has also appeared in Kamla Pasand advertisements.

Net net, Mundhe might have stirred up a hornet’s nest.

Surrogate advertising is a beast that is difficult to tame, especially now. Tradi-
tional television and print rules are still easier to track but social media posts by
influencerswith mammoth followings and even the sporadic drops by celebrities
are difficult to keep tabs on. Local enforcement for global internet platforms has
itsown set of problems. Industry bodies like ASCI have no teeth and the CCPA faces
many procedural hurdles when processing complaints against big brands.

But, to borrow from Internet idiom, at least he’s trying.

ALOKANANDA
CHAKRABORTY

alokananda.datta@expressindia.com
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HE FAILURE OF President
Trump’s superpower Amer-
ica to defeat a regional
power like Iran, or to influ-
enceitsally,Israel, tostopits
genocidalwarin Gaza,largely explainwhy
SaudiArabia, Turkey,and Pakistan fearan
unstable West Asia. This is the main rea-
son why they signed the Mecca Joint
Defence Agreement (MJDA) on August 7
afternearlyayear of negotiations.
Warshavebeen foughtin West Asia for
nearly threeyears since the Hamasattack
onIsraelin October2023.Israel haswaged
war in Gaza, invaded southern Lebanon,
seized territoryin Syria,and launched two
air campaigns against Iran. Tehran has
retaliated by turningits guns on countries
having US bases, including Saudi Arabia,
Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab
Emirates,Oman,Jordan,and Israel.
Although all three “Mecca countries”
have Muslim majorities comprisingmore
than 95% of their populations — and
Sunni majorities — they have not entered
intoanykind of “religious”alliance against
Christian-majorityAmerica, Shiite Iran,or
Jewish-majority Israel. Turkey is a NATO
ally, its military is the second largest, just
after the US — and most of its arms come
from Germany. Saudi Arabia is home to
Islam’s outstanding shrinesand one of the
world’s top oil exporters. Pakistan is the
onlynuclear-armed member of the MJDA.
The MJDAstates thatan armed attack
ononesignatorywould countasanattack
on all, but it mentions no commitments
or defence obligations, unlike NATO’s
Article 5.1t cannot be analliance because
the three members lack integrated mili-
tary planning, intelligence and defence
industrial cooperation, and joint missile
and air defences.
The MJDA is not primarily directed
against Tehran, although Iran has
bombed US bases in Saudi Arabia and

TRILATERAL FRAMEWORK
THE MECCA JOINT DEFENCE AGREEMENT IS NEITHER DIRECTED AGAINST TEHRAN NOR IS IT ANTI-AMERICAN

A quest for security in West Asia

ANITA INDER SINGH

Founding Professor, Centre for Peace and
Conflict Resolution, New Delhi

some other West Asian countries. All
three signatories are wary of Iranian
power,but theyalso have reasons to pre-
vent Iran’s destruction or permanent
isolation because that could empower
Israel to dominate West Asia. Iran is
actually the main counterpoise to Israel
in the region. If it were defeated by the
US and Israel, instability across the Gulf
and Central and South Asia
could prevail.

Nor is the MJDA anti-
American, although Wash-
ingtoninitiallyjoined forces
with Israel against Iran.

SaudiArabiaisan Amer-
ican ally; Turkey is member
of NATO and has the sec-
ond-largest military in the
alliance, while Pakistan,an
old ally, has made its diplo-
macy useful to the US in
West Asia.

Essentially, the three
Mecca countries wish to develop their
individual capabilities so that they
increase their clout to avert disastrous
consequences of Israeliand American mil-
itaryactions.

In reality, they do not trust Washing-
ton either to restrain Israel or to prevent
American power from being used by
Israel in ways that destabilise their
neighbourhood.

Thesigning of the MJDAfollows nearly
a year of negotiations, which followed

A pro-iIsrael Indian
stance could add
weight to any
efforts by Islamabad good relationships with
to persuade Saudi
Arabia and Turkey
to take a more
anti-India line

I——___ trieos,and is the top trading

America’s initial strikes on Iran’s nuclear
facilities in 2025, soon after Trump 2.0
was inaugurated. Trump has steadily
expanded America’s use of military force
against Iran’s nuclear facilities.

Since the US and Israel attacked Iran
on February 28 thisyear,Iran has struck
backbyfiring on SaudiArabia and other
Gulf states having American bases,and

byblockading theirenergy

s Shipments.

The two noteworthy
facts are that all three
Mecca states have amica-
ble ties with America, and

each other. Turkey is Pak-
istan’s second-largest sup-
plier of materiel — the
largest is China.

China has invested eco-
nomicallyinall three coun-

partnerof SaudiArabiaand
Pakistan. The Saudi kingdom and Pak-
istanare on China’s Belt-and-Road Initia-
tive (BRI). Turkey’s Europe-Central Asia-
China “Middle Corridor” is linked to the
BRI. However, the Mecca statement did
not specify the commitments each had
accepted and how far their agreement
would bind them to any particular mili-
taryactionin each other’s defence.
Saudi Arabia envisages the trilateral
framework strengtheningthe three coun-
tries’ collective diplomatic and defence

WWW.FINANCIALEXPRESS.COM

@® MARKET WATCH

Sebi Chairman Tuhin Kanta Pandey

CAS (closing auction session) is for transparency.
And if anybody feels that they will manipulate CAS
for defaming the new system, they are in danger

weight, while contributing to the emer-
gence of amoreregionally driven security
architecture. It has clarified that the
accord does not represent an effort to
establishamilitaryaxisorasectarianbloc,
nuclearambitions, oran arms race.

Pakistan’s mutual defence pact with
Saudi Arabia last year marked the first
major defence deal between an Arab
state and a country with n-weapons.
However, it has not responded to Iran’s
military attacks on the kingdom earlier
thisyear.Islamabad hasalso discounted
suggestions that its nuclear deterrent
mightbe extended toallies. Pakistan has
provided training, technical assistance,
and an air defence system to Saudi
forces and stationed some 8,000 troops
in the country.

Meanwhile, Turkey and Pakistan have
exchangedwarshipsand trainingaircraft.
Both Pakistan and Turkey have alsovoiced
support fora maritime defence coalition.
And, as one of the world’s largest oil exp-
orters, Saudi Arabia wants to protect re-
gional shipping and energy routes.

AlthoughIndiahasrefused tocensure
the US-Israeli invasion of Iran,while tend-
ingtocriticiseIran forinstabilityin the St-
rait of Hormuz and rising oil prices, it sh-
ouldtrynottobeseenasanenemyofIran
and accept the Israeli president’s claim
that Indiaand Israelareallies.Thatwould
hardlyreflect India’s strategicautonomy.
Andbecause Pakistan and India are rivals
in South Asia, a pro-Israel Indian stance
could add weight to any efforts by Islam-
abad topersuade SaudiArabiaand Turkey
to take a more anti-Indialine. Both coun-
tries have good ties with India, and Saudi
Arabia also hasalarge Indian diaspora.

This could be more important than
Indiarealises,as peace continues toelude
West Asia and Iran’s survival seems cer-
tain, despite a long-drawn-out war with
Americaand Israel.

Model risk: Valves tor the high bar

THE DRAFT GUIDANCE on Regulatory
Principles for Model Risk Management,
released by the RBI on June 24, requires
everybank, NBFC,and co-oplenderto gov-
ern every model it uses, likely prompted
by theimminent spread of Al models.Itis
comprehensive, earnest,and up-to-date:
onemorenotchinthe RBI’s push fortech-
nology adoption. It will also shape the
course of Al adoption in Indian financial
services, and possibly Al regulation in
India morebroadly.This makesits origins,
intent,and likely outcomes, often at odds
with intent,worth close scrutiny.
Thedraft’slineageis easytotrace.The
chassisisAmerican: SR11-7of 2011,the
Fed’s ur-text of model risk regulation,
refreshed in April as SR 26-2. RBI, The
possibly tracking it in near-real time,
released its draft ten weeks later. The
scope-expansion from credit models to
everything, everywhere, all at once, is
British, from the Bank of England’s
SS1/23.Thelifecyclearchitectureis Cana-
dian, from the Office of the Superinten-
dent of Financial Institutions’ (OSFI)
Guideline E-23. And the Kkill switches,
human-in-the-loop mandates, and bias
audits descend from the EU’s Al Act, via
the RBI’s own FREE-AI committee.As a
survey of best practice, the draft is gen-
uinely impressive; as regulation, it is fur-
niture imported forahouse notyet built.
Public reactions follow familiar lines:
some hosannas, some angst born of a
broad reading of the implications, and
self-advertisements dressed upasopinion
pieces from the compliance industry.
Underthedraft,everymodel,from the
credit-scoring engine down to the pricing
spreadsheet Sharma-jiin the CFO’s office

DIPAK GUPTA
D MANJUNATH

The authors are with [IT Bombay

guards like a family heirloom, must go
through thewringer.Foran NBFCdeploy-
ing a frontier LLM for customer service,
the to-do list turns onerous fast: some
items are demanding but doable, others
inducea“huh”and arewell-nigh impossi-
bleforasmall organisation,e.g.validating
the model, securing contractual rights to
technical documentation and audit
access, and ensuring no “unexplained
variation under similarinputs”.

Beyond the difficulty of executing this
list, the draft quietly assumes Al compe-
tence at every level of the
organisation. This is a con-
cerning assumption. The
sourceregimes (the Fed, the
Bank of England, OSFI)
werebuilt on doctoral-level
quantitative talent: the Fed
employs top PhDs,and the
BoE confined its rules to a
few sophisticated banks its
specialist teams could

Capital and talent
go where rules
are workable; if

compliance costs

more than the
technology is
worth, institutions

The depth of expertise isn’t available at the scale
that RBI’s draft Guidance on Regulatory Principles

means boards and management start by
asking what can go wrong, and adoption
slows.Add thearithmetic of time: frontier
modelsiteratein months,whilea compli-
ance journey measured in quarters must
restart at every update, so by the time a
model clears the framework, it has been
superseded. Indian financial institutions
thusriskfalling permanentlya generation
or two behind, not because the frontieris
unsafe for balance enquiries,but because
wewill never have the money or people to
push new technology through these
requirements. Rules, too
costlytocomplywith,donot
produce safety; they pro-
duce abstention, pretence,
or paperwork.

The preceding is not to
say the RBI is wrong to set
the bar high. India’s NBFC
sector has its own history
of stress building quietly
inside black-box under-

engage with,and even they will simply wait and writing, and much of the

needed multi-year remedi-

call it prudence

retail base this draft pro-

ation plans.That depth of T T —————————w tects has little capacity to

expertise is not available at
thescalethedraft demands,sotheregime
risks being supervised as paperwork and
becoming paperwork. An examiner who
cannot assess a validation substantively
canonlyassessitsdocumentation.Absent
substantive change, the likely fix is con-
sulting firms certifying everyone, at an
avoidable systemic cost.
Adeeperconcernistheloss-facing pes-
simism running through the draft. The
asymmetry is stark: AI-ML’s many bene-
fits go undiscussed, while the rare error
takes centre stage. That over-emphasis

THE EDITOR

FCRA Bill: Regulate,

don’t penalise

"Tweak FCRABIll" (FE, August 19)
rightly argues that a stronger monitor-
ing mechanism of foreign-funded org-
anisations is necessary, but excessive
regulatory discretion could under-
mine the legitimate work of civil soc-
iety. We must also act firmly against
dubious NGOs, including sham or
related entities used for diversion of
foreign funds, concealed transactions,

or other regulatory abuse. However,
such cases should be established
through transparent investigation
rather than broad administrative
discretion. Genuine organisations
doing credible work in education,
health, humanitarian relief, and social
welfare should not be penalised
merely because their FCRA renewal is
delayed or denied, particularly when
assets created through legitimate
funds may be affected.

—Brij Bhushan Goyal, Ludhiana

contest an algorithm’s
decision. A regulator burned before has
reason to prefer over-caution. The real
question is not whether the bar should
be high,but whether it can be met with-
out arelease valve.

The draft invokes the “Innovation
over Restraint” sutra from its own FREE-
Al committee, but it mostly opera-
tionalises the restraint. The source
regimes built in valves, e.g. phased scop-
ingin Britain, negligible-risk exemptions
in Canada, sandboxes in Europe. We risk
importing their obligations without any

Controversial law

The government's decision to send
the controversial FCRA Bill to a joint
parliamentary committee for scrutiny
is welcome. Given the far-reaching
implications of the proposed changes
for civil society organisations, charit-
ies, and other institutions receiving
foreign contributions, the Bill should
not be rushed through Parliament.
Particular attention is needed on prov-
isions concerning the cancellation or

for Model Risk Management demands

of theirvalves.That,more thanany clause,
is the real risk: not that a chatbot occa-
sionally gets a fact wrong, but that a gen-
eration of Indian financial innovation
gets quietly priced out before it is born.
Capital and talent go where rules are
workable; if compliance costs more than
the technology is worth, institutions will
simplywaitand callit prudence.And that
may not be consumer protection somuch
asaslow,unintended strangulation.

None of this argues for abandoning
model risk regulation but only for a few
valvesinthe pipesbefore the concrete sets:
a proportionate carve-out for low-risk,
non-decisioning useslikea customer ser-
vice bot, along the lines Canada and
Britain already allow; a regulatory sand-
box, of the kind the RBI has itself run for
fintech, letting institutions pilot frontier
models under supervision rather than
clearimpossiblevalidation upfront;anda
shared national testing facility,perhapsat
an IIT or under the RBI’s own Innovation
Hub, so scarce PhDs validate once for
many institutions instead of each pre-
tending tovalidate alone.

Get even one or two of these into the
final guidance,and the RBI can keep its
hand exactlywhereit should be —onakill
switch poised over a malfunctioning
model,nothovering over India’s Al future.
There is still time to add the valves before
the ink dries: let Sharma-ji guard his
spreadsheet, and let the customer get
through before midnight.

Nobody need worry that the switch,
when pressed, turns off the lights in
the wrong room.

Views are personal

surrender of FCRA registrations and
the subsequent treatment of an org-
anisation's assets. Regulatory enfor-
cement is necessary, but it must not
become a tool for arbitrary seizure of
property or the disruption of legitim-
ate public-service institutions. Sur-
prisingly, while the government insist
curbs on FCRA, it is silent on the black
money used in elections to lure voters.
—Gregory Fernandes, Mumbai
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NEVER BELIEVE

ALWAYS QUESTION
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CONTRAPUNTO

The problem with ratings is that you can give yourself
amillion reasons why they are what they are

- JULIE PLEC

Read The Warning

FPIs ditching India, and corporates avoiding capex,
are signs that economy needs a shot of reforms

are warninglights on the dashboard. For the second time in four

months, global fund managers have voted us the least preferred
investment destination in Asia-Pacific. We were in the same spot in
Aug 2025 also. Meanwhile, at home, corporate reluctance to invest
continues for various reasons. Point is, while we keep celebrating
6.5%-7.5% GDP growth, the 9% bus passes us by, And we can’t attain
developed nation status without boarding it.

Why aren’t FPIs keen on India? For starters, we are nowhere in
the AI game. We don’t make chips, and we don’t have a leading AT
model. It'slike the late-18th century, when steam power was ushering
in the industrial age, but not in India. Markets in smaller countries
like Taiwan and S Korea have gained enormously from Al Taiwan

1 - briefly overtook India to become 5th
St most valuable stock market. Foreign
¥ funds also have doubts about India’s
economic reforms, and valuations of
stocks. They don’t see much earnings
potential just yet, and have been
pulling out for months.

We can be dismissive about FPIs,
of course. They don’t invest on the
ground, and are here only to make a quick buck, so why should we
care? Well, when they pull out dollars, rupee weakens, and our
sizeable importbill becomes that muchlarger. From petrol to phones,
stuff gets costlier in rupees. And a weakening rupee further dents
foreign investors’ returns from Indian stocks, dampening their
interest. Subdued returns hurt Indian small investors also, who
miss the wealth effect and become tight-fisted.

Which brings us to the capex problem. Indian corporates have
had many good quarters, but if they’re still hesitant to invest, it’s
because they’re unsure about growth prospects. Amid geopolitical
tensions, fluctuating commodity prices, and rising trade barriers,
they can’t count on foreign markets either. The two problems, of
uninterested FPIs and reluctant corporates, are really areminder that
Indian economy’s periodic service is overdue. While govt can’t bring
aboutan Alrevolution, itcan create enabling conditions, and roll out
much-needed reforms. It’s time to heed those warning lights.

The Seat Business

Medical & engineering education is a mess because
opening colleges is a politically backed enterprise
S tudents, including schoolkids, and their parents have been hitting

India remains world’s fastest growing major economy, but there

the streets, in several states, over lack of basicfacilities—enough

teachers, drinking water, clean toilets. Why is it so difficult to
provide basics in schools and colleges? The question keeps coming
up at every level, from primary schools to higher education. While
NTAs fiascos are never-ending - it isnow apparently dealing with AI-
designed question papers — why is India’s education system such a
mess? Centre’s challenges aside, state govts propose policies evidently
dodgy. Take Maharashtra’s proposal to allow homoeopaths, who
complete a one-year bridge course in pharmacology, to enter its MBBS
medical registry. As argued here earlier,
thismakeslittle sense. Butlooking athow
medical education works, can helpjoin the
dots why, in the first place, such proposals
find aplace under the sun.

Centre made NEET -cut-offs the
standard for admission to homoeopathy/
ayurved colleges in 2018. In 2019, Supreme
Court allowed Maharashtra to relax the
minimum NEET percentileforadmission
to homoeopathy and ayurvedic courses,
because colleges were struggling to fill seats. That is the key point:
notenough students, who appear for NEET, want to study homoeopathy.
There islimited demand. Yet, the number of homoeopathy colleges
has grown. Maharashtra had 59 homoeopathy colleges in 2021. It
now has 74. Only two are govt-run. Question is, why keep opening
colleges when there is not enough demand? As TOI reported
(https://bit.ly/45DXGGc), 50% of these colleges are run by trusts
or societies with political affiliation, across party lines.

Fact is, this is not the case for homoeopathy colleges alone, or
in Maharashtra only. A similar pattern allegedly exists, with both
medical and engineering colleges, across states. The boom in private
medical and engineering colleges, over thelast 30 years and counting,
seems to have served students less, and college managements more.
‘Seats’ are lucrative business. Neither medical education nor the
glut of unemployable ‘engineers’ is relevant in these calculations.
The perversity lies in the lack of political will, across govts, across
parties. It’'s not difficult to guess why.

Question of scorty

Among the capital’s many status symbols
one ranks the highest of them all

Jug Suraiya

‘When Bunny and [ moved to National Capital Region from
Calcutta, welearnt words of aforeignlanguage.

Right on top of this lexical list was scorty. Scorty is a big
juju, because the amount of scorty you have, or conversely
¥+| don’t have, determines your social status or deficiency of it,

{ inNCR.

Another new word for us was clonies. We thought clonies had something
todo with clones, butit turned out that clonies were gated communities which,
come to think of it, are indeed clones of each other in their inner workings.

However, they differ greatly according to their geographic location. For
example, a clony situated in upscale South Delhi is far more dez rez than
a clony in East Delhi, which in turn is swisher than clonies in both North

and West Delhi.

That said, all clonies have a common clonial link in the form of

:J,u) scorty. The scorty of clonies is assured not only by their gates that

bar ingress to undesirable elements who, if they do manage to
bypass these barriers, will be apprehended and suitably
- . ejected by the clony’s uniformed scorty guards.
lugular\/e n Much care and attention is given to the selection of
——— scortyguards, the physical dimensions of height, width
and girth, particularly girth, being of paramount importance.

While these privately employed scorty guards confer social status, much
higher status is conferred upon those who, for whatever reason, merit govt-
supplied scorty guards called Black Cats, and the more Black Cats you have
attached to your retinue, the bigger the cat you yourself are perceived to be.

Something puzzled us, though, and left a big question unanswered: With
all this emphasis on scorty, how come those eligible for Black Cat scorty
were automatically exempt from airport scorty checks that everyone else
hadtoundergo?

And the answer to that was, and continues to be: Don’t ask dumb questions.

Why is that a dumb question? Because to answer that would involve a
breach of scorty.

Exam, Al, Absurdity

When national exam papers contain glarmg errors, the question is not merely whether Al was
involved. There is deeper worry about how much of higher ed reform has been hollow chatter

Ali Raza Moosvi

National Testing Authority (NTA), which
can also be called National Theatre of
the Absurd, has just released another
play. Six weeks in the making, it
promises to become as famous and
as popular as its earlier production,
which had attracted millions at Jantar Mantar.

Plot broadly remains the same with a few noteworthy
twists — allegations of paper leak, recycled questions,
numerous spelling mistakes, and errors in the English,
Commerce and Sociology papers. The familiar and
popular elements are of course there — no answers,
explanations, or accountability and
widespread publicoutcry Thegracious
body, in response, has promised to
provide an encore soon.

Therearereports that PDFfiles of
the Sociology paper were circulated,
and sold, and that generative Al was
used in the question paper setting
process, whichhasbeen denied by NTA.
But no explanation has been offered -
as to how such glaringly erroneous
papers wereadministered if they had
passed through a panel of experts, or
through ahuman check.

There is a considerable body of
thought, and publicdebate, on applying
and using Al in public examination
systems. But what holds right now
is a simple four word question - What
is going wrong? -

Ithink we are seeing the symptoms
of a crumbling system, which had 'mage:Al
started to rot from the inside many years ago. This
does not mean NTA alone but the entire higher
education system of the country This is a sweeping
statement, but it is one way to see the big picture,
howsoever hazy it appears.

India’s higher ed system seems to be littered
with ‘chatterboxes’, a stupid cousin of the celebrated
‘chatbot’. They do exactly what the word says - chatter.
Given their humongous numbers and provenance,
chatter has replaced thought and ideas. A cursory
glance over the last decade is enough to understand
theroleof this ‘chatter’.

Let us randomly run through some of it by seeing
the terms thathave sought todefine and idealise higher

ed inIndia. Access, equity, quality, excellence, skilling,
innovation, smart education, expansion, world-class
research, employability - the list goes on and on.

Has anyone thought, even idly, if any of these policies
has reached fruition, or is there any way to assess if
they are on that path? We will not ask the question now
as to what extent they were relevant to address the
challenges of the system. They were all pushed onto it,
year after merciless year, as panaceas to what was
thought tobeailing it.

The obvious problems of universities that have been
left unattended by this ‘chatter’ are basic and visible.
Low level of recruitment or flawed recruitment culture,
little or no investment in maintenance expenditure,

no focused attention on enhancing physical and
digital infra, a heavily politicised system of appointment
of key functionaries, and a total shift from the classroom
to ancillary and superfluous political activities on
university campuses.

This is a mirror image of what was happening in
govt schools anyway. When the tide of poorly educated
and trained students came to universities from such
schools, the sieves of quality merely shifted further
downstream, and the only filter left is these entrance
and qualifying exams.

The ‘chatter’ contributed in two simple and significant
‘ways. Firstly, it ensured that competence and professional
commitment were surgically removed from as many

levels of operation of the system as possible. Secondly,
it created a din so that no other voice could be heard.
It was a riotous bandwagon on a righteous path.
Given these basic factors, the system had to crack and
break, whichitdid.

Now, the latest addition to the collective wisdom
of this ‘chatter’ is the use and integration of Alinhigher
ed. There is no thought or discussion, of course, whether
this is needed or required. Or the extent to which it
can be integrated, if at all. The main, and perhaps the
only answer, was that the students are already using
itand industry has embraced it in abig way.

Students have been using, and will continue to use,
any tool that reduces the tedium of learning. Industry,
right from Industrial Revolution,
has been using machines and tools
to minimise the role of the human
factor in achieving ever-increasing
profits and productivity. How do either
of these arguments make sense for
an ad hoc and reckless integration
of Alintohighered?

We were forced to deal with online
education during the pandemic and
saw its possibilities and limitations.
The latter were more obvious in a
country withlittletoweak IT infra, plus
erraticelectrical and internet supply.
Theselimitations have not changed, so
‘why would werush to Aluse ineducation
delivery and execution?

Seventeenth-century philosopher
Descartes explored the possibility
that all rational thought could be
made as systematic as algebra or
geometry. This philosophy became
the foundation of an idea that found its first practical
application in 1936, when Alan Turing invented the
Turing machine, the first idealised model of a computer.
Internet followed in 1990s. And the melding of these
two technologies has since created exponential growth
in tech innovation and its applications, which now
challenge human intelligence.

But the basic ingredient and guardrail is rational
thought. And that still remains uniquely human. That is
thereason other types of intelligence are called artificial.
We can chat with the cloud for all we want, but it willnot
necessarily be ameaningful conversation.

The writer is Vice-Ch I Khaja 1
University, Karnataka

Fight For The Fighter’s Over. What Next?

That India will manufacture 94 of the 114 Rafales to be inducted into IAF, is a boost
for indigenous efforts to produce a fifth-generation military aircraft

Arjun Subramaniam

The submission of the detailed technical
and commercial proposal by France
for the Govt-to-Govt (G2G) deal, for the
purchase of 114 Rafale Multi-Role
Fighter Aircraft (MRFA), including
" the local production of 94 aircraft,
offers closure to IAF’s agonising wait
for a complete overhaul of its fighter
fleet. The vision for the procurement
of a Medium Multi-Role Combat Aircraft (MMRCA)
began in 2000, when IAF first conveyed its intent
to scout around for a fourth-generation + aircraft
that would complement the Sukhoi-30 MKI as its
sword arm over the next few decades.

After an excruciatingly long wait and tedious
short-listing process, a Request for Proposal (RFP)
was floated in Aug 2007 to six shortlisted companies
that offered Rafale (Dassault), Eurofighter (European
Consortium), F-16 (Lockheed Martin), F-18 (Boeing),
JAS 39-Gripen (SAAB), and MiG-35 (MiG). The RFP
was unique as it included, for the first time, the
concept of life cycle costs, from design to disposal,
the aim being to arrive at the overall ownership cost
for govtatbest value.

Following impeccable flight trials, two European
contenders, Rafale and Eurofighter Typhoon, were
shortlisted for further financial evaluation. But three
major issues were responsible for the collapse of the deal
once Rafale was declared as IAF's preferred choice in 2013:

® First, given the history of defence deals in India,
with their looming overhang of corruption, and the
gigantic size of the contract ($25-30bn), accusations
and anonymous letters about various unsubstantiated
irregularities flew thick and fast, rattling then defence
minister AK Antony. Thisresulted in protracted contract
negotiations behind closed doors, causing anear paralysis
of decision-making.

® Second, the deal fell through with the electoral defeat
of UPA govt in 2014, and the unwillingness of Modi govt to

Retired
Air Vice Marshal

endorse a deal that was mired in somuch controversy.

@ Third, another aspect was the ‘omnipresent Russian
effect’ of the futuristic Fifth Generation Fighter Aircraft
(FGFA) co-development programme, which was inked
between India and Russia in 2007. Making it even
moredifficultto push the deal was the much-publicised
trust deficit between the French and HAL, with the
former refusing to assume guarantees for the 108
aircraft to be manufactured by HAL after the first
18 were delivered in fly-away condition.

HAL appeared to have thrown in its lot with the
Russians to further the FGFA programme, despite
having signed their willingness for co-production on
the MMRCA contract. This move sealed MMRCA's
fate. Ironically, India had to abort the FGFA deal in
2018, when IAF called out the complete lack of progress
in the co-development mechanism between HAL and
Sukhoi Development Bureau.

Thefollowingsix
issues seem to be the
most obvious reasons for
GOI to cement the current
G2G deal with the French for
adirect purchase of 20 Rafale F4
aircraft, and the production of 94
aircraftin India:

® Considering the ease and success
of the India-US G2G deals for the C-130J
and the C-17 aircraft, and the Apache and Chinook
helicopters, an immediate operational requirement
resulted in the G2G deal for 36 Rafale F3 aircraft in 2016.
Notwithstanding attempts by vested political interests
to scuttle the deal, govt stood firm and inducted the
aircraft. With the forthcoming induction of 29 Rafale M
for Indian navy, the operational, training, and technical

ecosystem will be geared for the additional numbers.
® The current deal for 114 aircraft pegged at $38bn is
fair value considering that a large complement of 94
aircraft will be manufactured in India, giving a major
fillip to multiple stakeholders, including the private
sector. A tertiary spin-off could see India emerging
as a regional hub for the manufacturing of additional
Rafales and its overhaul ecosystem.
® Having Rafales and SU-30 MKIs as the sword arm
of IAF’s offensive capability till the Advanced Medium
Combat Aircraft (AMCA) is inducted, will ensure
consistency and continuity in the areas of doctrinal,
operational, and tactical efficiency.
® The performance of the Rafale in Op Sindoor was
outstanding, and the willingness of the French to offer
the latest versions of the aircraft, the F4, and possibly
the F5 towards the closing phase of the current deal,
will ensure seamless upgrades of the entire
fleet in the decades ahead. This will also
ensure world-class longevity of the fleet,
much like the Mirage-2000did.
® Given the potential of the deal
and the robustness of the India-
France Strategic Partnership, the
possibilities of integrating advanced
Indian weapons such as BrahMos NG
and Astraarehigh.
@ The deal also raises hopes for the
creation of arobust consortium of private
companies and public sector players involved
in the manufacturing of the Rafale, which augurs
well for India’s futuristic AMCA programme.
The erstwhile MMRCA deal was designed by
IAF topull India’s defence industrial ecosystem out of
mediocrity, and empower it to match the best in the
world. Rather than lamenting over innocuous matters,
and searching for skeletons in the cupboard, this time
around, the Rafale deal with France must be considered
a project of national importance, and not just an
IAF project. Political will, bipartisan support, and a
whole-of-govt approach is the need of the hour.

Calvin & Hobbes

Sacredspace

wWow, LooK AT THIS BUG
GO! WHAT ON EARTH WOULD
MAKE A BUG HURRY ?
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JUST A BUG!
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YOURE DELUDING NOURSELF,
STUPID/ NOTHING YOV Do
\S IMPORTANT/ YOU'RE

Ol MY GOSH, Lok
AT THE TIME /

Ibreathea
strong breath
like the wind
and tempest,
the while I
hold together
allexistence.
Beyond this
wide earthand
beyond the heavens I have become so
mighty inmy grandeur.
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Rig Ved, 10.125.8, Vak Sukta

Beyond Words: Languages As The Unifying Force

Swami Vigyananand

very few months, some part of
E the country finds itself arguing

overlanguage. A three-language
formulabecomes aflashpoint in one
state. A film star’s remark on Hindi
turnsintoanational debate. A
signboard in the ‘wrong’ script gets
painted overnight. The patternis
familiar: language stops being ameans
of communication and becomes a marker
of whobelongs and who doesn't. Itis
worth asking why this keeps happening
inacountry that has managed, for
thousands of years, tohold dozens of
languages together without any of them
cancelling the others out.

The Rig Ved describes speech

as something that reaches people in
many forms, as if language itself were
meant tomultiply rather than narrow.
Grammarian Bhartrihariargued that
shabd, the word, is not separate from
ultimate reality. In this understanding,

alanguage isnotafence acommunity
builds around itself. It is one more
path tothe same truth everyone is
walking towards.

The Tower of Babel, astory from
the Bible, imagines a God who scatters
languages to punish and divide
humanity, to stop people from ever
working together again toreach
heaven. Centuries later, the o
ideaof thenation-state took
that same anxiety and
turned it into policy: one
nation, onelanguage.

InBharat,languages
served as a unifying force
for our civilisation; they
have fostered cultural
integration. When Adi Shankaracharya
travelled from Kerala and established
four mathas in the four corners of
the country, he crossed regions where
thelanguage changed every few
hundred kilometres. He faced no
barriers and was welcomed by all and

accepted as a Jagadguru.

Ramanujacharya’s journey from
Tamil Nadu, decades later, met the same
welcome across the same linguistic
distances. Pilgrims walking to Char
Dhams on foot from all parts of Bharat,
generation after generation, have been
welcomed everywhere and have never
faced any problems or difficulties

duetolanguage.

Languages are ameans of

connection and enlightenment.
Infact, the coreliterature of
alllanguages of Bharatis
strikingly similar, with
themes involving dharm,

THE SPEAKING TREE moksh,jnan, Ram, Krishn,

Shiv, and Shakti. Languages
have expressed regional richness and
ashared civilisational ethos. The
Ramayan exists in Sanskrit, Tamil,
Telugu, Kannada, Malayalam, Bengali,
Odia, Avadhi, Marathiand has also been
preserved and passed down in numerous
folklanguages and oral traditions.

Gitahas been rendered with equal
devotion in Jnaneshwar’s Marathiand
in Tamil, Telugu, Kannada and other
language commentaries.

Twenty-two languages have official
status in the Constitution today, and the
last Census counted well over a hundred
majorlanguages spoken across the
country. This incredible diversity in
language, culture, art, cuisine, and
dress expresses the civilisational ethos
of Bharatvarsh, anchored in the notion
of ekatmata, oneness.

Which is why it should trouble every
citizen whenlanguage is turned into
apolitical weapon. When politicians
insist that only one language can
represent ‘true’ identity. Pride in
one’sownlanguage was never meant to
come at the cost of respect for another’s.
Thatbalance is something Bharat has
managed successfully for aeons.

The writer is joint general secretary,
Vishwa Hindu Parishad, and initiator
of World Hindu Congress
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Shifting expectations

Increase in policy rate is only a matter of time

The six-member Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) of the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) decided toleave the policy repo rate unchanged at its meeting earlier this month,
whichwas aprudent decision. Although the inflation rate exceeded the targetin June,
it remained below target for 16 consecutive months. Furthermore, it made sense to
wait for more clarity on both the international and domestic fronts. The situation in
West Asia does not seem to be improving significantly, making prices of crude oil
excessively volatile, which requires continued monitoring. By the next meeting, there
will also be more clarity on the possible impact of adeficient monsoon on agricultural
output. However, as this newspaper argued then, the RBI’s inflation projections sug-
gested that the policy rate would not remain at the present level for toolong. The min-
utes of the meeting, released on Wednesday, are being interpreted along similar lines.
In the minutes, RBI Governor Sanjay Malhotra argued that there was a need to
remain watchful of abroadbased increase in inflation and de-anchoring of expecta-
tions. He further noted: “Any evidence of these risks materialising may need policy
tightening.” Deputy Governor Poonam Gupta was more direct and noted: “... scope
for any further easing does not seem to exist at the current juncture. Instead, given
that the headline inflation is projected to peak to a level as high as 5.9 per cent in Q3
2026-27,a case for a hike may emerge during the course of the year.” The RBI's inflation
projection for this financial year was reduced by 10 basis points to 5 per cent. Howevetr,
therateisexpected to remain above 5 per cent for three consecutive quarters starting
the third quarter of the financial year. It would be interesting to see the projections
beyond the first quarter of 2027-28. More clarity will likely emerge at the next MPC
meeting in October and with the release of the biannual Monetary Policy Report.
Nevertheless, as things stand, price pressures are projected toincrease. With the
headline inflation rate going above 5 per cent and peaking at 5.9 per centin the third
quarter, the policy repo rate at 5.25 per cent would turn negative in real terms. This
is undesirable. It is also not the objective of the RBI to keep the real policy rate in
negativeterritory even in the short run, particularly when growth isnot at risk. Thus,
policy rates need to be adjusted. Conditions will become clearer in the coming weeks
as to whether the MPC will begin tightening in October or have the room to wait for
some more time. Inflation projections for next financial year will be crucial. It must
be noted that monetary policy works with alag, and if the inflation rate is expected to
remain elevated next financial year, tightening may begin in October itself.
Although monetary policy in India isnot driven by developments in the currency
market, policy adjustment to addressinflation conditions may helpit. Yieldsin devel-
oped marketsare increasing due to concernssuch as higherinflation ratesand larger
fiscal deficits. The United States (US) government, for instance, has decided to
increaselong-dated bond buybacks tobringdown yields. The yield on the 30-year US
government bond went above 5.3 per cent earlier this week, the highest level since
2007. A narrow yield gap tends to discourage debt-capital flows from developed to
emerging markets. However, Indiaisnowin a better position, at least in the near term,
onthe currency front. It is mobilising substantial funds through swap arrangements
announced by the RBI. Nevertheless, adjustment in policy rates may help debt flows.

Failing the test

India’s public exam ecosystem needs a reset

Student protests in Delhi and Jharkhand over irregularities in exam papers have
underlined the flaws in India’s public-examination system. The growing clamour
for accountability among students and job seekers sitting in central or state public
exams reflects multiple institutional failures. This much was clear from the Jhark-
hand government’s decision to cancel 22 recruitment exams since 2014. The can-
celled exams include those for the state civil services, civil judges, drug inspectors,
forest officials, and so on. These exams include those conducted by the Jharkhand
Public Service Commission and some are outsourced to a private testing firm called
TSR Data Processing Pvt Ltd (TDPL). This decision came after lathicharges, teargas
and police intimidation arrests failed to break the resolve of a 26-day protest led by
the Jharkhand Loktantrik Krantikari Morcha, a local political party. For the state
government, the consequences of this maximalist decision taken under duress can
be seen in a fresh set of protests — this time by candidates who had passed these
exams and now hold jobs in the state administration. They fear job losses since the
exams for which they appeared have been declared invalid and the government is
yet to clarify their status. The Jharkhand High Court on Thursday stayed the can-
cellation of the state’s 11th to 13th Combined Civil Services examination.

As with the protests at Jantar Mantar, spearheaded by the pressure group
called Cockroach Janta Party, from which it drew inspiration, the protestors
alleged serious breaches in recruitment tests, especially in the Jharkhand Staff
Selection Commission (JSSC) Combined Graduate Level (CGL) exam. In the spot-
lightis TDPL, which hasbeen handling the JSSC-CGL, among others. The appoint-
ment of this little-known agency, incorporated in 2010, has raised eyebrows since
its promoters are facing accusations of irregularities and nepotism in Uttar Pra-
desh. Having flubbed the protest management, the Jharkhand government is flail-
ing for solutions. It has urged the Jharkhand High Court toset up a fast-track court
totry those responsible for leaking exam papers, proposed an internal monitoring
cell to suggest exam reforms, and ordered multiple enquiries. These moves may
suggest hectic corrective action but there is no shortage of sensible solutions to a
problem that has been endemic in India for years — neighbouring Bihar has
become notorious in this respect. An expert committee headed by former Indian
Space Research Organisation (ISRO) chairman K Radhakrishnan to suggest ways
toreform the National Testing Agency bristles with sensible ideas, including tech
solutions and audit committees, which could easily be replicated at state level. No
doubt the high-powered task force led by Nandan Nilekani with a similar brief will
offer more reformatory ideas.

Though public scrutiny is likely to ensure some degree of probity in the con-
duct of exams for a while, a basic structural weakness remains and will continue
to incentivise irregularities — the shortage of decent university seats or secure
jobs. Hundreds or thousands of applicants sat in exams for just 103 vacancies in
Jharkhand’s Combined Civil Services. In the National Eligibility cum Entrance
Test for Undergraduates, more than 2.3 million candidates chased 137,000 MBBS
seats. Unless India creates more quality institutions of higher education and its
economy can create decent jobs, millions of aspirants who spend years and, in
some cases, lakhs of rupees on coaching institutions to achieve success will have
to live with this uncertain reality.

STAY INFORMED THROUGH THE DAY @ WWW.BUSINESS-STANDARD.COM

OPINION 9

—

'

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

S

Paper leaks: A state
capacity problem

Setting aside the question of the necessity of national

qualifying examinations, high-

quality parastatal agencies

are essential to administering them reliably

There is a furore over the administration of examin-
ations. The public discourse has generated proposals
intended to improve the system. The solutions receiv-
ingattention range from the implementation of block-
chain technology to the enhancement of criminal
penalties for malpractice. The discourse requires the
application of sophisticated knowledge regarding
state capability and institutional design and not knee-
jerk, ad-hoc solutions.

We must start with the bigger questions. The diffi-
culties observed in the testing process arise from unad-
dressed foundational questions in higher education
policy. The necessity of centralised admissions requires
centralised evaluation. In amodern econ-
omy and society, autonomous universities
select their students. A single national test
assumes a uniformity thatignores institu-
tional diversity. Furthermore, the supply of
highereducation is constrained by regula-
tory barriers that make it difficult for new
participants to establish universities. This
artificial scarcity raises the stakes of the
admission process, generating high incen-
tives for malfeasance. If supply were
elastic, the pressure on a single gateway
examination would decline.

If selection from a surplus of appli-
cantsisthe objective, the use of lotteries is

AARTHIKAM
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nationwide examination, the administration faces a
state capability problem. Runningasecure, large-scale
logistical testing operation requires high managerial
capacity. The National Testing Agency (NTA) lacks
this capability. Publicadministration theory provides
aframework for understanding this deficit.

An analysis of the NTA through the lens of institu-
tional design reveals structural defects. The NTA was
established in 2018. It was not created through a statute
but was constituted as a society under the Societies
Registration Act, 1860. The administration isentrusted
to a governing body chaired by a former Union Public
Service Commission chairman. An Indian Adminis-
trative Service officer serves as the direc-
tor general and member secretary,
alongside ex-officio part-time directors.

This structure lacks operational
depth. The agency has handled over 270
competitive examinations and more than
66 million candidate registrations since
its inception. It attempts this logistical
operation with asanctioned strength of39
permanent posts. All these posts are des-
ignated to be filled through deputation.

Currently, 24 of these permanent
positions are occupied. To manage the
operational workload, the NTA relies on
a temporary workforce. It employs 73

anattractive mechanismin public policy.
If a standardised test is deemed necess-
ary, building a state agency is not the only adminis-
trative option. The Educational Testing Service (ETS)
administers examinations like the GRE and SAT glo-
bally with reliability. The state could procure testing
services from established commercial vendors rather
than attemptingto construct atesting apparatus from
scratch. These fundamental questions require resol-
ution. Downstream failures in testing are symptoms
of these upstream policy choices. For now, we will not
address these bigger questions.

Assuming the policy choice is a government-run

contractual personnel, including consul-
tants, and 124 outsourced staff handling
data analysis and administrative support. An agency
executing sensitive state functions operates with 197
non-permanent staff, managed by a core of 24 public
servantson deputation. The over-reliance on tempor-
ary and outsourced personnel is a design flaw.

The legal form of the organisation has conse-
quences for governance. A society operates with-
out the statutory framework that characterises
standard regulatory bodies. Statutory bodies have
internal financial controls and external account-
ability protocols embedded in their founding legis-

lation. The NTA lacks this architecture.

Because it is not a statutory body, it is shielded from
routine parliamentary scrutiny. There is no legal man-
date requiring the NTA’s annual administrative and
financial reportstobetabled and debated in Parliament.
Itsaccountsare not necessarily subjected tothe manda-
tory, exhaustive auditing mechanisms of the Comp-
trollerand Auditor General of India (CAG) inthe manner
of a government department or a statutory authority.
Theabsence of these feedbackloops ensures that struc-
tural weaknesses, such as personnel shortages and oper-
ational vulnerabilities, remain hidden from formal
parliamentary scrutiny until a systemic failure occurs.

Advanced economies approach the creation of
publicagencies with systematic protocols. The United
Kingdom (UK) utilises the framework of Non-depart-
mental Public Bodies (NDPB). This term was coined in
1980 following a report by Sir Leo Pliatzky. An NDPB
hasarolein the processes of national government but
operates at arm’s length from ministers.

Inthe UK, the Cabinet permits the establishment of
anew NDPB only when it is demonstrated to be the
most cost-effective means of executing a specific func-
tion. The relationship between the NDPB and its spon-
sor department is defined to support delegation while
assuringthe accountable minister of financial propriety
and risk management. The bodies are reviewed regu-
larly to verify that their functions remain necessary.

Over time, a taxonomy of public bodies has
emerged in the UK, classifying them as Executive
NDPBs, Advisory NDPBs, Tribunal NDPBs, Public
Corporations, and others. This classification deter-
minesaccountability, funding, and reporting arrange-
ments. Appointments to executive NDPBs are
governed by strict codes. They are empowered to
employ dedicated staff and manage their allocated
budgets. This builds the permanent institutional
memory and capacity required to execute a mandate
efficiently. In the UK legal and constitutional scheme,
statutory status is not required for the checks and bal-
ances described above.

The administration of public services in India
requires a standardised, statutory framework for the
creation of delivery bodies. Agencies entrusted with
sensitive functions cannot be structured as loosely
governed societies dependent on outsourced labour
and borrowed bureaucrats. They require statutory
backing, a permanent and specialised cadre, internal
controls, CAG audits, and direct accountability to Par-
liament. Flawless public service delivery is a down-
stream product of flawless institutional design.

The difficulties at the NTA are not isolated. The
Indian governance landscape contains hundreds of
organisations constructed with similar institutional
deficits. The intellectual toolkit of new public manage-
ment, grounded in the establishment of checks and
balances, is frequently absent. The apparatus of the
state moves from failure to failure owing to these gaps
in administrative knowledge. While the immediate
focus is on the testing agency, similar vulnerabilities
exist across the structure of public administration. A
superior body of knowledge, with an understanding of
state organisations and their checks and balances, is
required in the journey to state capability.

The writer is an honorary senior fellow at the Isaac
Centre for Public Policy, and a former civil servant

Private capital in infra: Binding constraints

Engaging and motivating private capital to invest in
India’s infrastructure faces two binding constraints.

Oneistheabsence of an adequate pipeline of fresh
projectsthat are sufficiently de-risked for private capi-
tal to consider investing confidently.

Two is a “non-level playing field”, which is known
to be tilted against the private sector.

These two together have resulted in a marked
reluctance of private capital toinvest in infrastructure
and public private partnership (PPP) projects. Let us
examine each of these binding constraints.

The table estimates the extent of private invest-
mentdesirable in the next half-decade. About 357 tril-
lion of private capital is required across the next five
years — that is, about 11.4 trillion
annually. Assuming that the implemen-
tation cycle of an infra project is four
years, we need a “shovel-ready” pipeline
of roughly 11.4 trillion x 4 =345.6 trillion
for the next half-decade in the here-and-
now. Are there this many “shovel-ready”
projects currently in the pipeline? Cer-
tainly not! It would thus be useful for one
of these three institutions (the Ministry of F
Finance, the NITI Aayog or the Ministry of
Statistics and Programme Implementa-
tion) to monitor and publish this figure on

INFRATALK
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1. One, establish an impactful institution that will
give PPPs attention, sanctity and durability. Such an
institution was announced in Arun Jaitley's maiden
Budget speechin July 2014. It was called “3PIndia” and
had abudgetary allocation of a whoppingI500 crore to
establish it. Unfortunately, it was never implemented.
A “3P India” would serve important tasks: (i) insisting
that projects that could embrace private capital should
not be developed with public funds (ii) vetting PPP
formatstoensure that “riskallocation” between public
and private players was fair and logical.

2. Enable “renegotiations” as accepted procedure.
LongPPPtenures expose concessionsto “black swan”
risks that eventually force renegotiation. A 2004 World
Bankstudy of 1,000-plus Latin American
PPP concessions (1985-2000) found 41.5
per cent were renegotiated; of which 85
percentwere within fouryearsand 61 per
cent were concessionaire-initiated.

3. Legislate truly independent sector
regulators. The NITI Aayog was tasked
with a Regulatory Reforms Bill after the
2015 Budget, which still remains unen-
acted. Roads and railways alone account
for 40 per cent of the infrastructure pipe-
line; yet neither these nor other major
infrastructure sectors (like water) have an

ahalf-yearly basis.

In the absence of an adequate pipe-
line, where will private capital be headed to? Theinfra-
structure sector is unique in that it is composed of
long-term, regulated asset-heavy public utilities, which
are often geographic monopolies. It is thus well-nigh
impossible, and alsoinappropriate for the private sector
to create such projects on its own. Private sector gets
involved only after winning a bid crafted by the state.
Whothen, in India hasthesingle-point responsibility for
ensuringasteady stream of biddable and bankable pro-
jects? Thisis a crucial issue to be addressed.

Next, let us take a look at “non-level playing field”
issues. Seven remedial measures could possibly
address these debilitating conditions.

“independent regulator”. It is the reform
that investors have been asking for the
longest and received the least.

4. Create a fast-track dispute resolution mechan-
ism. Much has been written and advocated on this
subject. It is high time action is taken.

5. Insist that National Bank for Financing Infra-
structure and Development (NABFID) have a core
team with the capacity to deliver on the “D” part of its
name. It should be able to conceive and structure
bankable mega infrastructure projects on behalfof the
Centre and states to continuously augment the
“shovel-ready” project pipeline.

6. Encourage and support the Swiss Challenge
method where a private player is allowed to propose a

Capital plan

Estimate of private capital required for

next 5 years (X trn)
Year Nominal Infrastructure  Private capital*
GDP investment @30% of infra
@ 6.5% of GDP investment
2027-28 458 29.77 8.93
2028-29 513 3335 10
2029-30 575 37.38 n21
2030-31 644 41.86 12.56
2031-32 1 46.87 14.06
Total 56.76

* Private capital denotes domestic companies and
investors, overseas private infra developers and foreign
institutional investors Source: Infravision Foundation

project, and the project proponent (subject to condi-
tions) allowed to match any higher bid. This method
has been upheld by the Supreme Court.

7. Usethe “plug-and-play” format to park sovereign
risk mitigation with the state. This entails initially
forming a wholly government-owned special purpose
vehicle, which secures land and all other clearances
first, then sells the de-risked shell company to the
highest private bidder.

Most of the above suggestions have been made
time and again, and the Vijay Kelkar Committee’s 2015
report “Revisiting and Revitalising the PPP Model of
Infrastructure”, provides excellent arguments for a
massive overhaul of PPP frameworks. Alas, even after
adecade, itlanguisheswhile the cry for inviting private
capital gets louder.

Fix PPP. Put the institutional reforms horse before
the private capital cart and watch infrastructure
investments sizzle again.

The writer is an infrastructure expert. He is also the
founder & managing trustee of The Infravision Foun-
dation. With research inputs from Mutum Chaobisana

The descent of Israel

BOOK
REVIEW

KANIKA DATTA

This book was written before the United
Nations (UN) Commission of Inquiry
reports unequivocally described as
genocidal Israel’s targeted destruction of
the Palestinian people in Gaza. Asthe
interrogative title of this book indicates,
itsauthor Omer Bartov, an Israeli-Ameri-
can scholar of the Holocaust and geno-
cide, cameto this conclusion long ago.
Dr Bartov’s forcefully written treatise
argues that Israel strayed far from its
founding ideals from the get-go, establish-
ing the extremist state that precipitated
the October7 Hamas attacks (which he

condemns) and Tel Aviv’s disproportion-
ateresponse. He writes not as an ivory
tower academic but as someone with
deep roots in pre-Israel Palestine. His
father, acommitted Zionist, was born in
the mid-1920s in Mandatory Palestine
(territory administered by the British after
World War I). His mother’s family, also
staunchly Zionist, emigrated from Poland
in the 1930s. Dr Bartov was the first gener-
ation born after the state’s creation.

Growing up in a “resolutely left-wing
kibbutz”, he never questioned the nar-
rative that he was the first generation of
his people’s resurrection. But, “... over
time, even as the visible signs of the
destruction of Palestinian culture all
around us were gradually demolished or
covered over, some of us became
increasingly aware that our resurrection
had come at the price of another
people’s catastrophe.”

Initially, that dim awareness created a
contradictory “mental landscape” of
“guilt, regret, negation and denial”. His

mandatory four-year service in the Israeli
Defence Forces changed his outlook.
Seeing action in the 1973 Yom Kippur War
and postings in West Bank, northern Sinai
and Gaza exposed him to “the poverty
and hopelessness of Palestinian refugees
eking out aliving in congested, decrepit
neighbourhoods”. He understood “what it
meant to occupy another people”.

This insight, enhanced by his study of
the Nazi indoctrination of the German
army, led him by steps to grasp the nature
of theIsraeli state as it evolved from over-
lapping currents of European antisemit-
ism and Zionism. Much of this history is
familiar, including the irony of the United
States (US) and Europe’s indirect and
direct complicity in the Holocaust. This
booKk’s value lies in its examination of how
Israel has become increasingly brazen in
its destruction of the Palestinians.

One method is the deployment of
Holocaust memory. As Dr Bartov writes,
“critics, including many Israelis, have
long argued that Israel has politically
instrumentalized the Holocaust” by cyni-
cally employing memories of the pro-
grammatic murder of six million

European Jews to portray
critics of Israel’s flagrant
breaches of international law
asantisemites.

The “best tool” for this
diversion from criticism comes
from a globally accepted defini-
tion of antisemitism endorsed
by the International Holocaust
Remembrance Alliance (IHRA)
in2016. The IHRA provides 11
examples of antisemitism,
which include denying Jews
the right to self-determination,
accusing Israel of exaggerating
the Holocaust or drawing com-
parisons between Israeli and
Nazi policies. This definition
haseclipsed competing fram-
ings such as the Jewish Declaration of
Antisemitism and the Nexus Document
that distinguish between antisemitism
and criticism of Israel.

Such manufactured impunity — vis-
ible in US campuses and, sadly, in India—
hasencouraged the repressive nature of
thestate. In “The Missing Constitution” —
the book’s best chapter — Dr Bartov
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Israel: What went
wrong?
by Omer Bartov
Published by Penguin
243 pages 999

examines the evolution of this
extremism. Soon after the Brit-
ish mandate ended and 85 per
cent of Palestiniansin the
newly conquered state had
fled, Israel drew up a Declar-
ation of Independence mainly
togain UN admittance and
serve propaganda needs. Its
omissions are revealing. Fever-
ishly crafted through 13 drafts,
the Declaration, which hasno
clearlegal standing, asserted
theright ofa Jewish statein the
Biblical land of Israel. But the
term “democratic” was omitted
because it was associated with
social justice and minority
rights. A reference to equality
before the law was dropped for the same
reason. No less fatefully, the Declaration
omitted the definition of Israel’s borders,
allowing it to conquer territory without
hindrance. As David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s
first Prime Minister, elliptically put it, “We
left the issue open to developments.”

This open-ended approach was not
accidental. As Dr Bartov writes, “Ben-

Gurion opposed adopting a constitu-
tion, which is why none exists.” The
Knesset came close to articulating con-
stitutional principles by passing two
Basic Laws in 1992 — one protecting
human dignity and liberty, the other
freedom of occupation. But those prin-
ciples foundered on the Supreme
Court’s consistent evasion of a
“response to the question of the settle-
ments’ legality under international law
and also by allowing settlers to keep
seizing land from Palestinians...”

Dr Bartov concludes that Zionism,
the ideology that underpins Israel, is
flawed. The “liberal-secular definition
of Zionism was as exclusionary as the
religious one,” and “its professions of
equality and democracy for all were
repeatedly negated by its focus on privi-
leging one ethnicity over another”.
Until the West calls the Israeli state to
account and withdraws vital material
support, the 21st century will continue
to witness its collusion in the wilful
destruction of a people — including
such travesties as Donald Trump’s UN-
endorsed 20-point Gaza Plan.
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Fake medicine: A crime
against humanity

The counterfeit-drug racket uncovered in Karnataka is
a shocker. India needs stronger surveillance and
harsher punishment for perpetrators

The recent bust of a large counterfeit-medicine operation near
Bengaluru is not just another regulatory raid; it is a stark
reminder that fake drugs are a slow-motion mass poisoning
that demands the severest punishment and systemic reform.
Karnataka's Food Safety and Drug Administration (FDA)
enforcement wing raided an unlicensed facility at a farmhouse
in Bidadi (Ramanagara district) and seized medicines, expired
stock, counterfeit labels, packaging material and an injection-
filling unit valued at about Z4.91 crore. Officials allege that
cheaper medicines sourced from other states were repackaged
and relabelled to look like products of major multinational
companies-including brands such as Pfizer-and then sold to
hospitals and pharmacies at roughly 50 per cent below market
price. Counterfeit medicines are not just another “white-collar”
crime; they are a public-health assault. Patients in ICUs, cancer
wards and chronic-disease clinics rely on exact dosages and
sterility. Fake or substandard drugs can cause treatment failure,
drug resistance, organ damage and death.

When criminals knowingly flood hospitals with relabelled
injectables and critical medicines, they are effectively mass
murderers operating for profit. Think of small children, old
people and pregnant women being administered spurious
medicines which are nothing less than poison. That moral
culpability, multiplied across thousands of doses, meets the
threshold of a crime against humanity. At the national level,
regulators report that over 1.41 lakh drug samples were tested
in 2025-26, with 3,012 declared “not of standard quality” and
283 spurious; 961 prosecution cases were filed in 2024-25
alone, a five-year high.

This itself shows the magnitude of this crime taking place
across the country. In June 2026, CDSCO flagged 159
substandard drugs, and over five years more than 3,500
prosecution cases have been registered. Yet detections of
spurious drugs have fallen even as prosecutions rise,
suggesting either better legal follow-through or, worryingly,
that many fakes never reach testing labs. The Bengaluru case
exposes systemic gaps: unlicensed farmhouse units operating
with relabelling lines, interstate sourcing, and deep discounts to
hospitals indicate weak last-mile oversight and possible
collusion. Past incidents-from fake cancer and diabetes
medicines in Delhi (%4 crore seizure in April 2024) to
counterfeit antibiotics in Delhi-UP and large cough-syrup
scandals-show a pattern of recurring networks with limited
deterrence. Enforcement agencies deserve credit for the Bidadi
raid, but the existence of such a sophisticated unit points to
intelligence failures, fragmented state-centre coordination, and
insufficient routine inspections of high-risk places.

Without real-time traceability, whistleblower protections, and
harsher penalties, raids remain reactive. It is high time to make
end-to-end track-and-trace mandatory for critical injectables and
oncology drugs. The perpetrators of such heinous crimes
deserve no mercy and should get the taste of their own
medicine with the severest punishment.
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Workers transplant paddy saplings in a field, in Nadia district, West Bengal
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RESPECT AND DIALOGUE CAN
REVIVE BILATERAL TIES

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
assurance that Bangladesh’s Prime
Minister would be accorded an
honourable reception is a
reassuring diplomatic signal. At a
time when relations between the
two neighbours need careful
handling, such a gesture can help
create an atmosphere of trust and
reduce tensions.

India and Bangladesh share a
common history, cultural affinities
and extensive economic and
people-to-people links. While
differences are inevitable between
neighbouring countries, they
should be managed through regular
consultations rather than allowing
them to become lasting sources of
friction.

The two sides should use every
opportunity to discuss issues of
mutual concern, including trade,
connectivity, border management,
water sharing and regional security.
Constructive engagement can help

both countries protect their
interests while ensuring that
bilateral cooperation continues to
benefit ordinary citizens.

The emphasis on an honourable
reception reflects the value of
diplomatic courtesy in international
relations. India should continue to
pursue dialogue and cooperation
with Bangladesh so that existing
challenges can be addressed
peacefully and the relationship can
move towards greater stability and
mutual confidence.

Dialogue should remain the
foundation of bilateral ties. Mutual
respect, diplomatic sensitivity and
sustained engagement can help
both nations overcome differences
and rebuild confidence. A stable
India-Bangladesh relationship is
important not only for the two
countries but also for peace,
prosperity and connectivity across
the wider region.

RUKMA SHARMA | PUNJAB

Please send your letter to the info@dailypioneer.com.
In not more than 250 words. We appreciate your feedback.

Reimagining liberal arts in the era of Al

Liberal education equips students with the capacities needed to navigate a rapidly changing world by fostering creativity,
ethical reasoning, interdisciplinary understanding, and adaptability. By integrating the humanities, social sciences, and
professional disciplines, universities can cultivate sceptical and reflective minds capable of questioning assumptions

SURENDRA
KUMAR
YADAWA

As artificial intelligence rapidly reshapes the way
knowledge is created, accessed, and applied,
classrooms are evolving into 360-degree learn-
ing environments (students’ total growth), where
digital technologies, collaborative platforms,
and intelligent systems increasingly influence how
students learn and engage with the world. Amid
this, a fundamental question emerges: should
higher education focus solely on producing
technically skilled professionals, or should it also
cultivate reflective, ethical, and analytical minds?
In India, the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020
seeks to address this challenge by promoting mul-
tidisciplinary learning, curricular flexibility, and
student-centred pedagogy, reaffirming that the
purpose of higher education extends beyond
employability to nurturing individuals who can
think independently, communicate persuasive-
ly, and contribute meaningfully to society.

As learning behaviours evolve rapidly, educa-
tion systems face the challenge of preparing stu-

By encouraging inquiry, evidence-based reason-
ing, and interdisciplinary learning, institu-
tions can empower students to navigate infor-
mation critically and create civic trust. By inte-
grating the humanities, social sciences, natural
sciences and technology, institutions enable stu-
dents to navigate complex realities, evaluate
competing claims, and exercise ethical judge-
ment.

dents not merely to acquire information, but to THE CHALLENGES Its purpose is not merely to acquire knowl-
interpret, question, and use it responsibly. In an OF THE TWENTY- edge but to read critically, write cogently, think
ﬁ%ilzgsgigbti?i?egoggtghlg?t?]laflhl?euplfg(?en lt]r?grclf FIRST CENTURY br?‘?]glzr?:l?eifgte\éwg? lt};ie twenty-first century
making critical literacy, analytical reasoning, anci DEMAND MORE demand more than technical proficiency; they
the ability to ask meaningful questions increas- THAN TECHNICAL require holistic learning that cultivates digital
ingly valuable. Consquently, success will depend PROFICIENCY; Qempcra§y bgsed on curipsity and criticagl
Abilty toserutinise evidence rtically. mnovate  TLEY REQUIRE. 0 text Philosophérs sharpen rea
creatively, collaborate effectively, ané exercise HOLISTIC soning and exposeiogical fallacies; political sci-
problem-solving abilities guided by wisdom, LEARNING THAT entists illuminate the workings of institutions
empathy, and human values. CULTIVATES and power; literature cultivates empathy and

_ While integrating liberal learning with profes- DIGITAL perspective-taking, while anthropologists
able.creatve, and sociall responsivlegradustes  DEMOCRACY o ese discplinesfoster the abily
equi'pped tc; navigate complexity, exercise BASED ON to question’assumptions, evaluate competing
informed choice, and address the multifaceted CURIOSITY AND claims, and engage thoughtfully with complex
challenges of society. In liberal arts education, his- CRITICAL INQUIRY realities. In an era of information abundance

torians, philosophers, political scientists, and soci-
ologists encourage learners to question assump-
tions, examine evidence, and understand the
complexities of human societies. Interdisciplinary
learning fosters curiosity, critical thinking, and
informed judgement - qualities difficult to repli-
cate through technology. In an Al-driven era
marked by misinformation and deepfakes, liberal
education equips individuals to avoid the dangers

of uncritical conformity (Hannah Arendt) in
public life.

Indeed, true education brings out the innate
talent of students. As the UGC underlines, knowl-
edge, skills, attitudes and values are graduates’
attributes that foster intellectual growth, creativ-

The writer is Assistant
Professor of Political
Science, School of

Management and Liberal
Arts, IMS Unison University,

Dehradun

ity, and lifelong learning beyond memorisation.

and algorithmic decision-making, wisdom
remains humanity’s greatest strength, empow-
ering individuals to exercise ethical judgement,
maintain intellectual independence, critically
evaluate information, participate responsibly
in democratic processes, and engage meaning-
fully in community action.

Liberal education equips students with the
capacities needed to navigate a rapidly chang-
ing world by fostering creativity, ethical reason-
ing, interdisciplinary understanding, and adapt-
ability. By integrating the humanities, social sci-
ences, and professional disciplines, universities
can cultivate sceptical and reflective minds
capable of questioning assumptions, evaluat-
ing evidence, and addressing complex techno-

logical, environmental, and societal challenges
by drawing insights across disciplines rather
than from specialisation alone. As knowledge
becomes increasingly accessible, education
must empower students to think globally.

In this era of rapidly evolving technology, stu-
dents now study social sciences alongside arti-
ficial intelligence, combine data science with
psychology, and understand environmental
challenges from scientific, historical, and social
perspectives. The liberal arts seek to cultivate
technical competence as well as human ability,
ethical judgement, creativity, and adaptabili-
ty - qualities that remain uniquely human in an
increasingly automated world.

A philosopher familiar with data science
engages more effectively with contemporary
challenges. A policymaker who understands
artificial intelligence is better equipped to
govern an increasingly digital society. The ideal
graduate is neither only a specialist nor a tra-
ditional generalist but an interdisciplinary
thinker who can connect knowledge across
fields, adapt to complexity, and approach
problems with both technical competence and
human understanding.

The future of education cannot be defined
by technological proficiency alone. In an age
when information is abundant and Al can gen-
erate answers instantly, the real challenge is
cultivating minds capable of questioning
assumptions (Socrates), testing ideas through
debate (J.S. Mill), and making wise choices.

Aliberal arts education equips students with
these enduring capacities by fostering intellec-
tual curiosity, ethical reflection, creativity, and
civic responsibility. As India aspires to become
a global knowledge leader, its universities must
nurture not only skilled professionals but also
thoughtful citizens. The sceptical mind is no
longer an academic ideal; it is the foundation
ofinnovation, democratic vitality, and sustain-
able well-being.
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We need to stop treating reinvention as a crisis

DEEBA IRFAN
SALIM

2ND OPINION

There is a strange impatience with women as they grow
older. At some point, the questions subtly change.

When we are young, people ask what you want to
become. Later, they ask what you have achieved. And some-
where in the middle of life, the questions become quieter,
but more loaded: What now? What are you going to do
with yourself? Why are you starting again? Shouldn’t you
be slowing down?

I have often wondered why we think of reinvention as
something that belongs exclusively to the young.

Perhaps because we have been taught to see life as a
ladder. You climb it in your twenties and thirties, estab-
lish yourselfin your forties, and by your fifties and sixties,
you are expected to sit comfortably on whatever rung you
have reached. But life isn’t a ladder. It is much closer to a
manuscript. And manuscripts can be rewritten. | have met
women who, after decades of being mothers, wives, pro-

fessionals and caregivers, suddenly discover a version of
themselves that had been waiting patiently underneath
all those identities. Sometimes it emerges through writing.
Sometimes through travel. Sometimes through a business,
a friendship, a classroom, or simply the decision to wake
up one morning and say: | want something different.

And almost invariably, there is guilt attached to it. Why?
Because women have been conditioned to believe that their
value lies in how useful they are to everyone else. We are
taught to care before we are taught to create. To accom-
modate before we are taught to ask. To remember every-
one’s birthdays, appointments, preferences and anxieties,
while quietly forgetting the things that still make us feel
alive. Then one day, the children leave home. A career
changes. A parent becomes dependent. A marriage enters
a different phase. The body changes. Menopause arrives.
The face in the mirror becomes unfamiliar. And sudden-
ly, the old map doesn’t work anymore.

This is often described as a midlife crisis. I think that
phrase is unfair. Perhaps what we call a crisis is simply an
awakening. There is griefin growing older. We lose people,
versions of ourselves, and the illusion of unlimited time.
Some losses permanently rearrange the furniture in our
inner lives. But grief strips away pretence and asks what
actually matters. Writing teaches us that healing is not
always about forgetting what happened, but finding lan-
guage for what the experience changed inside us. We live
in a culture obsessed with productivity, but some things
cannot be solved; they must be understood. Understanding

requires us to pause long enough to hear ourselves. We
realize not every relationship has to be saved, not every
rejection is a verdict, and some things simply end because
they have completed their purpose. The greatest freedom
of the second half of life is becoming less interested in being
universally understood. Ageing should not be about
becoming smaller. It should be about becoming more exact:
fewer performances, fewer apologies, fewer obligations.

More truth. More curiosity. More courage to begin some-
thing without practical reasons. Awoman in her twenties
can reinvent herself; why can’t a woman in her fifties or
sixties write a book, learn to paint, start a company, fall
in love, travel alone, return to university, or become
someone she never had time to be?

We must stop asking women what they are doing next
and ask what they have become brave enough to do. This
stage is about what we leave behind-stories told, wisdom
passed on, honest mistakes, books written, and the per-
missions we give others by refusing to disappear quietly.

| prefer continuing differently. Taking everything we lived
through and allowing it to become material rather than
memory. Turning grief into language, experience into
wisdom, and loneliness into connection. This is the
chapter where, finally, we get to write without asking
anyone else what the story should be.

themes of memory, identity and emotional truth through story-

| The writer is an award-winning, Dubai-based author exploring
telling, and is the founder of TheWriteScene.com

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Potholes claim more lives

The tragic incident in which three children lost their lives
after falling into a water-filled pit in Sehore district of
Madhya Pradesh is deeply distressing. Such deaths are
preventable and should never become routine.
Authorities must act swiftly, before another family
suffers further.

“Deaths due to potholes are unacceptable, the
figures are probably more than those killed on border,”
a Supreme Court bench headed by Justice Madan B.
Lokur observed in December 2018 while pursuing a sta-
tistical report on road accident deaths. Since then, much
water has flown down the Thames, yet adequate cor-
rective measures have not been made.

Earlier this month, in August 2026, the Free Press
reported that Bhopal has nearly 500 potholes per kilo-
metre. The figure is alarming and exposes the serious-
ness of the problem.

The Sehore tragedy should serve as a wake-up call
for authorities. Roads and public spaces must be reg-
ularly inspected, dangerous pits immediately barricad-
ed and repairs completed without delay. Citizens should
not have to pay with their lives for administrative neg-
ligence. Authorities must learn from this tragedy and
fix these road anomalies urgently.

TUSHAR ANAND | MADHYA PRADESH

India’s test win offers lessons

Congratulations to the Indian cricket team for secur-
ing a 165-run victory in the Galle Test against Sri Lanka.
The victory came largely through India’s first-innings
batting dominance and fourth-innings bowling per-
formance.

The Indian batters piled up 462 runs in the first
innings, thanks mainly to a brilliant 167 from Devdutt
Padikkal and 84 from KL Rahul. In the second innings,
Rishabh Pant’s stroke-filled 66 enabled India to set
the hosts a target of 372 runs. Manav Suthar was the
standout performer with the ball, picking up 10
wickets in the match.

Playing domestic cricket is a prime reason for the
success of Suthar and Padikkal. Moreover, India
went in with a specialist spinner for the Galle Test.
For Test matches, we need specialists. Gautam
Gambhir must shed his inclination to select all-
rounders in Test matches. India does not boast all-
rounders of Kapil Dev’s calibre.

As far as selection is concerned, selectors must
encourage domestic players, recognise their perfor-
mances and include them in Test matches when
opportunities arise. The victory gave India a start to
the series and 12 WTC.

S SANKARANARAYANAN | CHENNAI

The power of nuclear arms

Trump intends to call on Kim Jong Un again. Trump says
Kim has 57 “very powerful” nuclear weapons. This helps
us understand Trump’s foreign policy: nuclear weapons
command his respect.

Pakistan, a nuclear power with a troubling history of
proliferation, consequently receives cautious and indul-
gent handling. Iran has oil but, crucially, no bomb, and
this has proved a dangerous combination in the Middle
East. Oil-rich but non-nuclear states have repeatedly found
American interests overriding Washington'’s responsibil-
ity as a major power.

Russia possesses oil, nuclear weapons and a formida-
ble military. China has nuclear weapons, economic
power and military depth. Washington is careful with both.
Ukraine, having inherited a substantial Soviet nuclear
arsenal, foolishly surrendered it and is now paying a painful
price. None of this makes nuclear weapons desirable or
guarantees security. But they plainly alter the diplomat-
ic equation. A nuclear arsenal may not make a country
invulnerable, but it makes attacking it more complicat-
ed. The lesson is crude: oil makes you valuable but vul-
nerable; an army makes you dangerous; nuclear weapons
compel negotiations. And now, Hormuz seems as good
an alternative.

R NARAYANAN | NAVI MUMBAI
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The long history of India’s
changing relationship with nature

From the sacrifice of the Bishnois at Khejarli to the women of Chipko, India’s environmental history is also a
history of people defending the ecosystems on which their lives depend. The question now is whether

development can be pursued without severing that enduring bond between people and nature

BKP SINHA ARVIND KUMAR JHA

For centuries, India’s landscapes have been shaped by
communities whose lives and livelihoods have been
closely connected to forests, rivers, mountains, wetlands,
grasslands and wildlife. Forests, in particular, have sus-
tained communities by providing food, fuel, fodder, fibres,
fruits, medicinal plants, timber and water, while also sup-
porting soils, water systems, local climates and biodiver-
sity. For millions of forest-dependent communities,
forests remain deeply woven into their livelihoods, tra-
ditions, customs and everyday lives.

Over generations, numerous communities across
India developed customary practices to govern the use
of forests, water sources, grazing lands and other
common resources. Although these practices varied across
regions, many were rooted in the understanding that
human well-being is closely connected to the health of
surrounding ecosystems. Sacred groves, community-pro-
tected forests, traditional water-harvesting systems and
sustainable agricultural practices were among the ways
in which communities conserved natural resources
while meeting their livelihood needs.

This close relationship with nature also gave rise to a
rich body of traditional ecological knowledge. Indigenous,
tribal, and other forest-dependent communities developed
adetailed understanding of local biodiversity through gen-
erations of observation and experience. They learned to
identify plants and understand their seasonal availabil-
ity, edible uses, medicinal properties, and other practi-
cal applications. Plants such as neem, tulsi, turmeric, ash-
wagandha, amla, giloy, and bael have long been used in
various traditional medical systems and community prac-
tices. This accumulated knowledge has helped deepen
our understanding of India’s remarkable botanical diver-
sity and continues to form an important part of the cul-
tural knowledge of many communities.

Certain trees, including peepal, banyan, neem, and bael
(Aegle marmelos), have acquired religious and cultural
significance in different communities and regions of India.
Rivers such as the Ganga, Yamuna, Narmada, Godavari,
and Kaveri have also become deeply embedded in cul-
tural and religious traditions, with communities devel-
oping rituals and practices around these rivers.

Over time, however, this relationship underwent a pro-
found transformation. Under British rule, forests were
increasingly brought under state control and managed
primarily for revenue generation and commercial timber
production. The appointment of the German forester
Dietrich Brandis as the first Inspector General of Forests
inIndia in 1864 marked an important step towards estab-
lishing a centralised forest administration.

Environmental movements emerged as communities
defended their close relationship with nature. The 1730
Khejarli sacrifice, when Amrita Devi Bishnoi and 363
Bishnois gave their lives protecting Khejri trees, remains
a powerful example. Gandhi similarly advocated restraint,
conservation and responsible consumption. The loss or
restriction of customary access created economic
hardship, disrupted traditional resource-use practices, and
contributed to growing resentment against colonial forest
policies. From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, the
rapid expansion of the railway network created an enor-
mous demand for timber, particularly for railway sleep-
ers, bridges, buildings and other infrastructure, as well as
for fuel for steam locomotives. To meet this growing
demand, the colonial forest administration expanded
timber extraction and brought increasingly large areas
of forest under systematic management. In many regions,
the colonial forest administration favoured economical-
ly valuable species and established monoculture planta-
tions at the expense of diverse natural forests. Teak, deodar
and sal, for example, were highly valued for their dura-
bility and suitability for shipbuilding, construction and
other commercial uses. During the First and Second World
Wars, pressure on forests intensified further as wartime
requirements generated additional demand for timber,
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fuelwood and other forest products.

After Independence, India faced widespread poverty, food
shortages, and significant economic challenges that required
rapid development. Large dams, mining projects, steel plants,
transport infrastructure, thermal power stations, and agricul-
tural expansion became national priorities. While these pro-
jects contributed to economic growth, they also accelerated
the diversion and degradation of forests. In many cases, forest-
dependent communities were displaced, often without ade-
quate rehabilitation or alternative sources of livelihood, while
wildlife habitats became increasingly fragmented. The Green
Revolution significantly improved agricultural production and
food security, but intensive farming in some regions also con-
tributed to groundwater depletion, soil degradation, and greater
reliance on chemical inputs.

Although India has subsequently strengthened its forest laws
and expanded afforestation programmes, challenges in imple-
menting and enforcing these measures have limited their effec-
tiveness in protecting natural forests. Moreover, newly planted
forests cannot fully replace ancient natural forests that have
evolved over centuries and continue to support complex ecosys-
tems and rich biodiversity.

The environmental movements that emerged across India
were, in many ways, responses to the changing relationship
between people and nature. Ecosystems have endured not only
because of scientific knowledge or government policies, but
also because ordinary people have regarded nature as integral
to their lives and communities and shown extraordinary courage
in protecting it. The Khejarli sacrifice of 1730, when Amrita Devi
Bishnoi and 363 members of the Bishnoi community in
Rajasthan gave their lives resisting the felling of Khejri trees,
remains a powerful example. A similar philosophy is reflected
in Mahatma Gandhi’s ideas, which emphasised restraint in the
use of natural resources and cautioned against excessive con-
sumption and unchecked industrialisation.

These concerns about unchecked development and the
growing separation of human life from nature were also reflect-
ed in the ideas of Rabindranath Tagore. At Shantiniketan, Tagore
sought to bring education closer to nature. In 1928, he intro-
duced the Vriksharopana ceremony, encouraging people to cel-
ebrate trees and respect the environment.Decades later,
these concerns found powerful expression through the Chipko
Movementin the 1970s. Local villagers, particularly women, resist-
ed commercial felling because their lives and livelihoods depend-
ed on forests. Activists such as Chandi Prasad Bhatt and Sunderlal
Bahuguna helped mobilise support, while Gaura Devi and the
women of Reni village became prominent figures. The move-
ment highlighted the ecological and social importance of
Himalayan forests and contributed to the government’s 1980
decision to impose a fifteen-year ban on commercial green felling
in the Himalayan forests of Uttar Pradesh.

The struggle to protect nature, however, did not end with these
movements. It continues today, as major development projects
and resource extraction put pressure on India’s remaining
natural ecosystems. The proposed Great Nicobar Island infra-
structure project, coal mining in Chhattisgarh’s Hasdeo forests,
and the Ken-Betwa river-linking project, which involves the sub-
mergence of forest areas in and around Panna Tiger Reserve,
are a few examples of this continuing struggle. The true measure
of development must therefore go beyond economic gains to
account for forests lost, soils degraded, water depleted, and bio-
diversity diminished — costs that are ultimately borne by society
and future generations.

If modern governance is to honour the legacy of those who
gave their lives to protect nature, it must move beyond passive
bureaucracy towards active stewardship - safeguarding native
ecosystems, meaningfully involving tribal and forest-dependent
communities and respecting their rights. This requires the same
moral courage shown by earlier generations who stood in the
path of the axe to protect their forests, so that India’s natural
landscapes can be safeguarded for future generations.

Modi’s I-Day speeches:
Shaping India’s future

Each year on August 15, the Prime Minister of India
addresses the nation from the Red Fort on the country’s
goals. Since 2014, Narendra Modi has given 13
Independence Day speeches from this historic site.

In the beginning, these speeches focused on basic
dignity. Over the years, they laid out a plan for India’s
growth up to 2047. Modi’s speeches have launched pro-
PRAMOD KUMAR grams to reform finance, improve sanitation, expand
SINGH insurance for people in poverty, provide water and elec-
tricity, and now help young people prepare for the age
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of artificial intelligence.

The goal was clear: move from financial exclusion to empowerment. In 2014, when
Modi became “Pradhan Sevak,” he chose not to use a bulletproof shield and instead
focused on issues such as sanitation, financial inclusion, and manufacturing. The Pradhan
Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana (PM]DY) aimed to give every household a bank account. The
Swachh Bharat Mission worked to end open defecation. Make in India encouraged global
investment in local manufacturing, while the Saansad Adarsh Gram Yojana and the
Housing for All program completed the first round of reforms.

These programs addressed long-standing poverty issues. By 2026, there were over
580 million Jan Dhan accounts with more than three trillion rupees in deposits. Direct
Benefit Transfers (DBT) sent welfare funds straight to people’s bank accounts.

The Swachh Bharat Mission resulted in the construction of over 120 million house-
hold toilets, and India was declared open-defecation-free. Make in India delivered strong
results: electronics manufacturing grew nearly sevenfold, mobile phone production
increased 35-fold, and defence production also rose. The PM Awas Yojana (PMAY) led to
the construction of millions of permanent homes. Electricity reached villages for the
first time. In 2015, Modi’s speech introduced Startup India and Stand Up India to support
young entrepreneurs, especially women and people from Scheduled Castes and Tribes.
The One Rank One Pension (OROP) scheme met a long-standing demand from the armed
forces and brought pension equality. India now has over 250,000 startups, creating mil-
lions of jobs and making the country the world’s third-largest startup hub. The focus
then shifted to healthcare and space. Ayushman Bharat gave each family health cov-
erage worth 500,000 rupees, and the Gaganyaan mission aimed to send an Indian astro-
naut to space by 2022. More than 450 million Ayushman cards have been issued, helping
millions get free medical care. Although the Gaganyaan
schedule changed, by 2026, important progress had been
made with human-rated systems and uncrewed mis-
sions. In 2019, Modi’s speech focused on making water
more accessible and improving military coordination.
The Jal Jeevan Mission promised to bring working tap
water to every rural home, increasing coverage from 17
per cent to over 81 per cent and reaching more than 158
million homes by early 2026. Creating the Chief of
Defence Staff role helped the armed services work togeth-
er more effectively. The COVID pandemic years were chal-
lenging. In 2020, Modi launched the National Digital
Health Mission and stressed Atmanirbhar Bharat, or self-
reliantIndia. In 2021, the Gati Shakti plan was launched
as a major infrastructure project worth 100 trillion rupees, alongside the
National Hydrogen Mission. Roads, railways, and logistics grew quickly,
and renewable energy expanded rapidly.

India’s renewable energy capacity grew from 76.38 GW in 2014 to 288.58 GW by June
2026, nearly fourfold. Solar power saw the biggest increase, rising from about 2.8 GW
t0 162.15 GW, then to around 164.6 GW. Wind power went from about 21 GW to 57.44
GW. Hydropower reached 57.24 GW, and bio-power was at 11.75 GW. By July 2026, non-
fossil fuel sources made up over 300 GW, or more than 54 per cent of all installed power
capacity. Clean energy output more than doubled, from 191 billion units in 2014-15 to
nearly 478 billion units in 2025-26.

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) in the sector reached 45.72 billion dollars, and domes-
tic institutions invested 12.32 lakh crore rupees. From 2022, the focus moved to long-
term goals for 2047. The Panch Pran pledges called for a developed India free from colo-
nial mindsets. In 2023, Modi set a goal to create two crore “Lakhpati Didis.” By 2026, more
than 20 million women earned over 100,000 rupees a year through self-help groups.
In 2024, the PM Surya Ghar Muft Bijli Yojana helped families install rooftop solar panels
by giving up to 80,000 rupees per household. The program reached over 5 million house-
holds, adding almost 15 GW of rooftop solar capacity. Nearly 1.9 million families now
pay nothing for electricity, and many sell extra power to earn more. Adding 75,000 medical
seats over five years began to address the doctor shortage. In 2025, Modi announced
the Pradhan Mantri Viksit Bharat Rozgar Yojana, a one-trillion-rupee plan to create 35
million jobs. Mission Sudarshan Chakra set a 2035 deadline for a new air-defence system.
India also made progress in producing its own semiconductors, with the first home-
grown chips reaching the market. GST reforms were announced as a Diwali gift.

In 2026, on the 80th Independence Day and during his thirteenth consecutive speech,
Modi introduced ‘Sapta Dhara *, or seven pillars of national strength: manufacturing,
agriculture and food processing, technology and innovation, Gati Shakti, defence, the
green and blue economy, and soft power. He announced Al skill training for ten million
young people in a year, free online coaching for competitive exams, plans for seven or
eight new semiconductor plants, a 100 GW nuclear energy goal by 2047 with five new
reactors this decade, a national sports talent search for children aged five to fifteen, a
modern civil-defence network, and a proposal for 33 per cent women’s reservation. Modi
pointed out the increase in solar capacity from 2 GW to 160 GW and the Surya Ghar
program reaching five million homes. These changes are clear and measurable. Financial
inclusion reached even the most remote areas. Better sanitation improved people’s dignity.
Tap water and solar power became common. Health coverage protected those most
at risk. Startups and self-help groups created jobs. Infrastructure and defence produc-
tion grew significantly. India’s digital systems became models for the world. Renewable
energy grew fourfold, solar power increased 57-fold, and rooftop solar changed how
households use energy, making energy security possible.

Over thirteen Independence Day speeches from the Red Fort, Modi used the event
to launch new policies. Early speeches focused on basic needs, while later ones high-
lighted self-reliance, technology, and making the most of India’s young people. The
announced initiatives have promoted financial inclusion. They have improved sanita-
tion, expanded insurance, and increased access to electricity.
Now, these efforts are helping the next generation prepare i _
for a future shaped by artificial intelligence. India is no ( The author is the Resident j
longer just trying to catch up. Editor of The Pioneer
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Gaumutra in perspective: Traditional knowledge and modern science stand together

Few subjects in
India’s tradition-
al healthcare
evoke as much
discussion as
Gaumutra.
Revered in
Ayurveda, ques-
tioned in public
discourse, and
increasingly
examined by
modern science, it represents a unique intersec-
tion of traditional knowledge, biomedical research,
socio-cultural debate and public policy. The chal-
lenge today is to approach the subject not
through ideology, but through objective evi-
dence.

The debate surrounding Gaumutra extends far
beyond traditional medicine. It now encompass-
es scientific inquiry, public health, and political dis-
course. Cow-derived dairy products are globally
accepted as a rich source of nutrition. Ayurveda,
India’s traditional system of medicine, has used
cow-derived formulations for centuries as medi-
cines. However, other than cow milk, public
opinion often oscillates between unquestioning
reverence and outright dismissal of these cow-
derived therapeutic products. Neither extreme
does justice to the subject. An objective assessment
requires examining Gaumutra within its Ayurvedic
context, alongside modern scientific evidence and
broader insights from other bio-derived therapeu-
tics. Samhita, Sushruta Samhita and Ashtanga
Hridaya, classify Gaumutra among the Ashta

JB GUPTA

Mutra, or eight medicinal animal urines. Ayurvedic
pharmacology describes it as possessing Katu
(pungent) and Tikta (bitter) tastes, Ushna
(warming) potency and Tikshna (penetrating)
properties.

Traditionally, Gaumutra has been prescribed
to stimulate digestive fire (Deepana), improve
metabolism (Pachana), support the management
of skin disorders (Kushtha and Twak Roga), and
address conditions such as Medoroga, Shothaand
Udara Roga. It is also recognised as a Yogavabhi,
a catalytic medium believed to enhance the
absorption and therapeutic efficacy of herbal,
mineral and metallic preparations used in
Ayurveda.

Equally important is the dosage form in which
it is administered. Classical Ayurveda rarely rec-
ommends the consumption of raw, untreated cow
urine. Instead, it emphasises Gaumutra Ark, a puri-
fied distillate obtained through controlled vapor-
isation and condensation, or its use in tradition-
al formulations such as Panchagavya, which com-
bines cow milk, curd, ghee, urine and dung in spe-
cific proportions. Processing and formulation
have always remained integral to Ayurvedic ther-
apeutics.

Scientific interest in Gaumutra has grown
steadily over the past two decades. Laboratory
analyses have identified a range of naturally occur-
ring constituents, including urea, uric acid, allan-
toin, hippuric acid, phenolic acids such as gallic,
caffeic, ferulic and salicylic acids, essential miner-
als including calcium, magnesium, potassium,
sodium and phosphates, as well as enzymes. These
findings have encouraged researchers to investi-

gate their possible biological significance.

One of the most significant developments is
research on ‘Cow Urine Distillate (CUD), also known
as Go-Ark, as a potential bioenhancer. Research
undertaken by the Council of Scientific and
Industrial Research (CSIR), in collaboration with the
Central Institute of Medicinal and Aromatic Plants
(CIMAP), resulted in two U.S. patents in 2002 and
2005 relating to the use of CUD for enhancing the
effectiveness of certain antibiotics and anticancer
drugs. Studies cited in the literature suggest that
CUD may improve the absorption of antibiotics
such as rifampicin and ampicillin, as well as anti-
cancer drugs including paclitaxel, thereby enhanc-
ing their efficacy.

Published laboratory studies have reported
antioxidant activity through free-radical scav-
enging, while other investigations have demon-
strated antibacterial and antifungal effects against
several microorganisms, such as Escherichia coli,
Staphylococcus aureus, Klebsiella species, Candida
albicans, etc., under controlled laboratory condi-

tions. These observations provide scientific leads
for further investigation into the biological prop-
erties of Gaumutra and its distilled preparations.

Viewed in isolation, Gaumutra often appears
exceptional. However, modern pharmacology
has long relied on biologically derived materials
for developing life-saving medicines.

Human urine has provided compounds such as
urokinase and menotropins. Gila monster saliva
led to the development of Exendin-4 for Type 2 dia-
betes. Hirudin from leech saliva, peptides from
Jararaca viper venom, heparin, insulin and conju-
gated estrogens demonstrate the therapeutic
potential of biological materials.

The distinguishing factor has never been the bio-
logical source itself, but the rigorous scientific
process through which active molecules are iso-
lated, characterised, standardised, tested for
safety and evaluated through clinical trials.

The discussion gained renewed public attention
in January 2025 when V Kamakoti, Director of [IT
Madras, referred to the traditional medicinal
uses of Gaumutra during a public address, citing
its reported antibacterial, antifungal and digestive
properties.

The remarks triggered immediate debate.
Medical associations cautioned against promot-
ing the consumption of unprocessed cow urine
because of the potential risks of zoonotic infections
and other health concerns. At the same time, sup-
porters argued that traditional knowledge systems
deserve scientific investigation rather than outright
dismissal. The issue resurfaced after Prof. Kamakoti
received the Padma Shri in 2026, with discussions
once again extending beyond science into the

broader realm of public discourse.

The continuing debate over Gaumutra reflects
differences in scientific interpretation, public per-
ception, cultural identity and political narratives.
Exaggerated claims without sufficient evidence can
undermine scientific credibility, while blanket rejec-
tion of traditional formulations risks overlooking
potentially valuable avenues of investigation.

Anotherimportantissue concerns methodolo-
gy. Scientific scepticism often arises from advoca-
cy of raw, unprocessed cow urine rather than stan-
dardised preparations. Concerns regarding micro-
bial contamination and zoonotic infections rein-
force the need to distinguish between raw biolog-
ical material and purified formulations such as
Gaumutra Ark.

Equally important is the evidence gap. While lab-
oratory findings are encouraging, large-scale,
well-designed human clinical trials remain limited.
Bridging this gap requires rigorous chemical pro-
filing, safety evaluation, pharmacological studies,
standardised manufacturing and robust
clinical trials.

The discussion on Gaumutra should neither be
driven by unquestioning belief nor automatic dis-
missal. Traditional knowledge and modern science
need not stand in opposition. Moving beyond polit-
ical rhetoric and focusing on evidence-based inves-
tigation offers the most credible path forward.
Gaumutra Ark should be evaluated through rigor-
ous scientific standards to establish its safety, effi-
cacy and clinical relevance.

The writer is an Ayush Distinguished Scientist at the
Ministry of Ayush
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Authority Tested

ndia’s constitutional institutions are accustomed to being

questioned by politicians, lawyers, activists and journalists.

What should concern them more is when the questioning

comes from the people being trained to inherit those
institutions. That is what makes the controversy involving
students of Nalsar University of Law and the National Law
School of India University unusually significant. Their objection
to the Chief Justice of India, Justice Surya Kant, being invited to
their convocations is not merely a dispute over a ceremonial
guest. It is a contest over what constitutional authority should
mean to a generation entering the legal profession.

The students’ concerns have emerged from a sequence of
controversies surrounding remarks attributed to the CJI and
the Supreme Court’s handling of questions relating to the police
response to the Cockroach Janta Party protests. Justice Kant
has disputed or clarified some of the reported interpretations.
Those distinctions are important. Allegations about judicial
conduct should not become established facts merely because
they circulate widely.

But constitutional legitimacy involves more than establishing
what was literally said. Judges, particularly the Chief Justice of
India, occupy offices in which language carries extraordinary
weight. A casual remark from an ordinary citizen may
disappear into the news cycle. A remark attributed to the head
of the judiciary can acquire a significance far beyond its
immediate context. That is why the students’ response
deserves to be taken seriously even where their interpretation
of particular events may be contested.

More troubling was the intervention of the Bar Council of
India. Its initial threat to withhold enrolment from Nalsar
graduates crossed a line that should be obvious in any
constitutional democracy. Professional regulation is one thing;
seeking to discipline an entire graduating cohort
over a disagreement concerning a ceremonial invitation is
quite another. The subsequent withdrawal of the threat and
apology were welcome, but the episode exposed how quickly
institutional authority can become coercive when confronted
with dissent. Justice Kant was right to say that students have a
right to protest. But that principle must extend beyond this
particular dispute. Institutional stature cannot create an
obligation among citizens to display personal deference.

There is a deeper generational shift underway. Young Indians
increasingly judge institutions less by inherited prestige and
more by whether those institutions appear to live up to the
values they profess. The judiciary is not exempt from that
scrutiny. Indeed, because it is the ultimate constitutional
arbiter, it arguably faces a higher standard. The students are
therefore asking a question larger than who should hand them
their degrees: what kind of authority do they want to inherit?

The answer should not frighten the judiciary. A constitutional
institution that cannot withstand scepticism from its future
lawyers is already weaker than it appears. A judiciary confident
in its constitutional role should have little difficulty allowing its
youngest critics to speak ~ and then answering them with the
one currency that ultimately matters: reason.

The KhanQuestion

he Pakistan Supreme Court’s order to move Imran

Khan from prison to a hospital is about much more

than the health of a former prime minister. It raises a

larger question about whether Pakistan’s institutions
can uphold basic constitutional obligations when the prisoner
involved remains one of the country’s most powerful political
symbols. Khan has been behind bars since 2023, convicted in
cases he says were designed to remove him from politics. His
supporters have repeatedly alleged that his treatment in
custody has been punitive.

The state, for its part, has insisted that he is being treated
according to law. The latest intervention suggests that
Pakistan’s highest court is not prepared to leave the question of
his medical care entirely to prison authorities. That distinction
matters. A court ordering hospitalisation does not establish that
Khan has been deliberately deprived of medical treatment. Nor
does it invalidate the convictions against him. But it does
indicate that the safeguards surrounding his health have
become sufficiently contentious for judicial intervention to be
considered necessary.

The concern is particularly serious because the dispute
involves his eyesight. Khan’s lawyers have alleged severe
deterioration in his right eye and inadequate access to specialist
treatment. Medical assessments have produced more
complicated findings, including reports of improvement. The
conflicting claims make one thing clear: a politically neutral,
specialist medical assessment is essential. The answer cannot
be determined by either Khan’s political camp or government
officials. That is precisely why the Supreme Court’s intervention
is important. A prisoner does not surrender his right to humane
treatment by losing his political freedom. If anything, custody
increases the state’s responsibility because the prisoner cannot
independently arrange his own medical care. This principle
must apply to Khan irrespective of whether one regards him as
a victim of political persecution or as a politician properly held
accountable by the courts.

The order also provides for weekly family meetings and
telephone contact with his sons. That is a reminder that
imprisonment is a restriction of liberty, not a licence for
unnecessary isolation. Restrictions may be justified on security
grounds, but they should be proportionate, transparent and
subject to scrutiny.

There is an additional irony. Khan’s supporters have been
warned against turning his hospitalisation into a political
gathering. That is a reasonable precaution. A hospital should
not become another stage for confrontation between
the state and the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf. But neither should
security concerns become an excuse for keeping a
politically inconvenient prisoner beyond meaningful public and
judicial scrutiny.

The government’s response will now matter enormously. If it
accepts the principle of independent medical supervision while
contesting only practical details, the dispute can remain
institutional. If it attempts to dilute the court’s intervention, the
issue will become larger: whether Pakistan’s judiciary can
impose meaningful limits on executive power in a case
involving the country’s most consequential political prisoner.
The strongest state is not the one that can imprison its most
formidable opponent. It is the one that can demonstrate that
the law operates above politics.
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Price of Irreverence

Youngstersgivingventtotheir
frustrationat Jantar Mantar
showed adeepermalaise,aloss
of culture, resortingtovulgarity
andabusedespitehavingthe
advantageofeducation, often
English-mediumeducation,a
greatlyprizedasset. What has
happened toourSanskriti, our
Sanskars? Indianslearnhowto
respectthosearoundthemfrom
anearlyage;ourgrandparents,
parentsandteachersare
God-likedivinepersonalities
whoseblessings adornourlives

n 11 June 2018 the distinguished

Hollywood celebrity-star Robert

de Niro, from the stage of New

York’s Radio City Music Hall, said
“Tam gonna say one thing, F**k Trump”. De
Niro won a standing ovation for his speech,
expressing his anger, frustration and irreverence
athow President Donald Trump was shaping
American politics. The question is: should
de Niro have faced charges of indulging in
hate speech? Was he not legitimizing the
power of abuse and abusive language? It
still hits like a sledge-hammer: the focused
brutal verbal assault on the highest office of
the United States of America.

Politics as practised by the US makes it
probably one of the most hated countries,
yet it remains the most preferred country
forimmigrants across the world. Itis a huge
paradox of our times: we love and hate the
USA with equal passion.

President Trumpis no saint; his utterances
often violate every principle of decency,
sensitivity and empathy as a public speaker.
De Niro, on the other hand, used his stature
as a global celebrity to abuse the President;
it was debasing, devaluing the constitutional
office Trump holds.

There are conventions and guidelines laid
down by the United Nations on hate speech.
When Secretary-General Antonio Guterres
launched the United Nations Strategy and
Plan of Action on Hate Speech, he explained
hate speech has been a precursor to atrocity
crimes, including genocide, from Rwanda
to Bosnia to Cambodia. “Hate speech is in
itself an attack on tolerance, inclusion,
diversity and the very essence of our human
rights norms and principles. More broadly,
itundermines social cohesion, erodes shared
values, and can lay the foundation for
violence, setting back the cause of peace,
stability, sustainable development and the
fulfilment of human rights for all,” he said.
Abusive language is hate speech; and hate
speech leads to violence: the equation is
clear, crystal clear.

The June-July protestsin Delhi on Jantar
Mantar by thousands of students-young
professionals raise similar questions of
propriety and decorum; what are the legal
implications of this protest, even though it
was drawing inspiration from Gandhian
satyagraha? Delhi protestors amply
demonstrated the power of abuse and
irreverence in public, on the streets, captured
it through Smartphones with the reels
available on Internet.
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Like the venerable silver-haired de Niro
in the promised land of America, the young
protestors were unafraid touse vulgar speech,
expressing what was on their mind, and the
torrent of their speeches was often loaded
with filthy abuse directed towards the
powers-that-be, the State authorities and
the Prime Minister himself.

In fact, no one was spared as the
self-proclaimed Cockroaches used popular
humour, cheap jokes, high poetry and
literary slogans to stir an entire nation
and its media networks. It was a dirty
dance of democracy as conducted by the
young citizenry who were first-time
voters, maybe for the ruling party whom

adorn our lives. Cut to Javed Akhtar, one of
India’s celebrated lyricist-poet-scriptwriters.
In September 2023 at a conference in Roorkee
commemorating 100 Years of Shailendra’
(another great lyricist-poet) Akhtar
questioned, “How do ordinary people learn
about history, philosophy or the meaning
oflife?” His answer: through
simple evocative lyrics of
songs from Hindi films,
hugely popular since the
1930s. Shailendra, Javed
Akhtar said, contributed
immensely to this
understanding of the world,
his lyrics were immortal

RAJU
they were now targeting and belittling MANSUKHANI Sanskari lessons ~ “Kisi ki
through their sloganeering. muskurahaton pe ho nisaar
Readers are aware the Jantar Mantar The writeris a / Kisika dard mil sake to le
protests were triggered from the most  researcher-author ~ udhaar / Kisike vaaste ho
unexpected quarters: the high office of  on history and tere dil mein pyaar / Jeena

the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court,

heritage issues,

isikanaam hai”.In fourlines,

Mr Justice Surya Kant. and a former Shailendra was able to give

In a public speech he described the  deputy curatorof ~ ordinary people ~folks who
teeming population of youth as cockroaches,  Pradhanmantri  travelled onbuses,did routine
unable tocontribute anythingmeaningful ~ Sangrahalaya jobs to come back home to

to Viksit Bharat. It was a telling comment
coming from a man who worked his way

up the judiciary. His earthy vocabulary
inspired the CJP ~ the Cockroach Janata
Party,who have now, in turn, given mainstream
national politics a new vocabulary and
grammar of street democracy.

The protests have demonstrated the power
of ‘Vak’ or ‘speech’ which our ancient Rishis
declared has divine and creative powers.
‘Vak'is directly associated with Ma Saraswati,
our Goddess of Learning, Wisdom and
Eloquence. No wonder the vast majority of
those who braved the July heat and humidity
atJantar Mantar were young students, often
very young ones straight from school, who
otherwise would be chanting prayers devoted
to Ma Saraswati for better grades and a
place in institutions of higher learning.

From prayers to abuse and ridicule in
public places is a long journey indeed;
youngsters giving vent to their frustration
at Jantar Mantar showed a deeper malaise,
a loss of culture, resorting to vulgarity and
abuse despite having the advantage of
education, often English-medium education,
a greatly prized asset.

What has happened to our Sanskriti, our
Sanskars? Indians learn how to respect
those around them from an early age; our
grandparents, parents and teachers are
God-like divine personalities whose blessings

urban slums ~ the teachings
of generations of philosophers
and Bhakti saints.

Avisibly-moved Akhtar shared experiences
with Shailendra, his intellectual prowess,
his understanding of poetry as a means to
educate and elevate listeners. An entire
generation of lyricists-poets-writers ~ like
Kaifi Azmi, Jan Nissar Akhtar, Hasrat
Jaipuri, Majrooh Sultanpuri, Rahi Masoom
Raza, Anand Bakshi to name a few ~ shared
this passion.

The poets provided Indians with lyrics
they could relate to, songs that they could
sing along, poetry that became part of their
lives. It was as if the divine blessings of
Ma Saraswati were being transmitted,
through transistors-radios and the silver
screen, with powerful writings of these
maestros. It was their power to love, care
and show sensitivity towards the simplest
things of life. Rarely, if ever, was there any
shade of violence, irreverence or hate speech
in their works.

Back to Jantar Mantar, the heady days of
July 2026 when expletives and the horribly
crude language of protestors was in stark
contrast with Gandhian Satyagraha at the
centre-stage of protest. Chants of Jai Bhim!
Lal Salaam!, along with recitations from
Faiz Ahmed Faiz and Dushyant Kumar
made for a melange of audio messages.
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Protestors with scant respect for the
powers-that-be spoke against inequality
and skewed development in metro-cities
and rural areas, high inflation and rising
unemployment; they had clarity on how
monopoly capitalism over the last 30 years
had provided little or no dignity in their
lives. Billionaires were ridiculed, reduced to
mockery, their reputations in tatters. The
ever-so-popular Dushyant Kumar wrote:
Ho gayee hai peer parvat-si pighalni chahiye
/Iss Himalaya se koi Ganga nikalni chahiye.
How would the poet have reacted if he knew
the allegorical Ganga could be laden with
abusive language?

Undoubtedly this filthy, funny and irreverent
torrent can be traced to cinema, songs and
scripts of the burgeoning Indian film industry,
now given a tremendous boost by OTT
platforms streaming on Smartphones. Just
as Javed Akhtar spoke about uplifting
knowledge and morality of people through
the richness of songs, stories, and Sanskars,
OTT platforms and their films are
accomplishing the complete opposite today,
with language that is horrendously abusive
in the name of entertainment; in fact, so
abusive that it seems to be shaping the
reality on our streets today.

Young adults, and teenagers, are privy to
this creative output where dollops of abuses
are a substitute for meaningful dialogue.
There is a clear connect, a bridge between
this current crop of trend-setting OTT
films-serials and the crude language used
by young protestors. Youngsters are absorbing
what they are seeing and hearing, and then
repeating and replicating the vulgarity with
no-holds-barred.

Every August brings to the fore the galaxy
of iconic thinkers, leaders, and freedom
fighters: from Swami Dayanand Saraswati,
Swami Vivekananda, Sri Aurobindo, Bal
Gangadhar Tilak, Pt Madan Mohan Malaviya,
Gurudev Tagore, Chittaranjan Das, Mahatma
Gandhi, Pandit Nehru, Sardar Patel, Subhas
Chandra Bose.

Language was sacred for each one of
them; character-building at every level of
education was sacrosanct; nation-building
was the purpose and goal for education.
Each one drew upon the collective wisdom
and native intelligence of our ancient land.
Ahimsa or non-violence was ‘paramo dharmah,
the highest form of dharma for them. It is
time to reclaim the defining Sanskars that
have been lostin this hate-filled environment
in Bharatvarsha.

Building a tax system for trust, investment and prosperity

he 2026-27fiscal budget deserves

appreciation for one important

reason. Amid competing fiscal

pressures and slowing economic
activity, it has committed to launching a
second generation of tax reforms. The
timing could not be more appropriate.
Nepal’s tax system has reached a stage
where incremental changes are no longer
sufficient. What is now required is a
comprehensive reform agenda that restores
public trust, promotes investment, broadens
the tax base, and prepares the country for
a rapidly changing economy.

But despite all the promise and hype
around tax reforms with the change in
government, there are signals of policy
flip-flops, unpredictability, loss of trust,
and even backsliding of earlier reforms.
Thisis especially true with the probability
of introducing multiple Value Added Tax

(VAT) rates (for example, a different rate
of 5 percent on electricity) and losing the
fairness and equity—both horizontal and
vertical—elements in the new tax tariffs
or administrative measures. Moreover,
the government has introduced several
new tax concessions and

from official determination to voluntary
compliance. Second, the introduction of
a single-rate VAT, an input tax credit
mechanism, and a built-in self-policing
system created one of the most efficient
indirect tax structures. Third, self-declaration

in customs and excise moved tax

exemptions (as summarised
in sections 68 and 73 of the
Budget Speech 2083-84) despite
the promise of comprehensive
application of the tax regime
to broaden the tax base.
Nepal is not starting from
scratch. The country has already
witnessed the first generation of tax
reforms in the 1990s. The reforms introduced
inthat period had threelandmark departures
from the earlier tax regime. First, self-assessment
inincome taxation shifted the relationship
between taxpayers and the tax administration
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Afghan women

Sir, Apropos “Deal with reality”, the
Taliban government when it came into
power, promised to be moderate towards
women. But it has imposed policies that
curtail women’s rights, including stricter
dress codes, banning higher education for
girls, depriving employment opportunities
to women, and restricting freedom of
movement in public places.

And tomake matters worse, it has legalized
domestic violence against women by allowing
husbands to physically punish their wives
and children as long as it does not cause

broken bones or open wounds.

Daily life remains challenging and living
conditions for all Afghans have deteriorated.
Sadly the international community and the
UN have remained mute spectators. It is
good that India is not attempting to shape
Afghanistan through large-scale political
reconstruction.

Instead it is pursuing a flexible policy
based on humanitarian diplomacy and
strategic connectivity. India should remain
a healthcare provider, development actor
and diplomatic counterweight.

Yours, etc., Bal Govind,
Noida, 19 August.
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administration away from excessive
official discretion towards greater
trust in taxpayers.

These reforms were guided by a
simple philosophy: lower tax rates, a
broader tax base, and greater tax
equity. Moderate, universally applied
tax rates were expected to encourage
compliance, reduce tax evasion, and
generate higher revenues without discouraging
investment and economic growth. For
many years, this framework served Nepal
well. The challenge today is not that the
original reforms were flawed, but that

theirunderlying principles have gradually
been diluted. Over the years, substantive
tax laws have increasingly been amended
through annual finance acts. Frequent
policy changes have depleted trustin the
tax system by introducing uncertainty
and unpredictability, and have made
long-term business and investment decisions
difficult. Equally concerning has been the
proliferation of tax exemptions and
concessions. Every exemption narrows
the tax base, creates opportunities for
leakage, and often rewards influence rather
than genuine economic merit.

At the same time, tax procedures have
failed to modernise to meet the needs of
a digital economy. Compliance remains
costly and cumbersome. Excessive paperwork,
multiple reporting requirements, and
outdated administrative practices increase
the cost of doing business.

Protect Afghans

Sir, Apropos “Deal with reality”, published
today, Afghanistan presents a difficult choice
for the international community.

Isolation has not restored democracy,
yet unconditional engagement could be
interpreted as acceptance of policies that
deny basic rights, particularly to women
and girls. A practical approach would
therefore combine limited diplomatic
engagement with clear conditions.

Humanitarian assistance should reach
ordinary Afghans directly and remain
insulated from political control. At the same

time, channels for dialogue should be
maintained on terrorism, migration, trade
and regional security. Any gradual diplomatic
or economic opening should be linked to
measurable improvements in education,
employment and humanitarian access.

India and other regional countries can
contribute constructively through humanitarian
support and careful diplomacy.

The objective should not be to legitimise
the Taliban, but to protect Afghans while
encouraging a more responsible and inclusive
political order.

Yours, etc., S M Jeeva,
Chennai, 19 August.
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Controlled politics in the meme age

YATEESH SRIVASTAVA

or more than two decades,
Narendra Modi has cultivated
an image of the shrewd, patient
politician, one who prefers
calibrated moves to unnecessary risk,
delivered with all the power of his
theatrical oratory behind them.

The past month has tested that
reputation. A government that long
projected unshakeable control over
the narrative, with a track record of
wearing down street protests by
ignoring them or labelling them
anti-national, found itself reacting,
then over-correcting, then inventing
afreshideological label that promptly
became a badge of honour.

The sequence began with genuine
student fury. Paper leaks in high-stakes
competitive examinations, including
NEET, forced millions to retake the
tests and were linked to suicides.
This fused with deeper grievances
over unemployment and an education
system widely seen as extractive.
What began as online satire, the
Cockroach Janta Party, born from a
Chief Justice’s remark comparing
some unemployed youth to cockroaches,
grew into sustained protests at Delhi’s
Jantar Mantar and a July 20 attempt
to march towards Parliament.

Police met the march with tear gas
and batons. Independent accounts
and human-rights observers documented
injuries among protesters and alleged
excessive force; the police reported
injuries to their own personnel and
alleged violence by demonstrators.
The images travelled faster than any
official statement. Within days,
Education Minister Dharmendra
Pradhan resigned, the first cabinet-level
exit under sustained public pressure
in Mr Modi’s tenure, accompanied
by concessions on exam reforms and
fast-track courts, and the withdrawal
of cases against protesters, a matter
that has now reached the Supreme
Court of the country.

The government’s next move was
outreach. Late-night Instagram Reels,
selfie angles, and the repeated address
“friends”. The intention was clear:
reclaim the youth conversation on
platforms Gen Z actually inhabits,
project empathy, and shift the narrative
from anger to accessibility. The
reception was merciless. Memes
dissected the camera angle, mocked
the sudden familiarity, and turned
“we’re not friends” into a collective
retort. A communication style that
had once dominated social media
was, for the first time, being edited
and ridiculed by the very audience it
sought to reach.

Then came the Independence Day
speech from the Red Fort. Mr Modi
claimed near-success against armed
Naxalism and warned that “dimaagi
naxals”, those with a Maoist mindset,
remained. He said they had once sat
in power corridors and government
committees and were still seeking
opportunities to promote violence
and anarchy. Citizens must identify
and isolate them so that the nation’s
youth could be steered into the
mainstream of development.

The term was not coined in a
vacuum. It continues a longer series
of labels, “urban naxals,” “tukde-tukde
gang,” and “andolanjeevis”, that
distinguish legitimate criticism from
what the ruling establishment frames
as ideological subversion. After
declaring progress against the armed
phase of Left-wing extremism, the
speech reframed the residual threat
as intellectual. In BJP circles, the
formulation has also been linked,
more or less explicitly, to the presence
of Left student organisations during
the recent protests.

What did the Prime Minister hope
to achieve? On the protests themselves,
the initial hard line aligned with a
long-standing preference for containing
street pressure and refusing to let
ministers appear answerable to crowds.
The eventual concession looked like

damage limitation once the scale and
virality became undeniable. The
Instagram pivot was an attempt to
bridge the generational gap on the
terrain that Gen Z controls. The
“dimaagi naxal” framing served
multiple purposes: signalling continued
vigilance after a claimed security
success, consolidating the base around
a familiar threat narrative, and implicitly
re-characterising parts of the student
unrest as more dangerous than a
simple grievance.

The interpretations diverged sharply.
Supporters and the government insist
the label is not about curiosity or
questioning but about those who
support Maoists, reject the Constitution,
stand with separatists, or advocate
severing the North-East. Union Minister
Kiren Rijiju offered precisely this
three-point clarification. From this
vantage point, the term is preventive
politics, isolating residual ideology
before it can again influence institutions
or romanticise disruption.

Critics, including senior opposition
figures who promptly declared
themselves “proud to be dimaagi
naxals,” read it as the latest iteration

of a strategy that pathologises
inconvenient thought. “Dimaagi”
reads as an attack on the questioning
mind itself. Coming immediately after
a rare ministerial resignation and a
botched outreach exercise, the phrase
appeared to many as an attempt to
regain narrative control by recasting
the same demographic as a potential
ideological problem. Within a day, a
satirical Dimagi Naxal Party account
had appeared and gathered hundreds
of thousands of followers, treating
the insult as an invitation.

The impact on Mr Modi’s image is
real but uneven. The aura of near-total
control over optics and street politics
has visibly been dented amongurban
and online youth. For the first time in
years, strongman messaging met
sustained, platform-native irony and
lost. Commentary has noted a shiftin
perception: the once-unassailable
figure is beginning to look, to a section
of Gen Z, more like a figure from a
previous media age. Yet core support,
organisational depth and delivery-focused
politics remain formidable. Mixed
by-election signals suggest the damage
is so far more reputational than electoral.

What the episode illuminates is a
deeper tension. Mr Modi’s political
method has excelled at managing
older media ecosystems and hierarchical
mobilisation. Gen Z’s fluency with
rapid satire, label-flipping and horizontal
communication operates under different
rules. A term coined to isolate can, in
this environment, become a badge.
An outreach designed to humanise
can become comedy. A security
narrative that once landed cleanly
can be read as an attempt to police
thought.

The shrewd politician has not
suddenly become clumsy. He has
encountered a demographic and a
communicative environment that
reward different skills. Whether the
response is further tightening of
ideological framing or a more serious
reckoning with the substance of youth
grievance will determine whether the
recent missteps remain a temporary
awkwardness or mark the beginning
of a longer erosion of narrative
dominance. Measured steps work
until the ground itself begins to shake.

The writer is a Mumbai-based consultant.

How ready are we for an earthquake?

SRINIVAS MADHAV

he Earth appears not to be

in a great mood lately.The

past six months have offered

a harsh reminder of how
unpredictable the planet can be. Since
April, a deadly chain of earthquakes
has struck worldwide. It started with
12 people dying in Afghanistan in
April, followed by a quake in the
Philippines in June that killed at least
81 people. Then a massive
double-quake struck Venezuela, leaving
more than 6,000 dead. In July, Japan
lost 39 lives. In August, earthquakes
killed about 290 in Colombia and at
least 51 in Indonesia, with the tolls
still rising.

India is not immune to this threatThe
2001 Bhuj earthquake in Kutch killed
over 13,800 people, and the 2005
Kashmir earthquake claimed over
1,350 lives. Large swathes of the
country, particularly the Himalayan
region, the North-East, and Kutch,
remain at very high risk for major
seismic events.

During earthquakes, weak buildings
can become death traps. The government
must immediately order strict, mandatory
safety audits for all existing public
buildings, hospitals, schools, and
crowded apartment blocks, while
ensuring that new construction
complies with crucial seismic codes
like IS 1893. These results must be
shared transparently, and vulnerable
structures must be retrofitted.

Crossword | No. 293558

Japan’s 1981 New Seismic Design
Codeintroduced stricter earthquake-
safety standards. Buildings had to
withstand moderate earthquakes with
limited damage and avoid collapse
during stronger ones. The 1995 Kobe
earthquake demonstrated the difference:
97 per cent of collapsed buildings
had been built before 1981. Japan has
also retrofitted old buildings by
strengthening foundations and walls
or installing seismic damping systems.

Turkey has run large-scale retrofitting
programmes in Istanbul, including
schools, hospitals and other public
buildings. Under its Istanbul Seismic
Risk Mitigation and Emergency
Preparedness Project, more than 1,200
public buildings have been retrofitted
or reconstructed.

For India, thelesson is simple: new
buildings must meet strict seismic
standards, while older buildings must
be audited and retrofitted.

Safe infrastructure is only half the
battle. True safety depends on ready,
aware citizens, as first responders
are usually ordinary people nearby.
Regular drills should make the following
steps as familiar as a fire drill:

Drop: Get onto hands and knees
to avoid being thrown down and
crawl if necessary.

Cover: Protect the head and neck;
get under a sturdy table or desk, or
move to an interior wall away from
windows, glass and falling objects.

Hold on: Stay until shaking stops,
holding furniture if it shifts while

continuing to shield the head and
neck.

These rules adapt to different
environments: in bed, stay there and
cover with a pillow; outdoors, move
to open ground away from buildings,
trees and power lines; while driving,
pull over away from bridges, overpasses
and buildings and remain inside.
Expect aftershocks and repeat the
drill.

Irrespective of the prospect of an
earthquake strike, Indian households
should cultivate the habit of firmly
fixing heavy cupboards, shelves and
appliances to walls so they do not
topple during shaking.Heavy objects
should be kept on lower shelves, and
deep cracks should be repaired
promptly. Families should also maintain
an emergency kit and a clear evacuation
plan.

During shaking, stay calm: indoors,
stay indoors; outdoors, stay outdoors.
Do not run or use lifts while the
ground is shaking. Avoid windows,
mirrors and falling objects. Move
away from buildings, walls, poles and
wires. In vehicles, stop safely and
remain inside. Once the shaking stops,
check for immediate dangers. If the
building is damaged or unsafe, evacuate
calmly using the stairs, not lifts, and
move to a safe open area away from
buildings, walls, poles and wires.If
the building is safe, remain there and
stay alert for aftershocks.

Early warning systems deserve a
prominent place in this strategy.
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Countries like Japan and Mexico use
sensor networks that give residents
a few seconds of warning, just enough
time to duck under a desk. These
systems work by detecting the faster,
weaker P-waves before the destructive
S-waves arrive. India currently has
an early-warning system for parts of
the Himalayas, which urgently needs
national expansion.

Additionally, the moment the ground
shakes, people should be alerted
through messaging so that they can
be ready for aftershocks, if any.The
National Disaster Management Authority
has established SACHET, a Common
Alerting Protocol-based integrated
alert system designed for near-real-time
dissemination of geo-targeted warnings
through multiple channels. India has
also tested a nationwide cell-broadcast

system capable of rapidly sending
disaster alerts to mobile phones.
Promoting the SACHET app should
be a national priority.

InJanuary 2023, six-year-old Mustafa
in Lucknow survived the collapse of
a five-storey apartment building by
recalling earthquake-safety lessons
from the cartoon Doraemon. When
the building began shaking, he
remembered the advice to take shelter
under a bed and did so instead of
running. Though he survived with
minor injuries, his mother and
grandmother tragically died. The
incident demonstrates how simple,
age-appropriate disaster education
can turn knowledge into instinctive
action, and save lives.

The writer is a transparency and equality advocate
and co-founder, 51ABI Foundation.
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Yesterday's Solution

ACROSS 15 Customer runsinto 24 Small problem on 4 Whisky maker often 14 Say nothing with
no bar backwards the internet? No caught coming in Phi" s messy copy

7 Mother taking (6) great rush (6) drunk being tidied up
husband into desert 16 Crime happily 25 Present time (4) (9)
for test of avoiding boy allocated to match 5 Pointer, perhaps 17 American greeting
endurance without is satisfactory warning better used English newspaper
(8) companions? (8) about Government turning up in US

9 Church examination (6) (10) National Park (8)
for singers ... (6) 18 Dance item possibly DOWN 6 Piece still lacking 18 Reckon year with

10 ... such as me and a strain for dance odd bits, in the investment of gold
nine more men? specialist 1 Absolutely final way event is a good one (6)
(5) (6-8) to get petrol during (6) 19 Crazy being irritable

11 Petition to refuse 20 Fuel problem keeps part of Grand Prix? 8 Veggie fan? That after losing paint
ousting leader airmen fidgeting (4-4) woman' s drill (6)

inflamed — my
neighbour? (5,9) (5)

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

completely dreadful

about indulgence initially 2 Body of water involves one source 21 Congregation to
(8) (8) cheers navy (4) of veganism collapse (4)
12 Glean enteritis 22 Tracks almost 3 Still to go North (9) 23 Descriptive prose

not South (6)

during end of day, 13 Look at a floodgate,
ruined (3,1,4,2)

not entirely an
illegible mess? (4)
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100 Years Ago

Front page of The Statesman
dated 21 August 1926

OCCASIONAL
NOTE

THE Teesta is once again in flood, possibly
as theresult of heavylocal rain, for there has
been no mention of any damage at Sivoke or
Siliguri, where the river emerges from the
Sikhim hills. It is in the vicinity of Jalpaiguri
that the river has turned into a vast expanse
of water. Barnes Junction on the side of the
river opposite to Jalpaiguri has been washed
away together with the rails on either side.
A short emergency line which was constructed
afew years ago, in view of this very possibility,
has also been breached. Fortunately there
seems to have been ample time to remove
the railway wagons and the stores and teain
the sheds. No loss of life is reported. No
repair work can be started till the floods
have subsided and passengers, mails, and
goods from and to the Dooars are likely to be
delayed. The railway people in Eastern and
Northern Bengal have had a large experience
in dealing with shifting ghat stations, and
evenif the present Barnes Junction disappears
forever, another ghat will presently appear
either lower down or higher up the river.

News Items

10-HOUR WORKING DAY

REORGANISING
RUSSIAN INDUSTRY

(“TIMES” SPECIAL SERVICE.)
LONDON, AUG.

THE Times’ Berlin correspondent states
that the veteran Communist Ruth Fischer,
who has just returned from a long stay in
Russia, is engaged in a violent controversy
with Socialists and Communists over
conditions in Russia.

She asserts that the reorganisation of
Russian industry has involved greater hardships
to the workers than did German industrial
reorganisation. The new measures included
a working day of ten hours, night work for
women, and propaganda against higher wages,
which have now decreased 25 per cent.

The army of unemployed, she says, is the
same as elsewhere and the elections are
farcical and result in the strengthening of
the reactionaries and Communists.

PEACE IN THE BALKANS

HOW ATHENS
PACT WILL
CONTRIBUTE

(BRITISH OFFICIAL WIRELESS.)
RUGBY, AUG.

IN aleading article on “Conciliation in the
Balkans,” the Morning Post to-day welcomes
the Conventions concluded between Greece
and Yugoslavia and expresses the belief that
all causes of difference between the two
countries will have been removed.

Politically, Greece gains the friendship of
her powerful neighbour, while Yugo-Slavia
is rid of the difficulties hitherto attaching to
heruse of the little stretch of railway running
from Chevgeli, on the southern frontier of
Serbia, to Salonica, and gains an extension
at that part of the free zone for her goods.

To Great Britain, which is a friend of both
parties, and the foundation of whose national
policy is the maintenance of peace in Europe,
the attain ment of a settlement of a question
long the subject of bitter controversy, is
necessarily gratifying.

Referring to the Joint Note sent to Bulgaria
by Greece, Romania, and Yugo-Slavia with
the object of achieving a peaceful settlement
of the recent Macedonia trouble, the Morning
Post expresses the hope that the wise use of
the Bulgarian Refugee Loan, which is guaranteed
by the League of Nations for the relief of
refugees, may serve to deprive the insurgent
bodies of their pretext for stirring up strife.

DEMPSEY-TUNNEY

FIGHTNOWTO
TAKE PLACEIN
PHILADELPHIA

(Special Cable.)
NEWYORK, AUG.

TEX Rickard announces that the
Dempsey-Tunney “decision” fight, which will
take place at Philadelphia, on September 23,
will consist of ten rounds. The receipts are
expected to reach two million dollars.

It is noteworthy that boxing is legal in
Pennsylvania, sono further hitch is anticipated.
—Copyright.
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Tech should empower retail investors to avoid risks

ECHNOLOGY has brought

in a paradigm shift in the in-
vestors' behaviour in recent years.
India has seen a surge in number
of participants investing in equi-
ties. As per latest available data,
the country has more than 21 crore
demat accounts by the end of De-
cember, 2025. Though multiple
demat accounts are being held by
individual investor, still the num-
ber is higher as compared to a dec-
ade back. And such surge in demat
account has been possible due to
faster and easier demat account
Opening process.

The whole process has now been
undertaken through technology-
powered solutions. From eKYC to
digital onboarding, now a person
can complete the whole process
without a physical visit to any fi-
nancial institution. In addition,

fintech startups like Zerodha and
Groww have made stock invest-
ment extremely easier. The advent
of discount brokerage firms has lit-
erally moved stock investment into
the palms of investors.

Now, crores of investors invest in
equities through the mobile apps of
brokerage firms. While technology
has created a culture of equity in-
vesting, it has also prompted lakhs
of retail investors to do risky trad-
ing. A cursory look at these statis-
tics will make this amply dear. In
last financial year (FY26), losses in-
curred by retail investors in Indias
equity derivatives market stood at
Rs 91,685 crore (around $9.61 bil-
lion). Though it was a decline of
around 18 per cent year-on-year
basis, close to $10 billion loss is
not a small amount in any meas-
ure. These losses could have been

gainfully employed elsewhere by
retail investors, which would have
helped country’s economic growth.
In earlier years, losses were higher
as compared to FY26.

After the market regulator, Sebi
introduced various new norms,
discouraging retail investors to
trade in future & options (F&O),
losses have declined in FY26. And
technology-powered trading apps
is one of the major factors behind
such surge in derivative trading by
retail investors.

In future and options trading,
which is considered as one of the
risky trading instruAments in the
equities; retail investors are com-
peting against large institutional
investors like big banks, NBFCs,
pension funds and others. These
institutional investors not only
have better information sources,

but also are powered by cutting-
edge technology tools. For in-
stance, algo trading is a widely
known practice by institutional
investors, where the computer
programme automates the trade
based on the parameters given.
Here, trades are executed in frac-
tion of seconds. Compare this with
the kind of trading undertaken by
retail investors. This puts retail in-
vestors at a distinct disadvantage.
With the increasing adoption of ar-
tificial intelligence (AI), the speed
and accuracy of trades undertaken
by institutional investors have in-
creased manifold. So, though tech-
nology-powered brokerage firms’
apps enable a retail trader to exe-
cute a trade, it can't possibly match
with an Al-powered platform used
by a big investor. Moreover, Al has
increased the chances of market

manipulation. For instance, Al
can help in creating misleading
information about a company or
stock or on overall market, which
can then be posted in social media
platforms. Market manipulators
then try to amplify the reach of
such posts to trap the retail inves-
tors. So, risks have aggravated after
the advent of Al-kind of new age
technology.

It can be said that technology
has emerged as both a boon and a
bane for Indian retail investors. In
this contest, it will be better if tech-
nology can be leveraged to make
well-informed decisions about a
stock, do research about the mar-
ket, and undertake hassle free in-
vestment than to dabble in risky
derivative trade or to get trapped
through technology-driven market
manipulation tactics.

Al for Good Global Commission

DR P SUBRAMANYACHARY

HE Al for Good Global

I Commission is a high-

level international com-
mission established with the
support of the International
Telecommunication Union
(ITU), a specialized agency of
the United Nations. It was offi-
cially launched during the Al for
Good event held in July 2026.
The Commission comprises 44
founding commissioners and
members, including heads of
state, chief executive officers
(CEOs) of leading global com-
panies, technology experts, and
representatives of international
organizations.

The Commission is co-
chaired by Paul Kagame, Presi-
dent of Rwanda, and Marc
Benioff, Chairman and CEO
of Salestorce. Doreen Bogdan-
Martin, Secretary-General of the
International Telecommunica-
tion Union (ITU), serves as the
Vice-Chair. From India, Mukesh
Ambani, Sunil Bharti Mittal, and
LakshmiN. Mittal have been ap-
pointed as founding members of
the Commission.

The inaugural meeting of
the Al for Good Global Com-
mission was held on July 8 in
Geneva, Switzerland. Although
the Commissions first meeting
took place on that day, it formed
part of the broader Al for Good
Global Summit 2026, which was
held from July 7-10. The four-
day summit featured more than
300 sessions, including con-
ferences, exhibitions, training
workshops, demonstrations, and
high-level discussions.

The deliberations focused
primarily on Al governance,
technological innovation, and

the role of artificial intelligence
in achieving sustainable devel-
opment, along with strategies
to maximize Al's benefits while
mitigating its potential risks and
adverse impacts.

More than 40 founding com-
missioners participated in the
inaugural meeting of the Al
for Good Global Commission.
During the meeting, the Com-
mission adopted several key
resolutions. Among the most
significant were strengthening
trustworthy and ethical Al gov-
ernance and expanding global
access to artificial intelligence,
with particular emphasis on the
needs of developing countries.
The Commission also resolved
to promote international col-
laboration among governments,
industries, academic and re-
search institutions, civil society
organizations, and international
organizations.

It emphasized the effective
use of Al to help achieve the
United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) in
critical sectors such as health-
care, education, climate change,
and agriculture. Another key
priority identified by the Com-
mission was reducing the digital
divide by investing in digital in-
frastructure, skill development,
and capacity building.

In addition, the Commission
reaffirmed that the development
of human-centric artificial intel-
ligence that safeguards human
rights, promotes inclusiveness,
and enhances public welfare is of
paramount importance. It fur-
ther emphasized that its primary
objective is to ensure that the
benefits of Al are shared equita-
bly by all countries and all sec-
tions of society. However, the Al
for Good Global Commission is
not a regulatory body. Rather,
it serves primarily as an advi-
sory and coordinating platform.
Consequently, for its recom-
mendations to have a meaning-
ful and lasting impact, they must
be adopted and implemented by
national governments and other
relevant institutions around the
world.

ANJANI KUMAR

HEN a special show

was organised for
screening of the new super
hit movie of Akkineni Akhil
— Lenin - at a private theatre,
there was much excitement
in the air. A select few were
invited to watch the movie.
It was an elite gathering of
Hyderabad. The Akkinenis
played a perfect host.

As the movie started, it was
clear that the genes of the leg-
endary Nageswara Rao and
the ever-green Nagarjuna was
speaking loudly in the out-
standing performance of this
young hero. The maturity of
Akhils acting skill and his
successful effort to live in the
role of a rural young man was
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Al for Good

Global
Commission

The Commission
reaffirmed that
the development
of human-centric
artificial intelligence
that safeguards hu-
man rights, promotes
Inclusiveness, and
enhances public wel-
fare is of paramount
importance. It further
emphasized that its
primary objective is
to ensure that the
benefits of Al are
shared equitably by
all countries and all
sections of society

Al: Impact on employment and
sustainable development

Artificial Intelligence (AlI) is
bringing about significant trans-
formations in the global econo-
my. Its impact is particularly evi-
dent in the areas of employment
and sustainable development.
According to the Future of Jobs
Report 2025 published by the
World Economic Forum (WEF),
Al and other emerging tech-
nologies are expected to create
approximately 170 million new
jobs worldwide by 2030.

At the same time, around 92
million jobs are projected to dis-
appear, leading to major changes
in the global labour market.
Routine and repetitive tasks in
sectors such as manufacturing,
customer service, administra-
tion, and data processing are
particularly vulnerable to auto-

appreciated by all. Akhil has

graduated from a hero to a
fine artist now.

As violence depicted the
prevailing mood of the Indian
filmdom, earlier epitomised
by Dhurandhar, one won-
ders if cinema represents the
thought process of the con-
temporary society. If it does,
then we need to do introspec-
tion about our society. The
chat with Amla on the subject
of violence in society and its
impact on movies was inter-
esting. Bhagyashri and Akhil
together sparked a good on
screen chemistry.

As we watched the movie,
something which struck me
was the title of the movie -
Lenin. Man searches deep
meaning in everything. Dur-
ing the interval while con-
versing with Akhil and Amla
(whom age refuses to touch)
the title Lenin was discussed.
This part of the country has
fascination with this name as
there are many Lenin Babus
here.

It was understandable in the
decades of our independence
and thereafter, when young

mation. As a result, millions of
workers will need to undergo re-
skilling and upskilling to adapt
to the changing nature of work.
According to estimates by the
International Labour Organiza-
tion (ILO), nearly one-quarter
(25%) of global employment is
likely to be affected by genera-
tive Al

Clerical and administra-
tive occupations, in parti::ular,
are expected to experience the
greatest impact due to the in-
creasing automation of routine
office tasks. If the benefits of
Al are concentrated primarily
among highly skilled workers
and technology-driven enter-
prises, there is a significant risk
that income inequality will wid-
en further.

Therefore, governments,
industries, and educational in-
stitutions must work together
to ensure that the gains from
Al are distributed more equita-
bly through inclusive policies,
workforce development, and ac-
cess to digital skills.

From the perspective of sus-
tainable development, Al sys-
tems require large-scale data
centres that consume substantial
amounts of electricity and water
for their operation and mainte-
nance. If these facilities are not
powered by renewable or clean
energy sources, they can place
additional pressure on the en-
vironment and contribute to
higher carbon emissions.

Developing countries may
also face significant challenges
due to limited digital infrastruc-
ture and a shortage of Al-related
skills, increasing the risk of fall-
ing behind in the global digital
economy. This could further
widen the technological and
digital divide between devel-
oped and developing nations. At
the same time, the responsible
and ethical use of Al offers im-
mense opportunities.

Al can improve energy ef-
ficiency, enable more accurate
climate change forecasting, en-
hance the accessibility and qual-
ity of healthcare services, and
increase agricultural productiv-

ity through precision farming
and data-driven decision-mak-
ing.

Therefore, it is essential to
implement effective Al govern-
ance, strengthen quality edu-
cation, promote skill develop-
ment, and invest in reskilling
and upskilling initiatives. These
measures are crucial to ensuring
that the benefits of Al are inclu-
sive, sustainable, and contribute
positively to long-term eco-
nomic and social development.

Significance of Al for Good Global
Commission for India

The Al for Good Global
Commission is of great signifi-
cance to India. It supports the
development of responsible and
ethical artificial intelligence,
promotes digital inclusion, and
helps the country effectively
address the economic and so-
cial challenges arising from the
rapid adoption of AL

Indias Al ecosystem is ex-
panding rapidly. Recognizing
its strategic importance, the
Government of India approved
the IndiaAl Mission in 2024
with a budget of [10,371.92
crore. The mission aims to
strengthen Al infrastructure,
skill development, innovation,
and research, thereby position-
ing India as a global leader in
artificial intelligence. Al has
the potential to deliver sub-
stantial benefits across several
key sectors in India, including
healthcare, agriculture, educa-
tion, disaster management, and
public service delivery.

[n particular, the Commis-
sion can support India by: Pro-
moting ethical and trustworthy
Al standards, strengthening
international cooperation on
Al governance and innovation,
enhancing cybersecurity and
digital resilience and facilitat-
ing access to global best prac-
tices in Al development and
regulation.

Furthermore, the Com-
mission can help developing
countries, including India,
bridge the digital divide by

encouraging equitable access
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So far as the inequality in any
soclety looms large, so far as
' few control the vast wealth
of the nation depriving the
Yy majority to struggle for daily

a" Ia.. v - =%, bread and butter, Lenin would

remain relevant

boys were named after global
leaders like Gandhi, Lenin,
Stalin, Bose, Nehru, Patel, and
other icons of those periods.
But now in the third decade
of the 21st century choosing
Lenin as title of a movie has
perhaps a special significance.

When the name Lenin ap-
peals to us even after 100 years
of Vladimir Lenins death,
it conveys many meanings.
The irony of history is that
Lenin and Mahatma Gandhi
were contemporaries. Lenin
brought the Bolshevik revo-
lution in 1917, and Gandhi
came to India from South
Africa in 1915 after spending
21 years there. Both giants
in their own way in liberat-
ing their respective countries
from the then existing deca-
dent systems.

Russia under the Tsar had

stagnated as a country and
as a civilization. India under
the British exploitative rule
had transformed itself from
being the richest country in
the world to one of the poor-
est country in just 200 years.
Inequality was the hallmark
of both the countries when
Lenin and Gandhi took the
reins of leadership.

The closest Gandhi came to
Russia was through Leo Tol-
stoy in whose name he had
developed a farm in South
Africa. Tolstoy’s quote: “There
is only one thing in this world
which is worth dedicating all
your life is creating more love
and breaking barriers between
people’ impacted Gandhi all
throughout.

Lenin and Gandhi with
their diametrically opposite
pathways of Ahimsa versus

to Al technologies and digital
infrastructure. It also promotes
the extension of Al's benefits to
rural areas and socially disad-
vantaged communities, ensur-

ing that technological progress
is more inclusive,

[n addition, the Commis-
sion can play a crucial role
in helping India mitigate the

Mitigating adverse impacts of Artificial Intelligence

potential adverse impacts of

Al on employment, society,
and the environment through
responsible Al  governance,
capacity building, and sustain-
able policy frameworks. This
will enable India to harness the

LETTERS

‘Blanket clemency’ for CJP

HIS is further to your editorial ‘Govt should pronto
drop cases against Jantar Mantar protestors. There
are no two views about genuine student protesters at Jan-
tar Mantar who were involved in violent rioting with the
police be granted one time pardon, and the police cases
against them be quashed. But, there must be genuine re-
morse on their part, not to repeat the act in future pro-
tests, hoping for a similar reprieve. The CJP agitation, if
enacted solely on the strength of students, without any out
side anti-social elements being part of it would have been
a success; in which the general public too would have ex-
tended their spontaneous support. But, needless shortcut
methods were adopted involving ruffians with criminal
elements to be part of the movement in order to intimi-
date the police. The acts of such characters were amply
evident on the ground when the policemen were attacked
and the vehicles vandalised. The blanket clemency on ac-
cused in the Jantar Mantar incident will further embolden
the students who are on a warpath. The government must
be tough on those elements involved in the crime; but be
considerate of students, whose careers are at stake if a po-
lice complaint is filed against them.
S Lakshmi, Hyderabad

RSS members in NCERT panel

HILE the din over irregularities in the conduct of
national examinations, particularly NEET by the
National Testing Agency (NTA), and the student protests
that followed may be dying down, another matter of seri-
ous concern has emerged. It is reported that the NCERT
has reconstituted the Textbook Development Team for
Classes 11 and 12 Political Science, with at least four
members having direct or indirect links with the Rash-
triya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS). There have long been al-
legations that some CBSE textbooks reflect RSS ideology,
distort history, and glorify Hindutva figures who had little
or no role in India’s Freedom struggle. The new panel is re-
portedly tasked with reviewing textbooks and integrating
themes such as cultural rootedness and Indian Knowledge
Systems. Given the availability of eminent scholars and
academics in education and political science, why were
individuals reportedly associated with the RSS chosen
for such an important task? One cannot help wondering
whether this is part of a deliberate attempt to reshape the

political narrative presented to future generations.
Tharcius S Fernando, Chennai

transformative potential of Al

while ensuring that its benefits
are shared broadly across all
sections of society.

To achieve its objectives, the
Al for Good Global Commis-
sion promotes global collabora-
tion among governments, tech-
nology companies, researchers,
and civil society organiza-
tions. By fostering cooperation
among these key stakeholders,
the Commission seeks to en-
sure that artificial intelligence
is developed and deployed in a
responsible, inclusive, and sus-
tainable manner.

The Commission also plays
a vital role in maximizing the
benefits of Al for individuals
and societies worldwide while
minimizing its potential risks
and adverse impacts. It aims

to encourage the adoption of

ethical AI practices, strengthen
international coordination, and
support policies that ensure
Al serves the broader public
interest. [f governments, indus-

try, academia, and civil society !

work together to implement the
Commissions  recommenda-
tions, the Al for Good Global
Commission can make a sig-
nificant contribution to build-
ing a safer, more equitable, and
Al-driven global economy that
promotes sustainable develop-

ment and shared prosperity for

all.

Management, Mohan Babu

the Communist violent revo-
lution, brought an end to an
exploitative system. India and
Russia threw away their re-
spective existing vokes. The
Tsarist Russia and the British
India primarily represented
an unequal society where the
few were exploiting the toil-
ing masses. Lenin like Gandhi
had kindled a ray of hope with
an underlining principle of
equality.

When Lenin carried for-
ward the slogan “workers of
the world, unite’, it wasa glob-
al message for unity and strug-
gle against oppression and in-

equality. Has this slogan lost
its relevance now? The Gen Z
have to find an answer to this.
While Gandhi remains
father of our nation, Russia
threw away the communist
path in the early 1990s. Gan-
dhi too is facing difficulties as
many scholars of WhatsApp
University find it fashionable
to criticise the Mahatma be-
fore whom the world leaders
still bow with utmost rever-
ence. India still has to discover
a better export than Gandhi.
The misdeeds and purges

(The writer is Professor, School
of Commerce and

University, Tirupati)

TN CM should act fast on DMK ‘misrule’

HE Tamil Nadu Chief Minister C Joseph Vijay said

he had evidence of corruption in the previous DMK
Government, and would reveal it when necessary. The
people of State have every right to clear the cloud by the
CM since the matter is concerning much and involves
public money. The Chief Minister has sworn an oath to
faithfully and conscientiously discharge his duties and to
do right to all people in accordance with the Constitution
and the law, without fear or favour. If he possesses cred-
ible evidence of corruption committed under the previ-
ous government, does that constitutional oath permit
him to simply keep the evidence “on his table” and wait
indefinitely for a politically convenient time? The oath
may not require him to disclose every piece of evidence
publicly before due process. But it surely requires him to
act upon credible evidence through the lawful constitu-
tional and investigative mechanisms available to the State.
Otherwise, allegations of corruption risk being reduced to
political rhetoric while potential offences involving public
money remain uninvestigated. If the evidence exists, let
the appropriate authority investigate it, let those responsi-

ble answer it, and let the law take its course.
A P Thiruvadi, Chennai

T N largesse could be contagious

PROPOS, “A car, driver and Rs 1L allowance: TN
MLAs" windfall from CM Vijay, (THL Aug 20). The
reported decision of the Vijay-led TVK government to
provide cars, [75,000 monthly allowance to each of Tamil
Nadu’s 234 MLAs, and another {25,000 for an assistant
deserves strong public criticism. Such a generous pack-
age raises serious questions about priorities and finan-
cial responsibility. At a time when citizens demand bet-
ter roads, healthcare, education, jobs and basic services,
public money should not be spent on expanding politi-
cal privileges. Elected representatives enter public life to
serve people, not to treat politics as a source of comfort
and personal benefits. Moreover, such concessions could
set a dangerous precedent, with legislators in other States
demanding similar facilities. Governments must promote

austerity, accountability and responsible spending.
N Sadhasiva Reddy, Bengaluru

thehansreader@gmail.com

of Stalinist regime, and the

failure of Soviet economy to
modernise could not be at-
tributed to Lenin. USSR failed

as a State not because of the
concept of Lenin but because

of the application of a faulty

state repressive policy. So far

as the inequality in any society
looms large, so far as the few

controls the vast wealth of the

nation, depriving the majority
to struggle for daily bread and
butter, Lenin would remain
relevant.

These names would keep
lurking in our minds and
would compel the State for a
real socialistic pattern of gov-
ernance and society. It would
yearn us to go beyond token
doles but a systemic reform
within a time bound limits.
Giants like Lenin and Gandhi
would remain icons of selfless
service and inspiring leader-
ship. Such title of a super hit
movie reminds us of the harsh

realities of economic disparity

and an urgent need to address
the issue.

(The author is a former

Director General of Police,
Telangana.)

Viral video puts woman

police officer in spotlight

BENGALURU: A video allegedly showing a woman police
officer engaging in an inappropriate conversation with a
jailed inmate through a WhatsApp video call has gone viral
on social media, triggering controversy within the police
department. The officer featured in the video has now ap-
proached the Cubbon Park police, alleging that the footage
was recorded and circulated without her consent.

According to the complaint, the officer had been ac-
quainted with a rowdy-sheeter identified as Dharma sev-
eral years ago. She allegedly spoke to him through a video
call, during which he recorded the conversation. The officer
has alleged that Dharma subsequently shared the recording
with another rowdy-sheeter, Saikumar, who circulated it on
social media.

The officer has sought action against Dharma, Saiku-
mar and others allegedly involved in making the video
public. She has claimed that the circulation of the footage
has damaged her reputation and caused considerable em-
barrassment. In her complaint, the officer stated that she
was working as an officer in charge of security at a Metro
station. She also referred to her family and social standing
while seeking legal action against those responsible for cir-
culating the video.

Read more at
https://epaper.thehansindia.com
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“We expect consumption demand to remain
healthy. The company remains confident of
sustaining double-digit topline growth while
improving profitability through premiumisation,
innovation and scale benefits.” -Sunil D'Souza, MD

& CEO, Tata Consumer Products Ltd (TCPL)

Business
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Tech Survey
by Amazon

mazon.ins inaugu-

ral Best in Tech Sur-
vey, found Al features
are now expected by 82
per cent of smartphone
buyers. Performance and
speed remain the strong-
est purchase drivers at
87 per cent, followed
by battery life at 79 per
cent and camera quality
at 77 per cent. About 42
per cent are considering
phones priced Rs25,000-
Rs50,000, while 48 per
cent plan upgrades
within three months.
Reviews and ratings
influence 47 per cent of
buyers.

Declassified
on Discovery+

D iscovery has an-
nounced the avail-
ability of Declassified:
Operation Sindoor on
this Independence Day
to stream on Discov-
ery+. The two-part do-
cuseries was broadcasted
on August 15, where Ajit
Doval, National Security
Advisor of India gave
insights on O peration
Sindoor. According to
Doval: “We had decided
the objective of the op-
eration was destruction

MumMBAI

BENCHMARK equity indi-
ces bounced back on Thurs-
day, with the Sensex cimb-
ing 628 points and the Nifty
snapping its seven-day los-
ing streak as easing global
bond yields fueled a stock
rally worldwide.

The 30-share BSE Sensex
jumped 628.04 points, or
0.82 per cent, to settle at
77,537.72 after four days
of decline. During the day,
it surged 701.43 points, or
0.91 per cent, to 77,611.11.
Snapping its seven-day fall-
ing streak, the 50-share NSE
Nifty rose by 153.55 points,
or 0.64 per cent, to close at
24,231.85.

"Markets found much-
needed relief after the US
Treasury stepped in to
contain the surge in global
bond vyields, triggering a
strong  broad-based re-
bound and ending the do-
mestic market's week-long
losing streak. The interven-
tion has dragged down the
dollar, which, along with
a firmer rupee and easing
yield pressures, boosted

widespread across sectors,
driven primarily by strength
in IT and financial stocks,
as a cooling yield environ-
ment supports spending,
he said. "Yet, the market's
optimism remains guarded
as stubbornly high crude oil
prices, driven by unresolved
US-Iran tensions, continue
to cast a shadow over infla-
tion and corporate profit-
ability," Nair added. Among
the Sensex firms, Eternal,
Kotak Mahindra Bank, ITC,
Bajaj Finance, Axis Bank
and UltraTech Cement were
the biggest winners. Tata
Steel, InterGlobe Aviation,

en-session losing streak—
the longest in nearly 11
months—as easing global
bond yields revived risk ap-
petite and encouraged in-
vestors back into equities.
"The recovery marked a de-
cisive shift from the cautious
tone that had dominated
recent sessions, with bench-
mark indices holding on to
their early gains through-
out the day," Hariselvan
Radhakrishnan, Founder
& CEO of HST Wealth, a
SEBI-registered  Research
Analyst firm, said. Foreign
Institutional Investors (FIIs)
bought equities worth Rs

Bullion fires up: Gold hits
<1.62 lakh, silver jumps 310,000

NEw DELHI

GOLD staged a sharp
comeback in the national
capital on Thursday,
rising by Rs 4,300 to a
three-month high of Rs
1.62 lakh per 10 grams,
and silver surged by Rs
10,000 as investors turned
to precious metals amid a
weak US dollar. The vel-
low metal of 99.9 per cent
purity appreciated by Rs
4,300 to Rs 1,62,300 per
10 grams (inclusive of all
taxes), according to local
traders. It had closed at
Rs 1,58,000 per 10 grams
on Wednesday.

The precious metal
was last seen at compa-
rable levels on May 26,
when it was quoted at Rs
1,62,400 per 10 grams.

Silver mirrored

soaring to a seven-week
high of Rs 2,45,000 per
kilogram (inclusive of all
taxes) from Rs 2,35,000
per kg. The white metal
had traded near these
levels on July 3, when it
was quoted at Rs 2,45,000
per kg. "Gold hovered
near its highest level in
more than two months
on Thursday, supported
by a sharp decline in the
US dollar and Treasury
yields," Saumil Gandhi,
Senior Analyst - Com-
modities at HDFC Securi-

ties, said. The dollar index
slid to a three-month

low, while lower Treasury
bond yields improved

the appeal of assets such
as gold, he added. The
rally in spot bullion prices
came despite a retreat

in the overseas markets.
Gold dipped USD 66.31,
or 1.47 per cent, to USD
4,456.72 per ounce, and
silver dropped nearly 2
per cent to USD 65.82
per ounce. Spot gold

was trading lower at

USD 4,450 per ounce as
crude oil prices surged
over 2 per cent after the
US President Donald
Trump announced new
economic sanctions on
[ran, Praveen Singh, Head

of Commuodities at Mirae
Asset ShareKhan, said.

AWS rolls out
advanced OpenAl
models in India

Hans BusiNEss
HYDERABAD

AMAZON Web Services
(AWS), announced the gen-
eral availability of OpenAl
GPT-5.6 Terra and Luna
models on Amazon Bedrock
in India with in-country in-
ferencing. With this capabil-
ity, OpenAl model inference
on Amazon Bedrock is pro-
cessed on AWS infrastruc-
ture, giving organizations
the ability to leverage fron-
tier models locally.

Nitin Bawankule, Head-
Enterprise  Sales, India,
OpenAl, said: “What we're
seeing in India is a shift
from AT as experimentation
to Al as operating leverage.
Businesses want models that
can help teams write bet-
ter software, work through
complex information, and
make higher-quality deci-
sions in the flow of work.
For many organizations in
India, especially in regulated
sectors, local inferencing is a
key part of adopting Al with
confidence. Making our
models available through
Amazon Bedrock gives
more organizations a practi-
cal way to bring that capabil-
ity into production.’

Satinder Pal Singh, Direc-
tor, AWS India, said: “India’s

of the enemy camps attractiveness to EMs," HCL Tech and Titan were  407.99 crore on Wednes-  per cent and MidCap Select  1.87 per cent. FMCG (1.03  cent), Consumer Discre- enterprises are moving rap-

particularly those who Vinod Nair, Head of Re-  the laggards. "Indian equity = day, according to exchange  index was up 0.56 per cent.  per cent), Focused IT (1.02  tionary (0.75 per cent) and idly from Al experimenta-
had been responsible for search, Geojit Investments  markets ended higher on  data. The BSE SmallCap  Among sectoral indices, percent),IT (0.94 percent), Top 10Banks (0.69 per cent) tion to production-scale
the Pahalgam attack” Ltd, said. The recovery was  Thursday, snapping a sev-  Select index climbed 0.83  Realty jumped the most by  Financial Services (0.85 per  also advanced. deployment, and they need
frontier intelligence that
Milestone in . . ebi runs where their data al-
ebi allows IFSCA- ready lives.
ohoticsurgeies — ( entre {1 htens suoar StOCk | iiatar ok Cement sector powers core ™
~ regulated entities to
b Bhandas _ _ accessKcrecords  industries’ 5.4%risein J uly JawaYezdi
and Team Mo :
marked the national norl I IS al I Ild prlce Surge ' NEW DELHL: Markets | NEW DELHLIndia's Index expands digital
milestone with an - regulator Sebi on Thursday | of Core Industries (ICI) re-

extraordinary achieve-
ment: 51 robotic
bariatric and metabolic
surgeries completed in
just 14 hours on August
15. The unprecedented
initiative brought
together six robotic
systems, one designated
console surgeon and

one highly coordinated
[ndian clinical team. A
total of 51 patients un-
derwent robotic bariatric
and metabolic surgery,
comprising 30 men and
21 women. The patients
ranged in age from 21 to
77 years, with an average
age of 43.6 years.

AWS opens
Builder Lofts

WS has announced

the opening of AWS
Builder Lofts in Berlin,
Hyderabad, and Sao
Paulo,the permanent
community spaces give
students and developers
a place to learn, connect,
and contribute through
hands-on experiences,
community-led sharing,
and technical collabora-
tion. David Nalley, Direc-
tor, AWS, said:" Twenty
years ago, AWS launched
its first services, and it
was the builder commu-
nity that believed in us
from the very beginning.
These spaces are our way
of investing back in that
community.’

VAYU forays
into India

AYU, an air

compressor brand
created for manufac-
turers and growing
businesses, announced
its launch in India with
a portfolio of com-
pressed air solutions.
At launch, VAYU offers
a 5-45 kW range of air
compressors, available
in fixed- and variable-
speed configurations and
designed for operating
pressures ranging from 7
to 12.5 bar. The portfolio
is supported by a range
of accessories, genuine
spare parts, comprehen-
sive warranty coverage
and nationwide service

support.

NEW DELHI: THE Centre
on Thursday imposed a stock-
holding limit on bulk con-
sumers of sugar, amid con-
cerns over rising prices due
to tight supplies ahead of the
festival season.

Food Minister Pralhad
Joshi, in a social media, an-
nounced that bulk consumers
using more than 10 tonnes of
sugar a month will not be al-
lowed to hold stock beyond
what they would consume in
15 days. The food ministry has
notified the Sugar (Stockhold-
ing Limit of Bulk Consum-
ers) Order, 2026, which cov-
ers confectioners, soft drink
manufacturers, food process-
ing units, sweetmeat sellers
and other institutional buyers.
The order will come into force
from September 1 and remain

in effect till November 30.

This follows an earlier or-
der, effective August 1 to No-
vember 30, capping stock with
sugar dealers at 4,000 quintals
for 30 days.

The curbs come against
the backdrop of a sharp rise
in sugar prices, with ex-mill
rates hitting record levels on
account of a lower opening
stock ahead of the 2026-27
season.

The all-India average ex-
mill price rose to Rs 5,400-
5,500 a quintal on Tuesday,

up from Rs 3,900 a year ear-
lier, according to an industry
body. Retail sugar prices have
climbed about 13 per cent
year-on-year to Rs 52.30 a
kg as on August 18, from Rs
46.34 a year ago, as per con-
sumer affairs ministry data.
Demand for sugar typically
rises between August and
November, as the country cel-
ebrates major festivals, such as
Ganesh Chaturthi, Dussehra,
and Diwali. Under the new
order, the monthly quantity
of sugar sold by each mill to
a bulk consumer -- whether
directly or through dealers --
will be verified, and consump-
tion will be determined with
reference to GST returns filed
by sellers and/or buyers, using
the relevant HSN code appli-
cable to sugar.

- allowed

Local currencies can cut trade
costs: RBI deputy governor

MUMBAL Local currencies
will play an ever-increasing
role in cross-border trade and
payments as they lower trans-
action costs, reduce currency
mismatches, and improve set-
tlement efficiency, RBI Deputy
Governor Rohit Jain has said.
Speaking at the Annual
Day of the Foreign Exchange
Dealers’ Association of India
(FEDAI) last week on 'India's
Foreign Exchange Markets:
Getting ready for the next Dec-
ade, Jain said that by their very

nature, markets are continu-

to the needs of the time.

next decade if it can help fa-

cilitate India's ever-increasing
~ exports to all countries, al-
. though the rules vary by
disruptive manner, serve the !
smallest user as efficiently as |
the biggest, and embrace new
- amended “to align the provi-
- sions relating to denomina-

engagement with other coun-
tries, absorb shocks in a non-

technology without vitiating
the trust it has earned,” he said.

tating seamless sharing of cli-

: ent information for financial

services. The markets watch-

. dog said the step will enable
. interoperability and facilitate |
- sharing of information be-
- tween Sebi-registered KRAs
- and entities regulated by IF-
. SCA. Under the move, the In- |
. ternational Financial Services
- Centres Authority (IFSCA)
- regulated entities can access
- KYC Registration Agencies
. (KRAs) records for carry-
- ing out KYC of clients who
- engage them for financial
- services, Sebi said. A KYC
. Registration Agency (KRA)
- is an agency that maintains |
- investors' KYC (Know Your
- Customer) records.

_ entities regulated
- by the IFSCA to access the
- systems of registered KYC
. registration agencies, facili-

corded a 5.4 per cent growth
in July this year compared
to the same month of the

| previous year, driven by the
. strong performance of the

iron ore, cement, and elec-
tricity sectors, according to
figures released by the Min-
istry of Commerce and In-
dustry on Thursday.

The cement sector clocked
a robust growth of 13.1 per
cent during the month as
demand stayed buoyant
due to large government
investments in big-ticket
infrastructure projects such

. as highways, ports, and rail-

ways.
The production of iron
ore surged by as much as

- 29.5 per cent in July. Owing

to intensive use of iron ore
in the production process,

| and its contribution to in-

DGH unens door wider

. NEW DELHI: THE govern-
ously evolving and parameters
of their readiness are being |
regularly renewed according
"Our |
market would be ready for the
- payments in Indian rupees.

ment on Thursday amended
certain provisions of the For-
eign Trade Policy to make it
easier for exporters to invoice
overseas sales and receive

The amendments

COVETr

destination. Two paragraphs
of the Foreign Trade Pol-
icy (FTP) 2023 have been

tion of export contracts and
eligibility for FTP benefits in
respect of export realisation
in Indian Rupees with the
Foreign Exchange Manage-
ment (Manner of Receipt and
Payment) Regulations 20237
the Directorate General of
Foreign Trade (DGFT) said
in a notification.

For countries outside
the Asian Clearing Union
(ACU), export contracts and
invoices may now be denom-
inated in any fnreign curren-

" | JAWAYEZDI

dustrial development, it has
been included in the list of

core industries as a new item |

in the revised series of ICL
Accordingly, the number of
core industries has increased
from eight to nine in the
new series, which kicked in
for the first time from last
month.

Electricity generation
grew by 9 per cent during
July while coal production
went up by 7.6 per cent. The
output of steel and refinery
products during the month
increased by 2.9 per centand
2.7 per cent respectively, the

data showed.

cy or Indian rupees.

Earlier, export earnings
generally had to be received
in a freely convertible cur-
rency. Commenting on the
notification, economic think
tank GTRI said eligible ru-
pee payments for exports to
any country other than Nepal
and Bhutan will now qualify
for FTP benefits and count
towards fulfilment of export
obligations. Rupee earnings
received through approved
banking channels will there-

for runee seftled exnurls

fore be treated on par with
export payments received
in foreign currency, it said,
adding that exports financed
through EXIM Bank or Gov-

in Indian rupees. The ACU is

a regional payment arrange-
ment established in 1974 to

facilitate trade settlements
and reduce repeated transfers
of foreign exchange by peri-
odically settling the net obli-

gations of its members,

reach campaign

Hawns BUsINESS
HYDERABAD

Motorcycles
launched the Yezdi Road-
ster Red Wolf campaign on
e-commerce platformsAma-
zon.in and Flipkart.

For online purchase, the
customer has to pay the ex-
showroom booking amount
on the e-commerce sites. Af-

. ter which an authorised local

dealer confirms the order
and guides the customer for
the remaining on-road pay-

. ment. Registration and in-
. surance are completed at the

dealership, followed by the
final handover, Accessories
and add-ons remain dealer-

. ship purchases.

Anupam  Thareja, Co-
founder, JawaYezdi Motorcy-
cles, said: “The Yezdi Road-

- ster has resonated with riders
| because of its distinctive styl-

ing and refined engineering,
when the Red Wolf came
along, it called out to its pack

. like nothing before. With its

availability on Indias leading
e-commerce platforms, the
Red Wolf can bring its bold

. individuality across multiple
ernment of India lines of |
credit may also be invoiced |

Indian cities.”

Thareja, further added:
“Online presence for riders
to discover and start their

| ownership journey seamless-

ly has become indispensable
tor us, and we will continue
to endeavour to make our

. range of performance classics
. widely available”

Sometimes the strongest answer is to

NEw DELHI

FOR Karan Adani, the past
three years have been less
about watching a business
leader navigate a crisis and
more about watching a fa-
ther carry a burden.

In a deeply personal note,
the managing director of
Adani Ports reflected on
what it was like to watch his
father, billionaire Gautam
Adani, navigate the turbu-
lence that followed the Hin-
denburg Research report and
subsequent US Department
of Justice proceedings.

"Over the last three years,
through the Hindenburg at-

tack on the Adani Group and
the US DOJ proceedings, [
was asked one question more
than any other: What is it
like, as a son, to watch your
father endure all of this?"
Karan wrote in a post on
LinkedIn.

Karan said he struggled to
answer the question while
the events were unfolding.

"Now that it is behind us,
[ can."

There were mornings
when another headline, ac-
cusation or judgment greet-
ed him, he said.

"l felt anger. I felt con-
cerned. And, as a son, I often
wondered, how much should

one man have to absorb?"

But what stayed with him,
he said, was not the noise.

It was watching his father
go to work.

"My Father Kept Going to
Work."

"It sounds like such an or-

dinary statement. It was any-
thing but ordinary,” Karan
wrote.

He said resilience was of-
ten imagined as something
dramatic - a speech, a show
of defiance or a promise to
prove critics wrong. What
he saw instead was his father
simply returning to the work
in front of him every morn-
ing.

"Projects still had to be
built. People still depended
on us. Ports had to run.
Power had to reach homes
and businesses. Airports had
to serve passengers. Invest-
ments whose results would
be seen only decades later

still had to be made.”

"India had not paused be-
cause our family was living
through a storm. And nei-
ther did he."

For Karan, the experience
also changed his understand-
ing of the man he had always
known simply as "Papa”.

"Papa always had an ex-
traordinary ability to focus
on the task in front of him,"
he wrote.

"Work speaks for itself”
has always been his instinct,
Karan said.

The experience, he added,
made him understand more
deeply why his father had

devoted his life to infrastruc-

ture and what he describes as
nation-building.

"For him, these were never
slogans,” he wrote.

Gautam Adani has built
the group around infrastruc-
ture and energy businesses
ranging from ports and air-
ports to power and other
sectors, with investments
often requiring a long-term
view.

His ports-to-energy group
never slowed during the
three years of turbulence. It
invested more than Rs 2.08
lakh crore in the second half
of FY25 and FY26, including
record capital expenditure
of Rs 1,52,967 crore in FY26

keep building’

- the highest of any Indian
corporate - while its mar-
ket capitalisation recovered
above pre-indictment levels.
Milestones during the pe-
riod included the launch of
Navi Mumbai International
Airport, Adani Ports be-
coming India's first operator
to handle over 500 million
tonnes of cargo in a year, and
Adani Green Energy cross-
ing 20 gigawatts of renewable
capacity. Investors, includ-
ing BlackRock and Apollo
Global Management, and
banks like Deutsche Bank
and MUFG, expanded their
engagement with the Group
through the proceedings.
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Just as Michael J. McMurray,
Chicago’s commissioner of avia-
tion, strikes us as one of the most
capable and respected members
of Mayor Brandon Johnson’s
administration, so Sean P. Duffy,
Donald Trump’s Secretary of
Transportation, fills that role in
Donald Trump’s motley crew.

As part of his remit, Duffy sits
on the Amtrak board of directors
and was front and center Friday
when his department announced
$5.3 billion in targeted new
funding for America’s passen-
gerrail. The planincludes a
hefty $2 billion for new trainsets,
not to mention more than $100
million to rehab various Chicago
bridges. For an administration
that famously denigrates Chicago,
Friday was a notably good day
for federal money for the city’s
historic status as a rail hub.

Under Dufly, the Depart-
ment has said it will fund 43 new
Amtrak trainsets and rehabilitate
41locomotives, many of them
serving routes running out of
Chicago, such as the “Hiawatha”
(Amtrak’s best Midwestern
train), “Blue Water,” “Illini,”
“Saluki,” “Illinois Zephyr,” “Pere
Marquette” and “Wolverine.”

Asregular Amtrak riders
know, the demand for rail in the
Midwest has exploded in recent
years, and that hunger makes
us supportive of an expansion,
even though previous iterations
of this board mostly regarded
Amtrak outside the Northeast
Corridor as aboondoggle. Times
have changed. This new money is
mostly going to corridors where
rail makes great sense. Especially
today, being as rail has enjoyed a
major comeback.

Justlook at the demand for
the relatively new Borealis train
between Chicago and St. Paul. The
route carried more than 200,000
passengers in its first year of oper-
ation after launchingin 2024, a
count that only is climbing. Often
the once-a-day train is completely
sold out.

If Amtrak were an airline, it
would already have added an
additional Borealis departure,
or three, or four. European train
operators would have done the
same. Amtrak being Amtrak and
the U.S. being the U.S., that means
months if notyears of planning
and environmental consulta-
tions and whatnot for something
that would be far simpler almost

EDITORIALS

Transportation secretary puts his federal money in
right place — popular, practical Midwestern trains

Passengers walk past a sleeper car before an Amtrak train departs Chicago Union Station on Nov. 10, 2024.
ARMANDO L. SANCHEZ/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

anywhere else in the world.

Or take Amtrak’s high-potential
Michigan Service, another busy
train that connects Chicago with
college towns like Kalamazoo and
Ann Arbor, along with the thriving
Detroit. There are a paltry three
trains a day, assuming at least one
is not canceled for one reason or
another, a frequent occurrence
in our experience. And delays are
ubiquitous, as we personally can
attest.

In Europe or many parts of Asia,
such a train-friendly corridor
would enjoy hourly service and
run on time. Sure, the issues of
freight interference are differ-
entin Europe, but much of the
Wolverine line now is owned by
the state of Michigan, and oper-
ated and maintained by Amtrak
itself. Bring on the trains and the
history of the Borealis suggests
the customers will come.

We’re endlessly fascinated by
U.S. inefficiency when it comes to
transportation infrastructure on
the ground (airports are another
matter). On Wednesday, the
Chicago Department of Trans-
portation said that the crucial
Cortland Street bridge would be
closed to vehicles for several more
years, clogging for yet longer one

of the city’s most traffic-choked
sections. And an overly elaborate
new CTA station at State and Lake
is taking years, choking the North
Loop with construction equip-
ment. CDOT has its explanations
in both cases, but no reasonable
person would deem it a quick
mover.

Amtrak Midwest, as the
state-supported service in Illinois,
Michigan, Wisconsin, Minne-
sota and Missouri is branded,
features a variety of high-demand
corridors best served by rail.
Those tracks have, in many cases,
been improved with hundreds
of millions of Midwest taxpay-
ers’ money; and yet Amtrak has
achronic rolling stock shortage,
meaning thatit simply doesn’t
have the cars to transport people
who want to travel. Even the
single Borealis run today is a
weird mix of rolling stock grabbed
from other trains, and heavily sold
days can’t easily be given more
capacity.

That’s why Duffy was right to
focus on new and rehabilitated
equipment for these Midwest
corridors that can put them to
immediate use and fill them with
passengers.

As ahappy byproduct, the

announcement also included
$572 million in funding to create
anew Chicago maintenance
facility for Amtrak at the current
Union Pacific yard in Chicago’s
Bridgeport neighborhood. This
potentially makes room for Justin
Ishbia’s long-term plan for anew
White Sox stadium on the yard’s
current 47-acre footprint, which
is familiar to Amtrak riders asitis
located along the Chicago River
and south of Roosevelt Road in
the South Loop. The U.S. Depart-
ment of Transportation is not (and
should not be) in the business of
helping private developers, of
course, but the relocation away
from the South Loop is a positive
for the city’s future growth, Ishbia
orno Ishbia.

But the DOT is in the busi-
ness of rehabbing wheezing
trains and building new ones
so all of the millions that Illi-
nois Gov. JB Pritzker has spent
on track improvements do not
remain absurdly under-utilized.
Amtrak Midwest is a partnership
between the states and the feds.
One of the few functional ones.

Where does the money come
from? Duffy, who knows the
rhetorical preferences of his boss,
claims much of it is from “cancel-

ing Gavin Newsom’s disastrous
high-speed train.”

He refers, of course, to the
notorious California High-Speed
Rail (CAHSR), a publicly funded
project that first was autho-
rized in, believe it or not, 2008.
Of course a high-speed train
between Los Angeles and San
Francisco makes sense. But the
CAHSR, which began construc-
tion in 2015 (11 years ago!) and
has already blown through some
$18 billion, is one of the great
cash sucks of all time. If you think
Chicago’s Red Line extension
is aboondoggle, and we do, you
have not met the CAHSR, which
is projected to cost at least $125
billion or more in total.

As it stands, some segments
of the line, which should have
gone directly between the two
great cities but was effectively
gerrymandered by local pols to
the east, might open in the next
decade; but no one is sure even of
that. What is certain is the gaping
funding gap and the political
opportunity to attack the gover-
nor of California.

Just as a point of reference,
when the train was autho-
rized, the estimated cost was
$33 billion. Now we are at $126
billion with no high-speed tracks
yet operational. The train is, of
course, a classic example of the
perennial perils of sunk costs;
abandoning the line seems
absurd (even to us) given how
much money would be written
off. But the cost, and the funding
gap, just keeps growing.

“Instead of wasting billions of
dollars on a train to nowhere,”
Dufly said in his announcement,
“we are fixing thousands of grade
crossings — saving lives and
improving communities across
America. We’re also making
an unprecedented investment
in Amtrak, because President
Trump and I are committed to
making passenger rail in Amer-
ica great again. Gavin Newsom
should take notes — this is how
you properly invest hard-earned
taxpayer dollars.”

It is not that simple, of course,
and we could do without the
MAGA blather. But Duffy, funda-
mentally, is correct, and his
department has put the bulk of
its investment in the right place:
actual equipment and real seats
upon which people want to travel
across the great Midwest.

After honeymooners crash in helicopter, tourist choppers give us pause

Ashorrible news stories go,
few could compare with what
happened on a Greek holiday
island Monday.

Two British newlyweds, Alex-
ander Cromie, 31, and Marie
Ebert, 30, were traveling from the
Greek mainland to the island of
Sifnos and had elected to splurge
onbespoke travel by helicopter. It
was just the two of them, both high
achievers with flourishing early
careers at Blackstone and Bain &
Company, and the Bell 206’s pilot,
Giorgos Raikos.

Alas, they never made it to the
island. The helicopter slammed

into the ground, killing all three
inafiery crash. An investigation is
underway.

Sois the familial grief.

Wednesday, hard upon the
accident in Greece, another tour-
isthelicopter crashed in Kenya’s
remote Samburu County, killing
seven. All, save the pilot, reportedly
were tourists who had been visit-
ing the Suyian wildlife sanctuary.
That was not the first time interna-
tional tourists had been killed in a
Kenyan helicopter crash.

Closer to home, we recall the
terrible crash last year in New
York’s Hudson River that killed

the pilot and an entire family of
Spanish tourists, including three
children. You may recall the happy

picture that circulated in the media

of the family before their fun sight-
seeing trip.

Accidents happen, of course,
sometimes in strikingly close prox-
imity. Helicopters are vital tools
when it comes to military opera-
tions and air rescues. And we don’t
doubt that there are many diligent,
safety-conscious operators of heli-
copters that serve tourists.

But the events of this week alone
are enough to give us pause about
getting on one, especially if there is

another choice of transportation to
apopular destination. At the least,
we would be checking for strong
safety and maintenance records
and a well-trained pilot. We would
like to know the age of the helicop-
ter and would want to be sure of its
airworthiness.

Watching the film of the
honeymooners’ seemingly fragile
conveyance fall out of the sky and
drop like abird is deeply upsetting.
Not least because they were just
arriving at their honeymoon desti-
nation, a time of great happiness.
Our condolences to the couple’s
families, and that of the pilot.

Inthe U.S,, the excellent
National Transportation Safety
Board investigates helicopter
accidents as it does other such
incidents. Abroad, such asin
Greece, local authorities do the
same.

Buthere is atimely reminder
there are lots of ways in these final
weeks of summer of makingittoa
secluded vacation place: by boat,
car, minibus, train or even a stur-
dier plane subject to a more highly
regulated environment. This week,
it feels like private travel in a tourist
helicopter seems to come with real
risks.

ON THIS DAY 36 YEARS AGO A TIP FROM PRAGUE

Chicago’s new revenue direc-
tor, Paul Vallas, is inheriting
an operation thatis atleasta
thousandfold better than it was
15 months ago, when Mayor
Daley borrowed a partner in the
accounting firm of Arthur Ander-
sen & Co. to overhaul it.

But as outgoing director
Robert Kehm said, there is still a
bigjob ahead.

The department was so
riddled with corruption, confu-
sion and apathy for so long that
even a year of reforms has not yet
produced the efficient collection
arm that city government—and
its taxpayers—need.

It’s getting there, though.
Kehm’s changes and his empha-
sis on cleaning up old bills
brought in an extra $16 million
in the first half 0f1990. And after
years of stalls and false starts, the
Revenue Department will begin
collecting parking fines next
month. That will unclog Traffic
Court, aiding its reform move-
ment. It should also abundantly

aid the city budget.

The tough new enforcement
system, which includes license
suspensions and liens on prop-
erty for any Illinois resident who
piles up tickets in Chicago, is
bound to produce a hefty jump
in revenue. Now, only about
20 percent of the 4 million or 5
million parking tickets issued
each year are paid; under the new
system, the city hopes to collect
85 percent.

Vallas was highly regarded as
director of the Illinois Economic
and Fiscal Commission. Perhaps
Daley can give him aboost in
his new job by copying Mayor
Jaroslav Koran of Prague. Fed
up with illegally parked cars,
Koran personally plastered their
windshields with huge warning
posters backed by extra-strong
glue. It’s cheaper than clamping
on Denver Boots, and at least as
maddening to the clods who clog
city streets.

Tribune editorial board,
Aug. 20,1990

EDITORIAL CARTOON

ATTENTION:
ALL CREW MEMBERS
ARE URGED TO TAKE

ADVANTAGE OF
OUR SCURVY PREVENTION
PROGRAM.
SIGN UP FOR THE LEMON
IN THE MESS HALL.

DREW SHENEMAN/TRIBUNE CONTENT AGENCY
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OPINION

Chicago’s kids deserve better
olitical theater on vaccines

than

By Chuka Onuh
and Julia Rosebush
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

Chicago Public Schools will
reopen on Monday. Already before
the first bells ring, President
Donald Trump’s administration
has made our city’s most vulnera-
ble population less safe.

On Aug. 10, Trump, flanked
by Health and Human Services
Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.
and National Institutes of Health
Director Jay Bhattacharya, told the
country that “vats” of vaccine were
being “pumped into” children,
comparing routine childhood
immunizations to the size of a
sodabottle. With days until school
starts, Chicago parents must now
decide who to believe: the pedia-
tricians who have overseen their
children’s health since birth or the
president and the HHS secretary
who lack the scientific expertise to
enact vaccine policy.

Asamedical student and a pedi-
atric infectious disease physician
who care for children on Chica-
go’s South Side, we do not have the
luxury of treating this executive
order as political theater. We will
be in the exam rooms and on the
hospital floors in the weeks ahead,
fielding questions from anxious
parents that come from a place
of care, notignorance or neglect.
Our community carries decades of
justified mistrust toward institu-
tions that have not always earned
it. But there is areal difference
between a parent asking difficult
questions and the federal govern-
ment sowing distrust in agencies
charged with protecting children.

The president’s “vats” and
vaccine-related autism claims are
not supported by science. They are
scare tactics targeting parents who
rarely interact with the medical

/X

Tushar Mehta prepares a COVID-19 vaccine to administer to children during a free vaccination event at
Chicago Teachers Union headquarters Nov. 12, 2021. ANTONIO PEREZ/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

system and are the least equipped
to challenge it.

The new executive order classi-
fies vaccines into three tiers: those
recommended for all children,
those recommended for certain
“high-risk groups” and others for
which shared decision-making is
left to parents and doctors. Among
the vaccines demoted to the latter
two categories are those protect-
ing against meningococcal disease,
which can result in death within
24 hours of symptoms showing up,
and hepatitis B, which can cause
chronic liver disease. This buffet-
style selection of vaccines may be
manageable for families with easy
healthcare access, but for many
of the families we serve, a missed
vaccine can mean serious, prevent-

ableillness.

Thatrisk grows under the
administration’s call to split the
MMR vaccine, which protects
against measles, mumps and
rubella, into three separate shots
atthree visits — areturn to the
pre-1971 era, before the combined
vaccine existed. Single-antigen
vaccines for measles, mumps and
rubella are not currently available
and could take years to develop.
Increasing the number of visits for
afamily does not make vaccina-
tion safer; it multiplies the chances
thata child falls through the cracks
before they are protected against
diseases that do not wait for a
second or third appointment.

‘We have sat with parents who
missed appointments because

ashift changed, abus was late

or asibling of the child had a
fever. Under the current vaccine
schedule, a missed visit is aminor
setback. Under a schedule requir-
ing more visits, the increased
likelihood of missed visits leads
to a child starting school without
the immunity their classmates
are counting on. That risk falls
hardest on families with the least
room to absorb it, in the name of a
“oold standard” that no pediatric
medical society or peer-reviewed
evidence supports.

This comes amid ameasles
outbreak threatening the U.S’s
elimination status. Chicago’s city-
wide student vaccination rate sits
barely above the 95% herd-im-
munity threshold. And even

then, there are sharp local gaps:
Washington Park is at 871% and
Fuller Park, 88.2%. Vaccines are a
community health measure, not
justan individual choice — a child’s
protection depends on the immu-
nity of those around them, regard-
less of the ZIP code or school type.
Since 2015, the rate of CPS students
out of compliance with at least one
vaccine requirement has nearly
doubled, from 6.9% t012.2%, a
trend Illinois has tried to counter
through a state law aligning state
vaccine guidance with the Ameri-
can Academy of Pediatrics. But no
state law can undo the psycholog-
ical damage of a president telling
millions of parents, days before the
firstbell, that their pediatrician’s
recommendations are dangerous.

That is why the exam room
matters more than ever to pediatric
providers. As we care for families
over the coming weeks and months
for child wellness visits and back-
to-school physicals, we cannot
let this moment pass in silence.
This is not the time to lecture or
disengage, but to get curious and
reengage. To ask patiently about
concerns and address them with
facts grounded in science.

The conversations in our clinic
rooms — not the courtroom, not
the press box, not even the Oval
Office —will decide this moment
and the future of pediatric care.

Washington has given parents a
sound bite. We owe them a conver-
sation.

Chuka Onuh is a third-year
medical student at the University
of Chicago Pritzker School of
Medicine. Dr. Julia Rosebush is an
associate professor of pediatrics in
the Section of Infectious Diseases
at the University of Chicago
Medicine Comer Children’s
Hospital.

Chicago Mayor Brandon Johnson reads a book to students from Genevieve Melody STEM Elementary School at the Legler Regional Branch of the Chicago Public Library on Feb. 7, 2024.
TERRENCE ANTONIO JAMES/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Investment in public libraries ripples across neighborhoods

By Michael Fassnacht
and Eva Giglio
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

The role our Chicago Public
Library plays as acommunity hub
for learning and human connec-
tion across every neighborhood
isindelible. Tts importance asa
civic institution that preserves
our democracy by upholding the
promise that knowledge belongs
to everyone has never been more
necessary. But the library plays a
third role, less discussed but just as
consequential to the growth of the
city we call home: It is an engine of
economic opportunity.

Arecent study performed in
partnership with McKinsey & Co.
found that the library generated an
annual $440 million in economic
impact against a total annual oper-
atingbudget of $145 million. This
means that for every $1invested
inour library, it returns $3 to the
people of Chicago.

These findings confirm what
the Chicago Public Library Foun-
dation and all our donors, funders
and partners have believed over
the last 40 years: Investing in our
public library is one of the smart-
est and most forward-looking
investments we can make in our
city and for every Chicagoan.

But the multifold return on
investment is only the opening.
The study also estimates the value
of services the Chicago Public
Library provides to be at $165
million: checking out materials,
high-speed Wi-Fi connection,
community spaces, study areas
and meeting rooms, hundreds of
thousands of programs hosted
at the library for Chicagoans
of all ages, and online tools and
resources that are free for every-
one to use.

Thatvalue is not concentrated
inselect areas. Itis spread across
82 branches, which contributed an
average of more than $4.2 million.

The tremendous economic impact
is not only felt around the Harold
Washington Library Center but

in the communities around every
branch. They deliver impact where
it matters most: to the neighbor-
hoods. In addition, each does so
differently, because every library
responds to what its patrons need.
The library does not simply create
economic value; it delivers it equi-
tably.

For the first time, this economic
impact study quantified the
Chicago Public Library’s economic
contributions to the city and its
residents. But these numbers also
represent a more poignant truth.
The library is an essential part of
Chicago’s civic infrastructure. It
transforms lives in many ways —
from helping students succeed
in and out of school, to support-
ing Chicagoans in entering and
advancing in the workforce, to
addressing the information literacy
crisis, and to providing free, life-

long learning resources seven days
aweek.

As Chicago deals with seismic
cultural, economic and technolog-
ical shifts, all 82 library branches
will play an even bigger role as
anchors for our communities.
Already, earlier this year, the 81
Club initiative put alibrary card
in the hands of every Chicago
Public Schools student. The library
continues to be the largest provider
of free Wi-Fi in the city and is now
preparing to ensure Chicagoans
are literate about artificial intel-
ligence as we enter anew phase
of the digital future. And with the
opening of the Obama Presidential
Center branch, the library contin-
ues to foster human creativity and
connection.

While this study quantified the
library’s economic footprint, it is
crucial to acknowledge that the
holistic benefits of the Chicago
Public Library are immeasurable.
Chicagoans holding their head up

alittle higher because they learned
something new, teens who have a
safe space where they can make
themselves possible, the lifetime
effect of possessing a library card,
the moments of connection and
care — these defy simple calcula-
tion.

We need to keep these positive
economic data points in mind as
we discuss the 2027 city budget.
A dollar invested in our library
system has a multifold positive
economic impact. Fewer dollars
invested will have a negative
economic impact across each of
our 77 neighborhoods.

Ultimately, the data serves as
proof that when we invest in our
library, we invest in the social and
economic vitality of Chicago today
and for future generations.

Michael Fassnacht is board chair
for the Chicago Public Library
Foundation. Eva Giglio is the
president and CEO.
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Al copyright debate could draw

By David Woodard
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

Several hundred thousand
people will pass the Petrillo Music
Shell in Grant Park this summer
without knowing that the man
whose name it bears confronted a
question America is now argu-
ing about — and, at first, got badly
wrong.

James C. Petrillo led Chicago’s
musicians union before becom-
ing president of the American
Federation of Musicians in 1940.
During the transition from silent
films to “talkies,” organized musi-
cians spent heavily trying to stop
recorded sound from replacing
live performers in movie houses.
Some of the union’s advertise-
ments featured robots.

The musicians were right about
what was coming. They were
wrong about how to answer it.

Thousands of cinema musi-
cians lost their jobs as theaters
installed sound equipment.

By the end of the 1920s, major
theater chains were dispensing
with the organists and pit orches-
tras that had accompanied silent
films. Those jobs did not return.

In 1931, Joseph Weber, then
president of the American Feder-
ation of Musicians, predicted that
“the only living thing around a
motion picture house will be the
person who sells you your ticket.”
He was right about the musi-
cians. He was wrong about the
movie theaters.

What survived was not the
work that could be reproduced by
amachine. Recorded sound was
cheaper, consistent and available
everywhere at once. A recording
did not get sick, take a night off
or require a place on a theater’s
payroll. Musicians could not
win by arguing that a record-
ing should not do what it plainly
could do.

What recording could not do
was be in the room.

A century later, I make my
living conducting orchestras
before audiences in Tampere,
Finland. Those audiences can
hear superb recordings at home,
often at little or no cost. Yet they
still come. They come because a
live performance is not merely
the delivery of notes. Itis an
event shared by performers and
listeners at one particular time, in

lesson from Chicago’s James Petrillo
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Musicians play together during the Muddy Waters’ Centennial Tribute at the Petrillo Music Shell at the Chicago Blues Festival in Grant Park in
downtown Chicago on June 14, 2015. ERIN HOOLEY/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

one particular place.

Skill was not the protection.
Presence was.

But Petrillo eventually found
amore consequential answer
to technological displacement.
In 1942, he did not try to abolish
records or prevent people from
listening to them. He used the
union’s leverage to insist that
the companies profiting from
recorded music contribute to the
musical life they were transform-
ing.

On Aug. 1,1942, the Amer-
ican Federation of Musicians
barred its members from making
commercial recordings. The
ban lasted 27 months, from
August 1942 through November
1944, despite pressure from the
National War Labor Board and a
personal appeal from President
Franklin Roosevelt. Record label
Decca settled with the union in

1943; RCA Victor and Columbia
followed in November 1944.

The settlements required
record companies to make
payments into a union-controlled
fund intended to create work
for live musicians. In 1948, that
arrangement took enduring form
as the Music Performance Trust
Fund, which has since financed
free public performances by
union musicians across the
United States and Canada. For
decades, it has supported work
for musicians and brought live
music to communities that other-
wise might not have had it.

Petrillo did not stop the
machine. He made it pay rent.

That is the part of this history
worth remembering as courts,
legislatures and technology
companies struggle with artifi-
cial intelligence and copyright.
Much of the present argument is

framed around permission: Did
an AI company have the right to
use a writer’s, artist’s or musi-
cian’s work for training? Should it
be required to ask first? Those are
necessary questions. They are not
sufficient ones.

Permission alone does not
answer what happens when a
technology captures the value
created by human work while
reducing the demand for the
humans who made it. Nor does
it answer who should benefit
when companies build profitable
systems on immense stores of
creative labor.

Petrillo’s answer was direct:
The companies that profited
from the technology should help
sustain the people whose work
made that technology valuable.
The answers had to be concrete:
Who pays? Into what fund? And
who governs it?

Chicago is better placed than
most American cities to remem-
ber that model. The shell that
bears Petrillo’s name still stands
in Grant Park. So does the under-
lying principle: Technological
change may be inevitable, but the
distribution of its rewards is a
policy choice.

Artwill survive artificial intel-
ligence, just as movies survived
recorded sound. Concert halls
will still fill with people. Books,
images and songs will still be
made.

But survival of the art form is
not the same thing as survival
for the people who make it. That
distinction is what policy is for —
and what the AT copyright debate
still too often misses.

David Woodard is an American
conductor living in Tampere,
Finland.

Voice of the people

Regulating industrial pollution

My family has lived in Chica-
go’s Pilsen neighborhood for
years, squeezed between high-
ways, truck routes and indus-
trial corridors. As a nurse and
the Midwest regional represen-
tative for the Alliance of Nurses
for Healthy Environments, I've
spoken publicly about what
school nurses there see first-
hand: kids whose asthma flares
up just from their walk to class,
missed school days, parents miss-
ing work to sit in an emergency
room. This isn’t abstract for me —
it’s real life in my family’s neigh-
borhood.

Heavy-duty truck and engine
manufacturers have known
about the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency’s nitrogen
oxide standards since 2022 and
have already started to build
compliant engines. Now some
are lobbying to delay or weaken
enforcement instead of honoring
that commitment, and neigh-
borhoods like Pilsen absorb the
impact.

Clean transportation is an
upstream investment in health,
not just an emissions target. A
bus that runs clean means a child
at the bus stop breathes easier
today, not decades from now.

Manufacturers should be held
to the standards they are already
obligated to meet. The EPA
shouldn’t let industry renegotiate
at the expense of my neighbors’
health.

— Gloria E. Barrera, Midwest
regional representative,
Alliance of Nurses for Healthy
Environments

Study of gas stoves, asthma

As an emergency physician in
Chicago, I have seen too often
when asthma stops being some-
thing a patient can manage at
home and becomes a medical
emergency. Asthma attacks can
mean missed school, missed
work, frightened families, emer-
gency department visits, hospi-
talization and death.

We invest enormous resources
in treating asthma. However, we
should be as committed to under-
standing and preventing environ-
mental exposures that worsen it.

That is why published research
on gas stoves and asthma
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Truck drivers and others travel through the intersection of South 41st

Street and Pulaski Road on March 12,2025, on Chicago’s Southwest
Side. BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

deserves attention and why the
government’s decision to cut

a study short should concern
anyone who cares about wellness
and cost of healthcare.

Researchers at Case West-
ern Reserve and MetroHealth
received federal funding to study
patients with poorly controlled
asthma by replacing gas stoves
with induction stoves. The origi-
nal study was designed to include
1,200 households, but funding
was terminated before research-
ers reached that goal.

Even so, the smaller study
produced striking results. Partic-
ipants experienced fewer asthma
symptoms and a 70% reduction
in emergency department visits,
along with fewer missed days of
school and work. In homes where
indoor air quality was measured,
kitchen nitrogen dioxide levels,
which worsens asthma, also fell
dramatically.

As a physician, I believe the
appropriate response is clear:
Study these findings further.

I have approached this issue
personally, too. My family and
T have worked to electrify our
Chicago home. I once believed
gas cooking was indispensable,
but when we monitored our
indoor air quality, we could see
the impact gas cooking had, even
with a high-powered ventila-
tion hood. After switching to
induction, our indoor air quality

improved.

Of course, one household is
not evidence. That is exactly why
research matters.

Families deserve reliable infor-
mation about the air they breathe.
Physicians need evidence about
environmental contributors to
disease. Policymakers need data
to determine which interven-
tions improve health and reduce
healthcare costs.

Cleaner indoor air cannot
become a benefit available only to
families who can afford appliance
upgrades. Many people rent or
live in homes requiring electrical
work.

The debate over gas stoves
has become politicized. But this
should be simple: When credi-
ble evidence suggests a common,
preventable exposure may
worsen a serious chronic disease,
we should investigate it thor-
oughly.

Canceling research does not
eliminate risk. It leaves patients,
physicians and families with
fewer answers.

— Dr. Ted Shieh, Illinois Clinicians
for Climate Action, Chicago

‘Chicago way’ strikes again

In the drama concerning U.S.
Rep. Jesus “Chuy” Garcia’s deci-
sion not to seek reelection and
the ensuing machinations to pass
the seat on to his chief of staff, the
ugly memories of politics “the

Chicago way” surfaced again.
Ald. Byron Sigcho-Lopez decided
to run for that seat, even though
it entailed obtaining 10,000-plus
petition signatures. To be safe, he
got 17,000-plus signatures since
petitions can be challenged.

The powers that be decided to
disqualify so many of the signa-
tures that Lopez did not have
the required amount to be on the
ballot.

I have been involved in Pilsen
since 1967, and I have known the
alderman since he was elected.
While we agree on the various
housing and education problems
in the ward, we disagree strongly
on the solutions.

However, though we disagree
on what to do, our conversations
have never included ad hominem
attacks. He has always been open
to listen.

The voters should decide if
Sigcho-Lopez should repre-
sent them in Congress, not some
behind-the-scenes procedure
that is designed to allow those
with power to stay in power.

The voters should decide
who represents them, not the
modern-day equivalent of a
smoke-filled room.

The system that allows certain
actors to manipulate the system
to appoint successors is not
democratic, fair or ethical.

Isupport Sigcho-Lopez’s
lawsuit to get on the ballot and
urge the Illinois Board of Elec-
tions to allow him that place.

— Rick Callahan, president, RR
Callahan Company, Chicago

Putting our safety at risk

On Monday, O’Hare Interna-
tional Airport saw two emer-
gencies because of blown tires
on airplanes. No injuries were
reported. In early 2025, President
Donald Trump’s administration
fired hundreds of employees of
the Federal Aviation Adminis-
tration. While Transportation
Secretary Sean Duffy said that
no “critical safety personnel”
were fired, those fired included
airplane maintenance mechan-
ics and radar and landing staff.

Iwould like to know thatI can
board a plane that has had proper
maintenance and not worry
about its tires.

In 1965, Ralph Nader published
his book “Unsafe at Any Speed,”
which accused the auto indus-
try of balking at installing safety
devices such as seat belts in cars.
Now it is government that is
making all of us unsafe. Trump
has undermined the mission of
the federal agencies created to
protectus.

Clean air and water regulations
have been significantly reduced
under Trump. Most recently,
the cyclospora outbreak has
claimed lives. The administra-
tion’s postponement of a Food
and Drug Administration rule
hampered the food safety system,
which hindered a response to the
outbreak.

Members of the U.S. military
are unsafe. Members of Congress
and family members of the 5,000
crew members have expressed
serious concerns about sailors on
the USS Abraham Lincoln. They
are experiencing a longer than
typical deployment and have
been in the Middle East because
of Trump’s foolish, unending war
with Iran. Concerns about those
sailors include poor sanitation,
food shortages and mental health
issues. Family members report
hearing of suicide attempts on
the ship.

Any critic or political opponent
is not safe from Trump’s ire. We
are all less safe. Trump has made
it clear the only people he cares
about are himself and his family.
— Bonnie Dohogne, Evanston

Note to readers

Construction on Chicago
streets and bridges this summer
has created headaches for many
drivers. We’d like you to hear from
you about your frustrations with
the delays and the city’s manage-
ment of the closures and detours.
Send a letter of no more than 400
words by Wednesday, Sept. 2 to
letters@chicagotribune.com. Be
sure to include your full name and
city/town.

For online-exclusive letters, go to www.chicagotribune.com/letters.
Email your letter submissions, 400 words or less, to letters@chicago
tribune.com. Include your full name, address and phone number.
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Regulators and investors

must pay attention to strain
in the direct loan market
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Almost a year ago, US companies First
Brands and Tricolor filed for bank-
ruptcy. The failures involved alleged
fraud by previously rather obscure com-
panies. But put together, they raised
alarms about the highly interconnected
web of private lending that had arisenin
recent years. Investors, CEOs and poli-
cymakers began to warn about corpo-
rate debt stress and suggest this episode
might be a canary in the coal mine for
theroughly $2tn private credit industry,
one of the fastest-growing areas of debt
markets.

JPMorgan Chase CEO Jamie Dimon
once remarked that “when you see one
cockroach, there are probably more”.
The Bank of England started to explore
where the cracks are, and what might
happen to the broader financial system

ft.com/opinion

if private credit were to suffer a serious
widespread shock. A year later, some of
the more apocalyptic predictions about
horrors supposedly hiding within the
market have so far proved ill-founded.
But it is also now clear that late summer
2025 was not a blip. The gnawing con-
cerns about private credit, especially in
the form of so-called direct lending, are
here to stay.

Private credit portfolios have experi-
enced markdowns, outflows and
defaults in recent months. Many parts
of the market, such as so-called invest-
ment-grade asset-backed lending,
appear resilient — but others do not.
Direct lending, in which non-banks pro-
vide capital to businesses, faces strain.
As the FT reported this week, the value
of troubled loans held by some of the
largest private debt investors has
reached levels last seen in 2017.

Some on Wall Street characterise con-
cerns over private credit markets as
media hype, but the pockets of instabil-
ity are real. Even some private lenders

Private credit risks remain at large

have themselves suggested in recent
comments that cyclical dynamics may
now be at play.

Private lending really blossomed sev-
eral years ago, when interest rates were
at record lows and stock markets were
surging: private equity firms, which had
traditionally leveraged their corporate
investments with bank loans, found it
cheap and easy to do so through the
credit arms of their private capital cous-
ins. This has raised concerns about risk
concentration within firms. Circular
ownership between firms can further
amplify risk.

If there were a serious downturn, the
question turns to who is on the hook. A
fashion has emerged in recent years for
private capital companies to buy or set
up life assurance companies, with the
premiums of everyday policyholders
directed into private credit. A federal
investigation into operations run by a
pioneer of this structure, Mark Walter,
has raised concerns about the scope for
mismanagement or worse. Unlike

[f there were
a Serious
downturn, the
question turns
towho ison
the hook

banks, which must meet strict federal
requirements on capital and reserves,
US insurance companies are primarily
overseen by state regulators.

Appetite for some private credit
assets appears to be slowing down. Blue
Owl Capital’s flagship private credit arm
reported its slowest pace of fundraising
in three years this summer, following a
period of heavy withdrawal requests for
the firm. Ares Management scaled
down a billion-dollar private credit con-
tinuation vehicle this month by more
than half when investors pushed back
onvaluations.

Macro dynamics exacerbate this: a
global “bond glut”, with heavy sovereign
supply relative to demand, has put
upward pressure on market interest
rates and contributed to a recent bond
sell-off.

Call them canaries or cockroaches,
but the recent signs of stress among pri-
vate credit operators should be a warn-
ing to investors and regulators alike to
increase their vigilance.
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Dont take that summer
trip for granted

Maria Hergueta

A Anantha Lakshmi’s report on
Vietnam’s bet on South Korean-style
chaebols (August 12) captures the
Communist party’s resolve to promote
the development of the country’s own
private sector after years of over-
reliance on foreign investment and
state enterprises. Indeed, Vietnam is
attempting in a single generation what
few countries have accomplished, and
its leadership deserwves credit for the
seriousness of that ambition.

Your excellent article mentions but
still underplays two factors: the
capabilities of Vietnam’s domestic
small and medium-sized enterprises

(which remain woefully under-
developed), and the capabilities and
political wherewithal of the state

to avoid capture by large private
champions whose objectives often run
to short-term gains, for example in real
estate, rather than productivity.

South Korea and also Taiwan are
instructive. Support in both countries
during their industrialisation drives
was tied to hard export and quality
targets, and withdrawn even from the
largest firms when they failed to
deliver. A deepening base of capable
suppliers grew alongside the
champions, nurtured and incentivised

deepening.

by an increasingly capable state
demonstrably committed to
supporting conditions conducive to
their development.

Several of Vietnam’s domestic
“champion” companies are genuinely
capable, as you note. But concentrating
support in champions while the
supplier base stays weak invites state
capture while stalling industrial

Vietnam’s fledgling SMEs remain the
country’s weak link, starved of capital
and with little incentive to invest in
technology or skills. Meanwhile capital
keeps flowing to land and vanity

Vietnam must do as much for its SMEs as for its conglomerates

projects rather than to production,
entrenching the interests that benefit
and leaving the base unbuilt. Value
outflows in the FDI sector already
exceed inflows.

Left unchecked, this tilt becomes
very hard to reverse because the
interests it favours gain the power to
defend it. To secure its future, Vietnam
must create the conditions for its SMEs
to compete and succeed.

Jonathan London

Associate Professor of Political Economy,
Leiden University, the Netherlands;
Former UNDP Senior Economic Adviser
for Vietnam, 2024-2026

port. There was also the aristocracy’s
grand tour — visiting the sights of
Europe for pleasure and self-improve-
ment — which forged a cultural tem-
plate for the holiday aspirations of the
later age of broad prosperity.

The most mundane version of travel
for travel’s sake is mass tourism. This
phenomenon is frequently criticised,
and often for sound reasons. Contem-
porary versions of the grand tour tend
towards Kitsch. The climate footprint,

especially of distant travel, is unsus-
tainable. Then there are the ravages

mass tourism inflicts on places too

Martin
Sandbu

t’s summer in the northern hemi-
sphere: the time for many of us to
hit the road, to be somewhere
other than where we usually live.
If you are on holiday, take a
moment to reflect on the remarkable
achievement that today’s widely

financial sector.

Democracy and high |

finance is a two-way street

You report the chief executive of
JPMorgan Chase “warning” the UK
chancellor not to create “a more hostile
tax environment for banks” (Report,
August 17) — saying in effect that it’s
the job of politicians to defend the
reputation and rewards of the private

My response would have been to
remind Jamie Dimon that it is also
his responsibility to defend and justify
the financial sector to the public.

BALLROOM /MILITARY COMPLEX

Wwilliam Wallace

social environment in which to live.
Dimon wants politicians to defend
banks from attack. As a politician, I
expect him and his colleagues in
return not only to defend their own
sector but also to address the
responsibilities to contribute to the
maintenance of stable democratic
societies that come with their
prominence and rewards.

House of Lords, London SW1, UK

Politics of ‘respect’ makes

accessible travel for leisure
constitutes.

Humans have always travelled, of
course. But for much of our existence
virtually all travel was done out of
need. This summer’s hit movie The
Odyssey should remind viewers of two
ancient reasons for displacement: war
and pillage, and finding one’s way
home. Homer’s epic also illustrates
that throughout much of history to be
on the move often meant to be lost.
This is still true today when many of
those who travel and migrate are

small to cope, from Veniceto Norway's
Lofoten islands.

But we can accept these criticisms,
and the need to find solutions, while
recognising one powerfully redeeming
feature of modern travel. Never before
in history have so many had the
opportunity to go somewhere else
simply for the sake of experiencing
somethingdifferent.

The shock of the new — the chance
to see how others live, to adopt
another perspective on one’s own cus-
toms — is no longer something that is

Democracy and high finance are not
easily compatible. The US and the UK
have been through periods in which
cartels and banks became the targets of
populist politicians. The rise of the
Greens in the UK, and of leftwing
populists within the US Democratic
Party, suggests that another surge may
be coming.

Some financial institutions already
prefer to operate offshore without
the scrutiny and tax burdens that
democratic states impose. I hope that
financial leaders in New York, London

and other cities in democratic states
will continue to recognise that those
countries’ institutional structures
provide a more secure framework for a
market economy than authoritarian
regimes, as well as a more pleasant

majoritarianism a virtue
Rana Foroohar’s “politics of respect”
(Opinion, August 17) risks confusing
two quite different things. People
deserve respect; their values deserve
scrutiny. To insist that respecting
people requires respecting their values
is to make disagreement an insult and
majoritarianism a virtue.

Patriotism may not, after all, be the

last refuge of the scoundrel. There is
always respect.

Conor Skehan
Malahide, County Dublin, Ireland

Oddly dated watch piece

Your style piece “The ugly watch that
runners love” (Life & Arts, August 1)
offers an oddly dated account of
Garmin. It treats the watch chiefly as
equipment for runners and, latterly, a
badge of earned status. But the more
interesting shift in health is away
from the old doctrine of pushing the
body ever harder and towards
understanding regulation: the
autonomic nervous system, vagal
activity, sleep, stress and recovery.

A Garmin is not a medical
instrument, and no proprietary score
should be mistaken for one. Its power
is longitudinal.

When mine showed extreme
overnight physiological stress despite
nine hours in bed, it prompted me to
seek medical help; I was diagnosed
with severe dysautonomia.

In a culture slowly learning that
health is not synonymous with fitness,
Garmin can teach us not only how hard
to push, but when not to push at all.
Josephine Jones
London SW15, UK

either painfully inflicted on us
through war or exile, or reserved for a
lucky few. Billions of people have the
time and the money to take to the road

exiled by conflict, climate stress or
economic need.

Humans have alwavs freely, without risk of danger or ruin, OUTLOOK eath is revered in Ireland Toolis, author of My Father’s Wake. cost €75mn a year in the form of a
| ‘ through the simple means of a holiday more than it is feared — So the slow extinction of the Irish targeted tax credit for draught
travelled. But for much toan unknown destination. DUBLIN unless it’s the pub that’s pub itself, with its cosy snugs, live products, capped at €20,000 per
of our existence it was To seek discovery is a fundamen- dying. music and warm welcome, is cause for | premises. Tax credits exist for the film
tally humanist act. This may not be as From a peak of more increasing alarm. “It’s sad because and TV industries and last year the

virtually all out of need than 8,600 in 2005, the number of
public houses has shrunk by a quarter

in two decades — a phenomenon that

obvious in your own holiday memo-
ries of queueing for museums, holiday
parks and beach spots as it is with, for

government cut sales tax for
hospitality to 9 per cent from 13.5 per
cent. But two-thirds of pubs don’t

wherever you go in the world there’s
an Irish pub,” said Murray. And with
an estimated 7,000 of those globally,

Death stalks

Even more positive motivations to

hit the road have historically been example, Michel de Montaigne brings a whole new meaning to The there could soon be more abroad than | serve hot food.

instrumental in purpose. Merchants  turning Europe’s first encounters with t e I’iS u Parting Glass, a haunting song often at home. In Northern Ireland, Lidl chose to
have prospered by connecting far- Native Americans in the Age of I p performed at Irish wakes and Galloping costs and changing habits | open a pub next to its supermarket in
flung places through trade — for Discovery into a social critique of his . funerals. — less drinking, more coffee and gym Dundonald near Belfast earlier this
profit, not for discovery. Nomadic own society. But even if the scale is As closures accelerate, publicans are | — are the “perfect storm” for the high- | year. This was a global first for the
peoples have cycled through locations  smaller, the fact of being exposed to aS runn mg petitioning the government to volume, low-margin pub trade, said German discount retailer, but it insists
that offer a temporary rich yield for  difference is the same. Mundane expe- . introduce tax breaks to halt what Michael O'Donovan, president of the it has no further pub plans on the
hunting or gathering. Proselytisers, riences can be existential for those Co S tg rl Se some fear is a terminal decline of one Vintners’ Federation of Ireland, which | island.

evangelists and missionaries have had  who live them. Many are those whose of Ireland’s best-loved institutions, represents some 3,500 publicans. Some Irish pubs have managed to

The VFI has lobbied — so far
unsuccessfully — to have Irish pubs
recognised by Unesco as part of the
country’s intangible cultural heritage.

religious or ideological dogmas to
spread. Discovery was a side effect,
not the purpose.

There have, to be sure, always been

lives have been transformed simply by
seeing with their own eyes that
another life is possible than the one
they knew at home.

especially in rural areas.

“As one fella said to me ‘if you were
left a pub in a will, you'd contest the
will},” said Jimmy Murray, a publican

cheat near-death: plans to build a
hotel on the site of Dublin music
venue the Cobblestone Pub in 2021
sparked a backlash. Musicians carried

some who travelled for travel’s sake, to This humanist potential can be who closed The Riverfront, in rural O’Donovan, who runs the Castle Inn | a coffin to the city council and a
find what was new and uncover what  undermined if the travel is compro- County Cavan, in January 2024 in Cork, said more than 100 Irish pubs | campaign by the protest group
was unknown. But they used tobefew  mised — whether because of social after 22 years. close a year on average, victims of a “Dublin is Dying” successfully
and far between, and almost alwaysin  media’s pressure to document one’s Yet pubs in Ireland have historically | wage bill that has increased by 40 per | overturned the plans.

the employ of someone with more served not only as community hub cent and electricity rates that are up

presence rather than be present in the Others have been less lucky: some

pragmatic purposes. If someone moment; or the temptation to repli- but as post office, village shop and 70 per cent in the past five years. are being demolished to make way for
became a mapmaker, envoy or seeker  cate elsewhere the comforts of home, sometimes the local undertaker too. “When that low margin is wiped out, apartments. “The land they're on is
of new trade routes out of curiosity, reducing travel to mere physical dis- Until 1962, it was the law to bring it doesn’t matter how much high now more valuable than the pub
that was rarely what motivated their  placement. dead bodies awaiting inquests to volume you do, you can’t make a itself,” said Donal Fallon, a social
patrons to put forward the resources Done right, however, travel for dis- “some convenient public house”. Now | profit,” he told me. historian of Ireland’s pubs who said
required to send them on their way. covery's sake unsettles our received they are often the venue for post- Those who make the case for many people greeted publication of
One of the great, under-appreciated  wisdom. It increases our knowledge of funeral send-offs. rescuing Irish pubs point out that they | his book The Dublin Pub as “akin to an
benefits of modernity, enlightenment, the astounding diversity of human In a country where families can still | are a big tourist draw, with 20 to 35 obituary”.

Without more public support for
Ireland’s existing pubs, Murray fears
more publicans will be forced to follow
his lead and close their pubs. “I can

only see this going one way,” he says.

jude.webber@ft.com

dig each other’s graves and the death
notice site rip.ie is a must-read, there is
an embrace of death — both
personally and as a community — that
reminds me of Mexico, where I used to
live. “The essence of being Irish is
hanging out with the dead,” said Kevin

ways of life, and it makes ita bit harder
to take for granted the way that hap-
pens to be our own. Every time that
happens, it strengthens a little the bul-

wark we sorely need against forces
intent on shrinking our horizons.

and eventually mass consumerism
has been to make it possible, at scale,
to travel with the primary motive of
curiosity and self-improvement. An
early step was that the scientific expe-
dition — discovery (mostly) for dis-
covery'’s sake — became established as
something worthy of prestige and sup-

per cent of turnover coming from
international visitors, according to
Donall O'Keeffe, chief executive of the
Licensed Vintners’ Association
representing the Dublin pub trade.

Publicans are lobbying for support
in this October’s budget that would

by Jude Webber

martin.sandbu .com
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Mike Ashley s luxury retail empire is going cheap

BUSINESS

hen Sir Dickson Poon,

the Hong Kong billion-

aire, paid £130mn at

today’s prices for Har-

vey Nichols 35 years

ago, he declared the Knightsbridge shop

“one of the greatest stores in the world”.

He turned the department store fre-

quented by Diana, Princess of Wales,

into a luxury group with six UK outlets
and several international franchises.

Harvey Nichols was acquired again

last week, this time for about £40mn in

a pre-packaged administration. The

new owner is Frasers Group, the UK

company controlled by Mike Ashley,

who became a billionaire by building his

Sports Direct discount chain from one

store into an international multi-brand
group with a market value of £3.6bn.

It is typical of Ashley to strike a bar-
gain for “Harvey Nicks”, It still feels
incongruous that a former squash coach
known for cut-price retailing, a sharp
eye for trading corporate assets and
aggressive tactics towarcs rivals should
own the genteel department store. Ashe
told the FT recently, “I'm not Mary Pop-
pins — when you get in a fight with me,
I'll come back at you.”

His reputation for being a discount
retailer is outdated. Frasers has been
moving steadily upmarket under its
“elevation” strategy, led since 2022 by
Michael Murray, chief 2xecutive and
Ashley’s son-in-law. It controls about
100 luxury stores, led by the Flannels
department store chain, and has part-
nerships with brands such as Moncler,
Gucci and Burberry.

But Ashley, whois no lenger a director
of Frasers but holds a majority stake in
the business, is as sharp as ever. Some of
the suppliers to Harvey Nichols are still
smarting from Frasers’ tactics after it
acquired the Matches Fashion chain in
2023 and shut it down within months. It
emerged with a profit, while they got
pennies on the pound as trade creditors.

The road to Harvey Nichols stretches
back a decade, to when Sports Direct
was overtaken by its smarter rival |D
Sports. Ashley had fallen out with sup-
pliers such as Nike and Adidas over his
ruthless discounting and messy stores.
He saw that shoppers were no longer
purely seeking bargains but were
increasingly being drawn by brands.

His second insight was that of a value

[t still feels incongruous
that a former squash coach
known for cut-price retail
should own Harvey Nichols

investor. High street retailing was
shrinking and valuations were falling as
ecommerce rose, giving him the chance
to recycle Sports Direct’s surplus cash
into brands and physical stores. “It’s
going to be a lot smaller pond but
[some] fish are going to be enormous,”
he remarked in 2019.

This led to today’s Frasers, which
owns a range of brands and stores,

including the House of Fraser chain.
Sports Direct bought the latter out of
administration in 2018, found it was in
even more trouble than Ashley realised
and scythed through it, closing stores
and cutting jobs. Its deals have had
mixed results but it usually finds a way
to extract some return.

The strangest aspect of Frasers is that
it also behaves like a corporate hedge
fund, buying stakes in public companies
including Mulberry, Boohoo (also
known as Debenhams) and Hugo Boss,
the German brand. It launched a €2.7bn
takeover offer for Boss in June and this
week announced that it had built its
stake to 48 per cent, despite getting a
chilly response.

The investments can turn out to be
the prelude to a bid, as with Boss; an
attempt to secure leverage over brands
in Frasers stores; or simply Ashley’s
instinct for an undervalued asset (“Ijust
think it’s very cheap,” he said of his Boss
stake-building). But they puzzle even
his fans. “We see the individual pieces of
the jigsaw, but only he knows the pic-
ture,” saysone investor.

Ashley has a fearsome mystique.

Clive Black, head of consumer research
at Shore Capital, describes him as “a ter-
rible beauty”. But his tactics do notdo :
much for Frasers’ rating as a public :
company. Many investors find it too :
opaque and unpredictable to touch, :
although its stock market valuation has :
risen by 20 per cent in a year amid its :

burst of dealmaking.

The salutary comparison is Next,
another multi-brand retailer with a
strong supply chain and logistics plat- :
form. Next has ascended steadily toa :
market capitalisation this week of :
£18bn — five times that of Frasers — :
thanks to consistent growth under
Simon Wolfson, chief executive. Their :
operations have a lot in common, but

there is a gulf between their styles.

One answer would be for Ashley to :
take Frasers private again, although he :
denies even considering it. While Mur- :
ray insists he is in charge, the hand of
the founder is not well hidden. Frasers’ '
purchase of Harvey Nichols may elevate
its reputation but do not expect Ashley
. have occupied medicine for decades.

to change his nature.

john.gapper@ft.com

........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Europe should
wish Rubio a
bright future

POLITICS

Janan
Ganesh

fter his death last month, a
video surfaced of US Sena-
tor Lindsey Graham cheer-
ing the bombing of Iran and
his own part in it. Other
Republicans had advised President

Donald Trump against the war. But Gra-
ham knew his golf partner “loves blow-

ing stuff up”. The recording was appar-
ently made in March.

In August, Iran still controls the Strait
of Hormuz. The US has lost face and
Patriot missiles. Households have lost
purchasing power as oil prices have
risen. Even if the war had worked, a sen-
ator in his eighth decade might be
expected to greet the use of lethal force
with some regret and decorum.

Still, European liberals cannot recoil
too much. Graham’s belligerence often
came in useful. He was a friend of
Ukraine in Washington. He was vigilant
to the threat from Vladimir Putin when
Germany was still building a gas pipe-
line to Russia and Mayfair was a recrea-
tional space for the Kremlin-connected
rich. His last public act was a visit to
Kyiv. A bill is going through Congress
now that would grant extraordinary
new tariff powers against Russia and its
enablers. Graham introduced it. He was

Katherine
Thompson

he heavy expenditure of

critical munitions in the

Iran war has set off a deluge

of headlines warning that

US stockpiles are close to
running dry. While certainly alarming,
these tend to miss that this new conflict
has simply exposed and accelerated a
pre-existing problem. The warning
signs of a serious munitions shortage —
and its impact on the US military — were
apparent long before.

Since 2018, US strategic doctrine has
acknowledged limitations on the scope
of America’s engagement in interna-
tional conflict, particularly given the
resource demands of deterring conflict
with China in the Indo-Pacific, a US pri-
ority. However, leaders in Washington
from both political parties have consist-
ently refused to grapple with the hard
choices that come with prioritisation.

pro-Nato in a Republican movement
that often wasn'’t.

Are the two things — the Ukraine
stalwart and the man who never met
a war he didn’t like — separable?
Could Europe have had the one without
the other?

If not, then Europe must prepare to
experience this problem all over again
in the coming years. Something of Gra-
ham lives on in Marco Rubio. The secre-
tary of state’s aggression can be unnerv-
ing, what with his role in the Iran war,
his side line as a kind of imperial pro-
consul in Venezuela, his pressure on the
regime in Cuba with who knows what
planning for the aftermath of its possi-
ble collapse. At the same time, this is the
man who wanted to sanction Russia
even before the invasion of Ukraine in
2022 asadeterrent.

Rubio, as Graham did, personifies a
dilemma for the contineat. The Ameri-
cans who are likeliest to agitate for reck-
less actions abroad are sometimes also
the likeliest to defend democratic
Europe. Both habits stem from a belief
that America has a historical and almost
celestial role to guard free societies. It is
a dangerous belief and, for a continent
in need of friends, a useful one. On that
basis, Europe has to hope that Rubio
rather than JD Vance or Tucker Carlson
is the future of Republicanism.

In theory, of course, it is possible to
have the best of both worlds: a selec-
tively belligerent leader who picks only
the right fights. But in the field of actu-
ally existing Republican candidates to
succeed Trump, the choice is between

Rubio and those who would sheathe the
American blade even when the cause is
just. (Or only when the cause is just, if we
regard the war secretary Pete Hegseth
as keen on the Iran intervention but

reluctant to support Ukraine.) It should
be obvious with whom Europe’s faint
hope lies.

Let me anticipate the obvious coun-
ter-argument. Rubio is slipperier thana
skinned eel. He voted against aid to
Ukraine in 2024. Though he cited a rea-
son — the bill did not come with extra
border funding at home — the vote
reeked of careerist desperation from
someone who feared getting on the
wrong side of Maga’s Russia apologists.
Graham was a career-long war zealot.
Rubio is not a career-long anything.
Don’t bet Europe on a man who six

Americans who agitate for
reckless actions abroad are
sometimes democracy's
likeliest defenders

months ago accused the continent of
inviting “civilisational erasure” through
immigration. (As ever in the Maga tell-
ing, western civilisation is supreme, but
also so weak as to succumb to a few dec-
ades of liberal government. It is not for
us to question how it can be both.)

To this case against Rubio, there is but
one answer: consider the alternatives.
Vance’s animus for Europe, and specifi-
cally for underwriting its security, is
much deeper and longer standing. Carl-
son has described himself as “more
sympathetic to Putin” than to Volody-
myr Zelenskyy. If by 2028 the Iran war
is seen on the right as a clear mistake
and a betrayal of America First, both of
these men could enter the Republican
primaries on an I-told-you-so platform.

On the balance of probabilities, a
Democratic president would be better
for Europe. But even that is less clear
than it was. The leftward drift of the
party might extend to a new scepticism
of the “war machine”, a Democratic
Socialists of America phrase that sounds
worryingly open-ended. The left will
argue that Joe Biden grew unpopular

The US munitions crisis goes back further than Iran

The large-scale drawdown of high-
value munitions from the US arsenal to
arm Ukraine following Russia’s full-
scale invasion in 2022 robbed the war
chest to the tune of approximately
$67bn. Combined with the inability to
replenish stocks quickly given signifi-
cant industrial base constraints, the US
traded away a significant degree of
optionality. Prior to this, Congress had
protected US stockpiles from flowing
out to foreign partners at the expense of
US preparedness for its own global
requirements. Yet there was no substan-
tive debate on the trade-offs.

The US intervention in Iran has only
exacerbated these unfavourable condi-
tions by further stressing munitions
stockpiles already in deficit. The num-
bers speak for themselves. Media
reports estimate the depletion of nearly
80 per cent of the US Thaad inventory
and close to half of Patriot interceptors.
The supply of Tomahawks, a long-range
munition critical for a potential conflict
in the Indo-Pacific, is also estimated to
have fallen by 50 per cent.

The Trump administration is now
seeking a $1.5tn defence budget from

Congress, as well as $73bn in additional
supplemental funding just to address
the costs of the war in Iran. Munitions
fundingis a significant portion of this.
But while money and higher produc-
tion targets look good on paper, they
cannot speed up estimated delivery
timelines. Even if requested funding
and significant production increases

Rubber-stamping
eye-watering levels of
defence funding will not
solve the problem

break through the budget stalemate on
Capitol Hill, the replenishment of criti-
cal munitions back to pre-Iran war lev-
elsis yearsaway.

The notion that more money, more
munitions and more time will always
materialise permeates policymaking in
Washington to an unhealthy extent.
This is evident in the very decision to
start a war in the Middle East. President
Donald Trump chose to do this despite

inheriting a stressed and limited
resource environment. Moreover, he
appears to be keeping further escalation
on the table. False confidence only fuels
strategic error. It cannot improve the
inventory balance sheet.

The pressure is mounting for the gov-
ernment to deliver both a defence
budget and an Iran supplemental fund-
ing bill in September. But rubber-
stamping eye-watering levels of defence
funding will not solve the problem. The
Iran war has brought the structural
and strategic limitations of the US mili-
tary into focus, but reducing the
munitions crisis to merely a symptom of
this conflict alone misses the forest for
the trees.

The fundamental issue is that the US
is overcommitted to the defence of
other nations and cannot materially
deliver in more than one theatre of con-
flict. More money and better produc-
tion targets without accompanying safe-
guards to protect American stockpiles
all but ensure another munitions crisis
in future.

Congress, given its sole power over the
purse, is the only branch of government

because he was seen as being preoccu- :
. a decade building Manchester into the
- country’s fastest-growing city region,
then, Europe is left with Rubio, certainly :
on the GOP side. When Graham died, he :
became the closest thing to a traditional :
centration of innovation, and that Man-
orbit, and certainly the last one witha
. bridge corridor is another, surely it is
As such, Europeans have no choice :
. bitasimportant.
teeth so gritted that we have to get them :
capped afterwards. There were always
two sides to America as a protector. It :

pied abroad as inflation surged at home.
Through a process of elimination,

George W Bush-era hawk in Trump’s

future.

but to wish him well, even if it is through

was indispensable, and it was reckless.

the hawk can’t feign surprise when the

prudent.

janan.qganesh .com

Dont mess up
Londons
knowledge
economy

Michael
Spence

n north London’s Knowledge Quar-
ter, you pass Google DeepMind, the
Francis Crick Institute, UCL Hospi-
tal and the Alan Turing Institute in
little more than 20 minutes. I've
come to know it well since I joined UCL
more than five years ago. On any given
day there will be researchers moving
between laboratories and students
heading into them, entrepreneurs meet-
ing investors and clinicians collaborat-
ing with scientists on problems that

Institutions have arrived in this area

. over the course of centuries (at UCL we
. are celebrating our 200th birthday). It’s
. essentially a snowball effect: universi-
. ties attract talent, businesses follow the
talent, investors follow those busi-
. nesses. And physical proximity is still
. the mechanism of success.

Jim O’Neill, ex-Goldman Sachs chief

. economist, recently argued that the
. government must back the places and
. institutions with edge. He is right to
. point out that if the UK wants innova-
. tion-led growth and private investment,
. it must support research-intensive cit-
. ies that have already built critical mass
. around world-class universities and
. major hospitals. This is a fact that our
. national discourse keeps avoiding.
. Addressing the over-concentration of
. political power in London should not
. lead to undermining its role as a world-
. leading centre of innovation.

Critical mass cannot be built over-

night. The Starmer administration rec-

. ognised the Ox-Cam Arc as one of these
. research-intensive innovation clusters,

. and invested in it accordingly. Andy

e 06

Political devolution should
not undermine the city's
role as a world-leading
centre of iInnovation
Burnham is now in Downing Street after
partly on innovation. So if we accept
that we will drive growth by investing in
areas which have developed a high con-
chester is one and the Oxford-Cam-
now time to accept that London is every

Successive governments have, rightly,

focused on revitalising the regions of the
UK where growth is lowest. That makes

. sense. So does decentralising govern-
In the now-romanticised era of US-Eu-
rope solidarity, when Nato was sacro-
sanct, the US fought wars in Vietnam, in :
which no European country partici- :
pated, and Iraq, which split the conti- :
nent. Those who live under one wing of
. these centresisat risk.
other flaps around to disastrous effect :
from time to time. Europeans would
find a President Vance dangerously
: the cultural and creative industries.
. Its universities train graduates and
. attract international talent who build
. businesses across the country. Its

ment. But investing in London’s innova-
tion should be a priority too. The capital
hosts several state-backed biomedical
research centres, without which many
incredible breakthroughs would not
have been possible. But the funding for

Nowhere can growth be delivered
faster than in London, with its unique
role in Al, life sciences, fintech and

.. : labs produce research that becomes

........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

on the nation’s critical military

supplemental forward without reinsti-

US can meet and sustain its highest-

a credible deterrence by denial

making difficult choices.

On paper, the munitions shortages

defence budget and supplemental

nity to pivot back to a path of prioritisa-

conditions.

The writer is a senior fellow in defence and
. versity College London

foreign policy studies at the Cato Institute

. treatments delivered throughout the
: NHS, and exports that help finance the
. health service. UCL spinout Autolus
. Therapeutics, for example, is based in
. London, manufactures in Stevenage
. and is delivering its pioneering treat-
. ments first in Manchester. Capital
that can require and enforce guardrails :
. across the country.
resources. It should not move the :
defence budget or an Iran emergency
. connected clusters shows that rather
tuting and expanding protectionson US
munitions stockpiles. [t must ensure the :
growth. Hubs like London and Man-
priority requirements first — resourcing :
. country through high-value supply
approach in the Indo-Pacific. Leaders :
on both sides of the political aisle no :
longer have the luxury of time to put off :
. in London, other places gain too, and
. viceversa.

present a maths problem. In practice,
however, it is a strategic one. The :
- the UK should not be surprised if it
funding for Iran present a new opportu- :
. which have spent decades building
tion. However, without acceptance of :
both strategic limitations and tighter :
guardrails around critical munitions,
the US is doomed to repeat the cycle :
again under potentially far worse :
. thatstory.

raised in London finances companies

This should not leave smaller cities
behind. The Bennett Institute’s work on

than competing, regions of the UK
support and reinforce each other’s

chester contribute to growth across the

chains, developing skills, research
infrastructure and trade. When produc-
tivity in technology or life sciences rises

If every place receives enough fund-
ing to survive but not enough to scale,

struggles against, say, the US or Japan,

world-class innovation centres.
Burnham’s government can make
this explicit: identify the major clusters,
back them and spread the growth
they generate. London is central to

The writer is president and provost of Uni-
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The new physics of power

It doesnt

take much
for small
powers to
gain a big
advantage
over the
powerful.

Thomas L. Friedman

1f I were writing abook about the U.S.

‘war with Iran, I know exactly what the
title would be. It would be President
Trump’s social media post of April 5,
2026, directed at the leaders of Iran:
“Open the [expletive] Strait, you crazy
bastards, or you'll be living in Hell —
JUSTWATCH!"

Wars areacrucible that very often
exposes changes in the physics of the
world around us — who has power, who
doesn’t have power and how poweris
being wielded. Nothing better captures
the new power equation produced by
this war than Trump’s unhinged and
obscenerantat the lmmanleadershlp
for not bending to his bombs.

‘This new physics of war is equally
present in the conflicts between
Ukraine and Russia, Hezbollah and
Israel, Hamas and Israel and the
‘Houthis and everyone else. My summa-
ryof this new dynamicis that the small
cannow act really big, really acc:
and really inexpensively. And while the
big can also act really small, really
accurately, it is far more expensive for
them to do that while bearing the bur-
den of vast legacy arms systems.

‘The net advantage, for the moment,
'seems to be to the small. That should
keep you up at night, when you think
'how the emerging revolution in artificial
intelligence will surely supercharge this
trend, enabling the small toact even
bigger, mightier and less expensively.

It not surprising that Trumpis
frustrated. After all, on March 11, less
than two weeks after he and Israel
started this latest bout of war with Iran
with a large-scale bombing campaign,
Trump declared: “We’ve won. Let me
tell you, we've won. You know, you
never like tosay too early you won. We
‘won. In the first hour it was over. But we
‘won.”

He was right about one thing: Never
say youwon tooear ly.

Iranian

of the war? If that is not worth hauling
“ongress, I don't know

Americ.an Way of War: From Hiroshima

government also has a say in when this
war is won andlost. More important,
andunhke rump, PlanB

whatis.
Ormayheyoumissed hisstory inthe

journal D

ablhtymact big,accurately andcheaply

time in the early days of March, an

Ukraine, Arquillaadded, “has be-

other words, with precise information,

THAAD (Termi-

fraction of the size of America’s and had

mal nghAlutudeArmDe(ense) ad-

Israel hof Iran's na-

China navy. It tional
able hypersonic DF-17 missiles for armed Jet Skis” to pu i
several years now initslive-fireexer-  ventional Black Seaﬂeezfarancugh pager attack on Hezbollah. On Sept. 17
cisesin Chinese waters near Taiwan. away from and 18,2024,

On March 3, tw y attack i fertilizer

. - toworld markets. ﬂevlcesusedhyHezbollnhmembers

poundin Riyadh, Saudi Arabia,atabout  Thesenew i “the fighters,officers
1:30 a.m. The first drone flew straight  many and the small” — supporters, killing dozens of people

Iranians,
Houthis, Hezbollah, Hamas — “toslip

been badly hammered. LA station and wounding some 3,000 others. An

Twish Icouldtake delight inseeing ~ Muwaffaq Salt Air Basein Jordan. The  at the Riyadh embassy thesecond the heavy punches of their opponents, estimated 1,500 Hezhollah fighters
transfor- hole are well

blo reality. created by o because of injuries, mostly affecting

But I truly donot —because this is test” between Iran and the United siveblast andafire that burned for own,” Arquilla said. The US. military,  their hands, faces and hips. Usinga

getting scary. And itis going to get States and Israel, the journal said. hours. L ile, hasjust 11 bi ly

worse. The iranians haveinflictedreal  Asenior mehe 1l carrier groups.

harm on Ameri thelranians  These new Thatis why havea Israelkilled and wounded a signifi-

and onour economy somehow ile by - of Hezbollah

which Trump and Defense Secretary attheTHAAD'S radar systembyma.  We2P2nS liteintelligence quilla concluded. Trump and Hegseth ~ few hours.

Pete Hegseth have been hidi neuvering it — in flight —tomakea amplify snother i Viadi- i caling up the war The Us- attackon

andevade the  irputin Trump  —adding more ton- Iran facility that
tions, onand off since 1979, Yetithas  detectionandinterception. Thiswas  small have over i ge—and the beganin2009 was another version of
against themost the big: They caling out the war;

i inthe U.S. arsenal! don'thaveto aboutthat. it oo e mmore.  the UniedStatos at Trnet ncerida
missiles and drones thathas enabledit  John Arquilla, professor emeritusof  win. They just Forgenerations, places and attacking U.S. bases and small computer worm —afew lines of
tofight both Israel and the United States ~ defense analysisatthe US.NavalPost-  havetoavoild ~ Arquillanoted, il facilti the Gulf. number of

i i = wars were“wonby  “Their Iran's IR-1
ignificantd justamat- losing. massandenergy” toshootandscoot.Onland,afewbig centrifuges were quickly replaced and
eway.  terof a ions of isrupti i in-
Consiler st a oo shorics that yon may abletm]ecmry and henletting nertia with  imal (The U Israel
not have noticed. law: Th istance you fired your eap i
“The reason the main US. aircraft it projectile, itwas.So,  modifyinaweek,” Arquilla said. bilyfo the virus,) That was the big
the USSS. i “withmass ~ Thesenew acting sm:
Abraham Lincoln, ingmissiles Nottoday. ‘Nowwarsare  advantage the small have over thebig:  you can bet that the development o
i ability, guided by better real-timeinfor-  wonby i Arquilla. They .Theyjusthave thatcode, and the wholejoint opera-
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A vessel carrying Ukrainian grain in Istanbul. Ukraine has used drone boats and armed Jet Skis to push Rus-
sia’s Black Sea fleet far enough away from Ukraine’s coastline so it can export its grain to world markets.
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Yes, Woke 1.0 was crazy.
Where’s the accountability?

Bret Stephens

Its all but official.
“Woke 1.0 was crazy,” Alexandria
Ocasio-Cortez said this month, quoting

afar-left New York City councilman.
Given the congresswoman's own
record — she previously insisted that
some groups “have no choice but to
riot,” called for defunding the police
and “prison abolition” and used the
demeaning term “menstruating per-
son” to describe a woman — the crazy
that she speaks of was also her own.
Good for A.0.C. for acknowledging
mistakes. Now can we have some
accountability for the vast damage
that Woke L0 did, not to mention the
damage that Woke 2.0 continues to do?
‘Wokeness, as it commonly came to
be known at the start of this decade,
wasn't just an Orwellian linguistic fad
or a tedious set of corporate training
sessions in cultural sensitivity or

with several making it clear it was
because he was white. Restitution for
every aspiring young fiction writer
with the misfortune of being white and
‘male and therefore quietly but effi-
ciently cut out of the game of literary
prizes and publication opportunities.
As Jacob Savage noted last year in
Compact magazine, his research found
that at the time, “not a single white
American man born after 1984 has
published a work of literary fiction in
The New Yorker”

Restitution, also, in academia.

For Jason Kilborn, a University of
Iilinois, Chicago, law professor, who
was barred from campus and placed
on administrative leave after he had
used the first letter of two slurs in his
civil procedure exam, an affront the
Black Law Students Association de-
scribed as “mental terrorism.” For Ilya
Shapiro, a legal scholar about to start a
position at Georgetown Law School,
who had to endure a 122-day university
inquest for the crime of a clumsy tweet
betraying a conservative worldview.
For Carole Hooven, who was rail-
roaded out of Harvard after a TV ap-
pearance in which she said that the
terms “male” and “female” were scien-
tifically essential even as she insisted
that “facts about biology” shouldn't
“prevent us from treating people with
respect.”

Restitution for the hapless men who
got caught up in a #MeToo maw that
‘made no distinction between Harvey
Weinstein-style predation and fumbled
romantic advances or unsatisfying
hookups. The comedian Aziz Ansari
was the most notable victim of this

wacky policy ideas
T— about addressing
; racial and socioeco-
system of nomic inequities. As
enforced it was experienced
ideological by those on the
conformity,  wrong end of it it
policedby  wasasystemof
social enforced i
llying conformity, policed
;ﬁmﬁo::]d by social bullying
resk and institutional

coercion (or craven-
ness), which dam-
aged and

form of public but there
are many others, without influence or
deep pockets, whose lives were perma-
nently scarred in situations where
accusations alone were viewed as
sufficient to establish guilt and exact

even ended reputations, careers and at
least one man’s life.

Restitution, if only in the form of
honest contrition and perhaps evena
public apology, is in order.

Restitution, for instance, for Stan
Wischnowski, the top editor of The
Philadelphia Inquirer, who in 2020 had
to resign from his job and issue a
groveling apology for the sin of run-
ning an article by the paper’s architec-
ture critic with the headline “Buildings
Matter, Too.” Restitution for Mike
Pesca, the host of a popular podcast
“The Gist,” who was suspended ndeti
nitely from his job at Slate for making
acase, in an interoffice back and forth,
that it may sometimes be permissible
for a non-Black person to quote a
racial slur in narrow contexts. Restitu-
tion, yes, for James Bennet, a former
editor of The Times’s Opinion section,
who was forced from his job after the
publication of a controversial guest
essay by Tom Cotton, a Republican
senator.

Restitution for authors, like my
friend Richard North Patterson, who
has 16 New York Times best sellers to
his name, When he wrote a novel that
dealt with racial discrimination and
had a Black woman as a leading (and
wholly sympathetic) character,
roughly 20 major imprints rejected it,

Restitution, not least, for the drive-
by victims of Woke 1.0 — sometimes
literally so. Emmanuel Cafferty, an
employee for San Diego Gas and Elec-
tric, was fired from his job when he
was pictured with his arm hanging out
of the window with his fingers linked in
what appeared to be an “OK” gesture,
which the Southern Poverty Law Cen-
ter and the Anti-Defamation League
have called a coded symbol of white
supremacy. Mr. Cafferty, who is His-
panic, insisted he had merely been
cracking his knuckles.

Certain readers of this column will
be tempted to rejoin that all this is old
history. So s the Red Scare of the
1950, but that's no reason to forget
about it. Other readers may say that
what President Trump and his allies
are doing is just as bad as Woke L0 or
far worse. I've denounced them, too,
but that's pure whataboutism.

If liberals want to be serious about
standing up for liberty, they have a
particular obligation to acknowledge
and reject the illiberalism that swept
so much of the left in recent years. Any
politics of moral certitude and promis-
cuous demonization — whether it
comes from MAGA on the right or
wokeness on the left — isn't just unfit
for a free society.

1t’s crazy.

These protesters were charged
with terrorism. Who's next?

Rozina Ali

Earlier this summer, a federal judge
sentenced a group of eight anti-ICE
activists to a collective 450 years in
prison after what has become the first
“test case” for the Trump administra-
tion's crackdown on left-wing activ-
ism.

The government's case is built on
events that occurred in front of the
Prairieland ICE detention facility in
Alvarado, Texas, on the Fourth of July
last year. That night, activists set off
fireworks as part of a noise demon-
stration to show solidarity with the
people detained inside. Then a few
separated from the group, vandalizing
cars, slashing tires on a government
van and breaking a surveillance cam-
era. When a police officer arrived on
the scene and pointed his weapon, one
of the demonstrators, Benjamin Song,
fired an AR-15-style rifle, injuring the
officer in the neck.

‘The government referred to the
group of demonstrators as a “North-
west Texas antifa cell?” suggesting the
activists were part of a coordinated
effort to commit a terrorist attack on
the ICE facility.

What Mr. Song and the others did
that night are crimes, to be sure. Mr.
Song injured a police officer. Some
damaged federal property. All of them
were convicted of riot. But civil rights
advocates who watched the case
expected those protesters to get sen-
tences of a handful of years. Instead,
even people on the periphery of the
action — whose worst offense was
spray-painting a guard post — got
anywhere from 30 to 70 years in pris-
on.

The decades-long sentences in the
Prairieland case were only possible
because prosecutors brought forth an
unusual charge: “material support”
for terrorism. This law, which has
been used to prosecute primarily
Muslims in the years after 9/11, is
being broadly applied under the
Trump administration against people
President Trump characterizes as his
political enemies. Who and what con-
stitutes “terrorism” could have broad
implications for our civil liberties. If
Mr. Trump’s statements are any indi-
cator, what happened at Prairieland is
not likely to be an isolated incident.

‘The law that prosecutes material
support to terrorism, created in 1994
and expanded two years later in the
wake of the bombing of a federal
building in Oklahoma City, is two-
pronged: one part support

and charged with both parts of the
‘material support law.

Prosecutors alleged that Mr. Aref
witnessed a man (who turned out to
be a government informant) “loan”
money to a member of Aref’s mosque.
‘The informant fabricated a story,
telling Mr. Aref and the man that he
had acquired the funds he was offer-
ing them by selling ammunition to a
terrorist group that was planning to
assassinate a Pakistani envoy. Mr.
Aref nodded along with the vague
details of the informant’s tale, and in
keeping with Islamic customs of
‘money-lending, agreed to witness the
loan. According to prosecutors, that
was enough to

for a terrorist organization and the
second prosecutes support for specific
acts of terrorism. Both come with
lengthy minimum sentences and a
possibility of a lifetime in prison. But
what could constitute “support” is so
ambiguous that, shortly after the law
was created, it had confused even
senior government officials. During an
interagency background briefing, one
Clinton administration official won-
dered if even “525 of dues” to a group
could count as material support.

AS IT TURNED OUT, prosecutions for
small donations and increasingly
vague definitions of support would
happen in a few years. In the after-
math of the attacks of 9/11, prosecu-
tors accused hundreds of people of
supporting terrorism this way. “Sup-
port for terrorism” could entail any-
thing from translating a magazine to
even offering nonviolent alternatives
to a militant group. It did not matter if
the defendant directly helped carry
out an assault or belonged to a terror-
ist organization: They could be pros-
ecuted as if they were.

‘The post-9/11 years were a time of a

single-minded effort to quash threats
of Islamic terrorism before an attack
could be carried out. But the ambigu-
ity of the law, in particular its focus on
prevention, made the material support
statute ripe for abuse by overzealous
prosecutaes, Toke the case of a Kird-
ish imam in Albany, N.Y,, named
Yassin Aref, who was arresled in 2004

show his support

In Prairieland,  for terrorism, a
prosecutorsare  crime of which
using anti- M. Aref was
terrorism laws  eventually con-
Wwe've seen victed, serving 15
before. years in prison. A
Human Rights
‘Watch report
later highlighted

Mr. Aref’s case as one of many show-
ing dubious uses of antiterrorism
laws.

Mr. Aref’s case was not a lone ex-
ample. In those years, law enforce-
‘ment swept through Muslim commu-
nities, goading young men — includ-
ing those with no criminal record —
toward making statements in support
of terrorist plots, then slapping them
with material support charges. Of the
nearly 1,000 defendants prosecuted
by the United States on charges of
international terrorism after 9/11,
‘more than half were convicted of
‘material support for terrorism, includ-
ing cases when no act of violence
occurred.

An Albany Times Union columnist
who was following Mr. Aref’s trial at
the time wrote, “Someday we'll look
back on the present national paranoia
over terrorism and the excesses done
in its name with the same national
embarrassment that Americans feel
for Senator Joe McCarthy’s commu-
nist witch hunts of the 1950s and our
appalling treatment of Japanese
Americans during World War 11

TWENTY YEARS LATER, the witch hunt
appears to have only expanded, albeit
with a different political focus. Last
September, two months after the
demonstration at the Prairieland ICE
facility, Charlie Kirk was assassinated.
After the murder, the president’s
adviser Stephen Miller described
left-wing political organizations as a
“vast domestic terror movement.”

Weeks later, Mr. Trump issued a
memo directing the EB.L’s Joint Task
Terrorism Force — a network ex-
panded in the aftermath of 9/11 — to
investigate and disrupt “domestic
terrorism” and political violence. He
also signed an executive order desig-
nating antifa as a “domestic terror
organization,” describing it as a “mili-
tarist, anarchist enterprise that ex-
plicitly calls for the overthrow of the
United States government.” But an-
tifa, short for “antifascist,” is a leader-
less political movement composed of
disparate strategies and aims.

The U.S. government has no legal
designation for “domestic terrorist
groups” Yet even when it is just talk,
the Trump administration’s use of the
term had an impact on the Prairieland
case. In the original indictment, re-
leased in July 2025, prosecutors had
not leveled any charges of material
support for terrorism. By November,
after filing two rounds of indictments,
prosecutors charged all eight defend-
ants with the crime.

As a deeply reported Texas
Monthly story detailed, the
Prairieland defendants were hardly
members of a cohesive terrorist cell.
Some were part of a Signal chat that
was used to plan the demonstration.
Several of them were attached to
various organizations, like the Demo-
cratic Socialists of America and an
anticapitalist reading group.

Even if one reads these loose asso-
ciations as proof of a coordinated
attempt, legal experts told me it
would not rise to a terrorism charge.
The demonstrators were already
faced with a cocktail of severe
charges after their arrest, including
attempted murder. (Mr. Song would
be convicted of attempted murder;
the other four defendants charged

LucaseuRTv

with it were acquitted.) But the ma-
terial support charge allows the court
to impose some of the harshest sen-
tencing in its legal arsenal. “It’s an act
of judicial terrorism, designed to keep
people from coming to protest,”
Shayana Kadilal, a senior attorney for
the Center of Constitutional Rights
who has worked on material support
cases, told me.

“This law has not only been used
against individuals; prosecutors have
also turned it against nonprofits, ulti-
‘mately shutting down a major Muslim
charity and complicating the work of
others. “Once terrorism laws are in
place, they are hard to roll back,” Kath-
erine Tomaszewski, a lawyer who has
helped charities in such cases, told me.
“No one wants to be seen as ‘soft on
terror” But, she pointed out, the dan-
ger of the law being so “overbroad and
unchecked” is that it can be manipulat-
ed.

We're already beginning to see the
‘Trump administration building on such
precedents. In the aftermath of Mr.
Kirk's murder last year, the White
House called for investigations of
liberal foundations and donors, like the
philanthropist George Soros and the
businessman Reid Hoffman, for their
role in what they claim s fomenting
political violence (read: financing
liberal nonprofits). The Justice Depart-
‘ment instructed federal prosecutors to
explore possible charges against Mr.
Soros’s Open Society Foundations,
including racketeering, wire fraud and
‘material Support for terrorism.

It could well get worse from here.
“The label of ‘terrorism’is a powerful
political tool,” Sufia Khalid, a lawyer
representing one of the Prairieland
defendants, told me. For the last two
decades, the “terrorism” charge was
leveled almost exclusively at a reli-
gious minority, lulling some into believ-
ing that such laws would not affect
them. Now, the domestic use of the
terrorism charge threatens to cast its
net even wider.

ROZINA ALI is @ journalist who covers
conflict, Islamophobia and immigra-
tion. She is a contributing writer at The
New York Times Magazine.

FROM READERS

The meaning of morality
and Nolan’s ‘Odyssey’
Re “Nolan built a different Trojan
horse,” by Ezra Klein (column, Aug. 5):
Ezra Klein credits the director Chris-
topher Nolan with smuggling Judeo-
Christian ethics into his film version of
“The Odyssey” in the guise of Zeus'
law. But Mr. Nolan has said otherwise.
In a recent interview with the Chi-
nese podeaster Zhong Shu, he traces
the film’s moral core to xenia, the
‘Homeric hospitality ethic, and denies
any deliberate Christianizing. He is
right to do so.
us Xenios, an aspect of Zeus that
demands hospitality to strangers, is

before Christianity existed. And the
reciprocity principle Mr. Klein credits to
Judeo-Christian sources — like the Old
Testament book of Leviticus, the New
Testament Gospel of Matthew and the
first-century B.C.E. Rabbi Hillel — turns
up in the work of Confucius five cen-
turies earlier, and again in Buddhist,
Hindu and Islamic texts.

Mr. Klein isn't wrong that the Golden
Rule matters, or that the modern right
has discarded it. But crediting Mr. Nolan
with “smuggling” it in from Judeo-
Christian tradition is its own sleight of
hand, enlisting a director’s film for an
argument the director says he never
made.

DAVID PHILLIPS,

Whenever I teach “The Odyssey” in
my world literature class, my college
students often begin nodding as I
explain the requirements of xenia.

The protocol of inviting strangers in
and feeding them is common back
home, they say — meaning back in
Egypt or Iran or India or Nepal.

Texperienced this rule of guest
friendship myself as a young Canadian
teacher in Bhutan in the 1990s. I'd
stumble into a village, lost on my way
home, and a family would bring me in,
sit me in their best room, cook me a
meal and give me a gift as [ was leav-
ing.

So I dor’t think that Christopher

The belief that a guest might be a god
in disguise was just one reason to treat
strangers with kindness. Xenia was, in
fact, reciprocal. The guest’s duty, upon
leaving, was to offer the same hospital-
ity to the host, as well as to other
strangers in the future.

There’s a scene in “The Iliad” in
which a Greek and a Trojan refuse to
fight each other when they realize their
grandfathers had been bound by the law
of guest friendship; they exchange
armor instead.

Xenia could not stop the war once it
had started, but this tiny instance re-
‘minds us of how it might have been
averted.

JAMIE ZEPPA,

Nolan’s take on xenia in his film is
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How to hear your daughter when everything is ‘toxic’

Suzanne Garfinkle-Crowell

Several years ago, I started noticing
something new when teenage girls or
young women came to my office for
their first psychiatric sessions. Pa-
tients used to dread being told that
there was something, as they saw it,
wrong with them. Now these young
women were announcing their diag-
noses — attention deficit hyperactivi-
ty disorder, obsessive-compulsive
disorder, anxiety, depression — almost
before telling me their names.

‘They had researched their symp-
toms on Instagram; they’d taken

those of their friends. It was everyone
— gravel-voiced film majors and
earnest high school athletes, class
presidents and girls who skipped
school, girls who spent weekends in
the Hamptons and girls who had to
work for their spending money. The
patients of this new wave were talking
in therapy-speak, and their therapy
hadn’t even started.

The physician part of me would
instantly start thinking through an
alphabet soup of treatments for the
conditions these girls were reporting
— D.B.T, C.B.T.and E.M.D.R. and
medications to go with each.

Another part of me — the parent,
the Xennial — would struggle to sup-
press an inner eye roll. If you're a
parent of an adolescent girl, you might
have experienced your own version of
these two reactions: either terror for
your daughter’s psychological well-
being or alienation from all the jargon.
You might have even tried to convince
your daughter that everything was
Tine. None of those responses set us
up to hear what these girls and young
women are trying to say.

I've been listening to girls every
day for years, and I've learned a few
things that can help parents, thera-
pists and anyone else who struggles
to communicate with young women as
they describe some form of distress.

1t starts with accepting that diagno-
sis words may function differently for
these young women from the way
they do for others. They are not neces-
sarily claims to cold, scientific truths,
yoked to specific evidence-based
treatments. Instead, research increas-

ingly reveals, these words are often a
coping mechanism, an effort to find
some accepted narrative in which to
situate one’s very personal pain. We
should try to hear them that way: We
should take the therapy-speak, t
borrow an expression, seriously but
not literally.

One girl told me she had assigned
herself a diagnosis of depression,
which she later acknowledged she
thought would make me care about
her. Another girl was stuck on an
AD.H.D. diagnosis, mostly because it
made her feel less alone by connecting
her to a vocal and vibrant online com-
munity.

Several young women insisted they
fit the clinical definition for anxiety,
because it was less scary to blame an
inherent flaw in their brains than to
explore the causes of their very real
discomfort — which turned out to be a

mix of anger
To find toward their
y loved ones and
young womens guilt for having
therapy-speak those feelings.
less traumatizing,  Another girl said
take it seriously she used her
— not literally. various self-
diagnoses as a
ntainer for

whatever fel like “too much” about
her, allowing her to fulfill what she
thought was the teenage female’s
highest calling: to be chill.

In some cases, my patients’ self-
diagnoses were spot on. In many oth-
ers, however, the psychiatric label
seemed more like a compromise be-
tween uncomfortable feelings and the
desire for social acceptance. Are these
Iabels a source of strength or a strait-
jacket? Are they helping young women
find help and acceptance or standing in
the way? The answer isn't so simple.

Adolescent girls and young women
aren't the only ones reaching for ther-
apy-speak, of course. According to
some measures, 50 percent of Gen
Z-ers have labeled themselves with
mental health conditions, and illness
identities have taken hold of young
people, both online and off. But girls
are by far the primary drivers of this
trend. They are the main group looking
up health information online, talking
about their feelings and relationships
and seeking labels for what's wrong.

‘They are also the demographic with
the worst mental health profile. I think
the association with young women, a

group so often dismissed as frivolous,
is a big part of why therapy-speak is
regarded as a sign of weakness and
self-indulgence.

As for therapists, we think about
psychiatric diagnosis a lot less than
you might imagine. That's partly be-
cause categories in our field tend to be
more flexible than those in other areas
of medicine. Classifications often
evolve and change over time, espe-

cially for young people and most of all
for young women. Besides, no two
people experience these conditions in
exactly the same way. So we always
have to try to understand the person
first.

‘Therapy-speak — leading with diag-
nostic language, applying labels in-
stead of describing feelings — can
‘make that hard. It can leave friends
and loved ones feeling they have no

ability to help, as though they've got to
back off and let the professionals do
their thing. And it can short-circuit a
young person’s already difficult
progress of self-discovery.

To be clear, I'd still rather live ina
world where everyone talks about
trauma too much than one where youd
get shoved in a locker for being differ-
ent. Ideally, we should create an envi-
ronment in which girls can stop blam-

ing their own brains for every prob-
lem and where they don't feel they
have to be sick to be heard. Until they
have access to a more nuanced lexi-
con of human troubles, however, we
need to listen differently.

Small acts of translation can help.
Someone who says she has A.D.H.D.
may or may not fit the clinical defini-
tion, but she’s probably telling you
she feels scattered, overwhelmed or
afraid she’s a mess. If someone says
she has anxiety, you can be pretty
sure she’s nervous, uneasy or unsure
of herselt. If the word “depressed”
freaks you out, consider instead why
the person using it feels hopeless,
lonely or in despair.

If you're sick of hearing every
classmate, roommate or ex described
as “toxic;” look past the cliché and
consider the harm it's meant to de-
scribe. Whatever works, gently offer
that less literal meaning back to her
— not to challenge her words but to
understand them. Not to see if she
really has a particular diagnosis but
to see what's going on beneath it.

‘This kind of translation is a quiet
process but changes the way you
show up, the energy you bring. With
teenagers, that’s always half the
battle. Being too reactive makes it
about you and your fears; being too
quick to reassure can make you seem
you don’t understand the seriousness
of her concerns. Searching beneath
the buzzwords for what she’s really
telling you avoids both pitfalls.

Ultimately, translation is an exer-
cise in empathy, in jumping out of the
limits of your own perspective. Mak-
ing that effort is a powerful way to
help another person feel better.

Language can illuminate certain
parts of the truth while obscuring
others. Perhaps that’s why it is be-
lieved that Claude Monet said that in
order to see a thing, we must forget
its name. Internet users might have
been getting at something similar
when they came up with the hashtag
#LetsNormalizeNotCallingWomen-
Crazy. When it comes to therapy-
speak — whether it’s used in my
office or in your house — this kind of
translation is an important first step.

'SUZANNE GARFINKLE-CROWELL, a psychia-
trist, is the author of the forthcoming
“Girlhood, Translated: Understanding
‘Young Women in the Age of Therapy
Speak and Self-Diagnosis.”

A rush to pin a death on the

‘GOLDBERG, FROM PAGE 1

Ibram X. Kendi. The head of a Cam-
bridge college called for an official
inquiry into the “media onslaught”

Important British progressives,
including Zack Polanski, leader of the
Green Party, and several Labour M.Ps,
signed an open letter demanding some
sortof official oversight of journalistic
decision making. “Self-regulation of the
press has comprehensively failed.”it
said. The writer Will Self called, inan
open letter to Prime Minister Andy
Burnham, for the police to begin “im-
pounding computers,” presumably
belonging to people involved in cover-
ing the scandal.

‘Those pressing for new controls on
the press aremaking a serious mistake.
Some whoonce championed Arday
seem to betrying to deflect from their
own embarrassing credulity, anditis
unlikely to work. A deep resentment of
both growing societal diversity and
bureaucratic diversity initiatives, or
D.E.L, fuelsthe right; it's why Arday’s
story was such catnip to the conserva-
tive press. But heavy-handed progres-
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Jason Arday at the London Olympics in 2012. Cambridge’s youngest-ever Black profes-
sor was found dead on Friday in what was widely assumed to be a suicide.

free speech than America does, so the
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Arday
he wasafabulist. (As The New York
Times has reported his “supposedly

race
religion— havea way of making that
resentment even more politically
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agalstleftistsahundredioldwhenthie
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remar nonverbal
preteento Ph.D, had noprecedentin
medical literature,” and turned out to be

5 untrue.)
‘That's what happened in America, Americhis now rife with laws ban- Cambridge hired Arday — fromapool
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left-wing censoriousness —helped
Don:

pante groups. When youlive ina country

itwas facing persnslem questionsabout

pawn
Amhr

istrying toreg:

Black under
d Horatio

it'seasyto

in Britain, where Nigel
Farage’s nativist Reform UK. party is
amassing frightening strength. Thisis
aparticularly bad moment tolet the
right claim

ee why it justify more
stateoversight of the media.
‘There’sno doubt that the press cover-
age of the Arday affair was ugly and
ing.But the fault doesirtjust

Like most of Europe, Britain tends to

Alger, he offered the university a PR.

Many of the people who didn't bother
questioning Arday’s backstory should
have known better; today their
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‘Tributes to Arday outside Jesus College at the University of Cambridge in England. The
head of a Cambridge college has called for an inquiry into the “media onslaught.”

seriously enough tothink hard about
what he was saying. “Arday was treated
not as ascholar but as amascot,” Jason
Okundaye wrote n the left-leaning
Guardian.

Inretrospect, it would have been
much better for all concerned if the
story of his scholarly mistakes and
biographical inventions had brokenina
careful, professional outlet like Times
Higher Education, instead of festering
untilitturned into aright-wing parable.
Cofnas’s article catalyzed a journalistic
feeding frenzy not just becauseit
seemed to show evidence of plagiarism
and falsehood, but also because it
claimed thered been a cover-up, and
cover-ups tend to drive reporters wild.

For people on theleft, it's sure easier
totalk about the feral excesses of the
right-wing press than the willful gullibil-
ity of certain elite progressives. But
both contributed tothe Arday disaster.
Denying that won't protect the left. It
willjust leave leftists out on alimb that
grows ever more shaky.
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Trump and the Campuses, Part 2

When a fed-
eral judge last
week dis-
missed Presi-
dent Trump’s
lawsuit
against Har-

UNRULY '

REPUBLIC Yard for vio-
By Barton  \ating  the
Swaim rights of Jew-

ish students,
most of the
mainstream press reacted
with glee and treated the
judge’s reasoning with mini-
mal curiosity. U.S. District
Judge Richard G. Stearns
agreed to dismiss the lawsuit
on grounds that the adminis-
tration failed to prove that
“institutionalized noncompli-
ance” continued after the
2023-24 school year. Which
strikes me as akin to a judge
tossing a criminal indictment
because the  defendant
stopped his illegal activity on
arrest.

An appeal could stretch
past Mr. Trump’s term,
which, as this newspaper’s
editorial board noted, may
have been the strategy all
along. That strategy could
work, but not in the long
term. Elite schools made
themselves odious to the pub-
lic by tolerating and intermit-
tently condoning the vilest
displays of antisemitic hooli-
ganism. Ivy League schools
were never popular with the
public, but Mr. Trump’s rough
treatment of them became
politically salable in a way it
never could have been before
the Hamas attacks that in-
spired the protests.

The lunacy of America’s
top colleges has become a
perpetual news item. The lat-
est ballyhoo: Tyler Austin
Harper’s cover essay in the

Atlantic, “Confessions of a
Token Black Professor.” Mr.
Harper recounts his first aca-
demic job, at Bates College in
Lewiston, Maine, and re-
counts his realization that the
school’s administrators and
loudest faculty had given
themselves to a variety of
racist and otherwise deranged
ideologies. But the most re-
markable thing about the es-
say is that a similarly harrow-
ing account could issue from
nearly every elite campus in
America, if only it contained
someone who could write as
well as Mr. Harper.

In fact, Americans’ opin-
ions of higher education have
crept steadily downward over
the past decade. Grade infla-
tion, reports of rampant
cheating with chatbots, and
an ever-gushing stream of
stories about the Stalinist be-
havior of students, faculty
and DEI administrators—the
headlines grow darker and
more numerous all the time.

Last October the White
House invited nine institu-
tions to sign what it called
the Compact for Academic Ex-
cellence in Higher Education.
Signatory institutions, the ad-
ministration pledged, would
get preferential tax breaks
and fast-track access to loans,
grants, contracts and research
funding. Institutions choosing
not to sign would, by implica-
tion, risk getting the opposite.
Some of the compact’s princi-
ples—colorblind admissions,
viewpoint diversity, civil dis-
course, institutional neutral-
ity—recommend themselves.
Others don’t, chief among
them a commitment to keep
tuition flat for five years.
Some schools have kept tu-
ition low and don’t deserve

that penalty, and all have to
deal with government-pro-
pelled inflation.

Anyway, the compact
failed. None of the nine
schools signed.

The administration’s sec-
ond effort hasn’t received the
coverage it deserves. A
crisply written letter from
Education Secretary Linda
McMahon this month appears
to have more work behind it
than the compact did and
sounds a more nuanced and
generous tone. The letter, ti-
tled “A National Call to Ac-
tion to University Presidents
and Governing Boards,”

Education Secretary
Linda McMahon calls
universities to action
—and some answer.

poses seven questions. Ms.
McMahon asks what colleges
and universities are doing to
ensure (1) merit-based, non-
racialist admissions, (2) a
free and open sphere of in-
quiry, (3) intellectual diver-
sity in the faculty and (4) af-
fordable tuition. The
secretary would also like to
know how schools intend (5)
to address grade inflation
and artificial intelligence, (6)
curb the influence of foreign
governments and (7) promote
U.S. security interests.
Leave Mr. Trump out, and
a large majority of Americans
would agree that colleges and
universities should probably
have ready explanations on all
seven topics. But of course
you can’t leave him out. The
president’s unpopularity with

nearly everyone in higher ed-
ucation will tempt some uni-
versity leaders to scorn Ms.
McMahon’s call to action—
they can’t be seen to work
with her or her boss. But the
readiness with which Mr.
Trump has used force against
top-tier universities has in-
duced the wiser ones to read
her letter with care and some
to support it. Add the multi-
ple investigations of universi-
ties by the Justice Depart-
ment’s Civil Rights Division
for racially discriminatory ad-
missions policies, and college
leaders have all the reason
they need to pay attention.

Jonathan Pidluzny, the Ed-
ucation Department’s deputy
chief of staff, doesn’t ignore
the sticks but emphasizes
carrots. “This initiative isn’t
connected to funding conse-
quences,” he tells me. “We
think that will probably make
universities more likely to
participate, and in time we
hope to remember this as a
moment when things started
to change.” He confirms me-
dia reports that leaders from
Arizona State, Johns Hopkins,
the University of Kansas and
Washington University in St.
Louis helped draft Ms. McMa-
hon’s call to action. The uni-
versity systems of Florida
and North Carolina have en-
dorsed it and submitted de-
tailed responses.

Maybe the effort will
amount to a lot of talk and
the higher-education sector,
as it’s terrifyingly known, will
remain an expensive, unre-
formable blob. But Mr.
Trump, for all his bad man-
ners and lawlessness, has
proved that even universities
respond to the credible threat
of force.

Midterm Lessons From Bush to Trump

By Karl Rove

inimalist  architect
Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe believed “less is

more.” What’s true in aes-
thetics is true in politics
sometimes, too. President
Trump’s political handlers
should keep that in mind this
fall.

You can imagine how Mr.
Trump wants this campaign
season to roll out. He wants
to fly from rally to rally, in-
serting himself in the middle
of every important contest—
he’s headed to South Carolina
Friday presumably to do just
that. In battleground states
and districts, the president
will walk on stage to Lee
Greenwood’s “God Bless the
U.S.A.,” then launch into an
hour-plus of pontificating,
warning of the dangers of the
“Dumocrats,” and predicting
“nothing but death, squalor,
poverty” if these “commu-
nists” get elected. The
crowds will go wild.

He’ll careen from one un-
related subject to another. He
calls this “the weave.” The
rest of us call it word salad.
Each day, something he
says—probably unscripted—
will dominate that news cy-
cle. It won’t matter how un-
connected it is to the
candidate he’s there to boost.

A far better course would
be to minimize the presi-
dent’s political profile after
Labor Day. Mr. Trump is un-
popular. His approval in the

RealClearPolitics average is
39%. A season of political ral-
lies won’t improve that. Less
campaigning might.

It makes no sense to help
Democrats more easily tie a
Republican candidate to vot-
ers’ low opinion of Mr.
Trump. Get the president to
raise money at private fund-
raisers but avoid high-profile
rallies in battlegrounds that
will only energize an already

Republicans lost
worse in 2018 than in
2006. It doesn’t have
to happen this year.

excited Democratic elector-
ate and make it more diffi-
cult for Republicans to con-
trast themselves with their
opponents.

I know of what I speak. In
2006, President George W.
Bush was unpopular: His Gal-
lup approval rating on Nov. 1
was 38%, and the public had
soured on the Iraq war. So
while he raised oodles of
campaign cash at private
fundraisers, his campaigning
was limited.

He went only where his
presence would help. His first
public fall campaign event
was in deeply conservative
southern Indiana on Oct. 28.
He then appeared in South
Carolina, Montana, Georgia,
Nebraska, Kansas, Colorado

and Florida before closing
out with an election eve rally
in Dallas. His messages were
geared to big issues, the tone
restrained. We weren’t look-
ing to make news.

By lowering his profile and
mostly avoiding the campaign
trail, Mr. Bush gave Republi-
cans a better chance to keep
their fire focused on their
Democratic opponents.

Still, as is customary in

midterms, Republicans
lost—30 House seats that
year.

In Mr. Trump’s first mid-
term, in 2018, he campaigned
extensively and the GOP lost
42 seats. He didn’t even have
the albatross of an unpopular
Middle East war weighing
him down. Fewer campaign
rallies and more presidential
actions that make a meaning-
ful difference in people’s lives
could produce a better out-
come this time.

One more 2006 lesson:
While the Irag war was un-
popular, 51% in an August
2006 CNN poll still saw Mr.
Bush as “a strong and deci-
sive leader.” He defended his
actions, patiently explained
the stakes in the war on ter-
ror, and was consistent and
steady. Some people who
didn’t like the war still
trusted him because they felt,
as president, he might know
more than they did.

By comparison, 62% of
Americans characterized Mr.
Trump as a “strong leader”
in January 2025 prior to his

inauguration. This July only
43% described him as strong.

The problem is messaging.
Team Trump should stop the
bluster and wild promises on
the Iranian conflict, forgo
crude insults of allies and
even foes, and return to the
war’s original rationale. As
Mr. Trump has written on
Truth Social: The “number
one Goal is, and always will
be, that Iran cannot have, in
any way, shape, or form, a
Nuclear Weapon.” Let him re-
mind people the Iranian lead-
ership has said for nearly a
half-century “death to Amer-
ica” and with a nuclear arse-
nal, they could act on that
threat. And for God’s sake,
don’t TACO. That would only
add to his image as weak,
with consequences for do-
mestic politics and the world.

I've offered versions of
this case for presidential pru-
dence and restraint more
times than I can count. That
it’s ignored doesn’t make it
any less right. Because there
are good Republicans on the
ballot who don’t deserve to
be defeated but will be unless
the president and his advis-
ers forgo needless and un-
helpful political spectacles
this fall.

Mr. Rove was senior ad-
viser and deputy chief of
staff for President George W.
Bush and is author of “The
Triumph of William McKin-
ley” (Simon & Schuster,
2015).

When the Perfect Name Comes From Dad

By Bob Greene

orporations spend mil-

lions of dollars to have

outside consultants and
research firms come up with
unique names for their prod-
ucts and spinoffs. There’s an
art to it. But sometimes the
perfect name is right in front
of you. Or at least it’s on your
driver’s license.

1 thought of this the other
day when a reader was talking
with me about something I
wrote in these pages over the
summer. The piece was about
the old 45 rpm record labels
from the jukebox era of rock
music.

“Man, those jukeboxes
were addictive,” the reader
said. “Remember the ones
with the most terrific name?
The big Rock-Ola jukeboxes?
Talk about perfect market-
ing—you knew what you were
getting before you even
dropped the first coin into the
slot. The name made you feel
like dancing.”

I started to laugh—because,
yes, Rock-Ola jukeboxes were
(and are) classic. But however
perfect the name, it has noth-
ing to do with some genius of
a marketer marrying the then-
new rock-"n’-roll craze with
the old Victrola record player
brand.

How am I so sure?

Meet David Rockola,
the man behind the
Rock-Ola jukebox.

Because in the 1980s I met
a 90-year-old man named Da-
vid C. Rockola. He owned the
company. “A lot of people
thought that Rock-Ola was
named after rock 'n’ roll,” he
said. But he started his busi-
ness in 1926 and at first it
manufactured scales, not juke-
boxes. “We were the Rockola
Scale Company.”

Most  clients  mispro-
nounced his name—and thus

his company’s. They empha-
sized the first syllable: ROCK-
ola, like “broccoli.”

So he inserted a hyphen to
help people say it correctly.
The renamed Rock-Ola Manu-
facturing Corp. made coin-op-
erated machines.

The notion that he was a
clever enough fellow to come
up with the ideal name for a
rock-n’-roll jukebox, while
flattering, was impossible.
There was no such thing as
rock music in the 1930s.

Yet boy, did David Rockola,
who died at 96 in 1993, have a
ready-made market when rock
music took off. There were
other big brands in the juke-
box field—Wurlitzer, See-
burg—but those rollicking-
sounding Rock-Ola machines
remain burned into millions of
memories.

The founder told me he
had no favorite kind of music,
and that at 90 “I'm not much
of a dancer, but I do like to
sit and listen.” When he built
a home he had wiring in-

stalled for jukeboxes. “Mrs.
Rockola said no. She said,
‘You get enough of jukeboxes
at the factory. We don’t need
one here.” ”

I told the reader who had
brought up Rock-Ola that it
became so universally fa-
mous—it was the generic
name for jukeboxes in some
countries—that David Rockola,
when making restaurant reser-
vations, would often use a fake
name. He liked his privacy, and
he wanted to avoid hearing,
“Oh, like the jukebox.”

He didn’t want to have to
explain. Blaring rock music,
along with the inadvertent
brilliance of that hyphen of
his, had helped to make him a
wealthy man, but when it was
time for dinner Mr. and Mrs.
Rockola preferred the blissful
peace of quiet anonymity.

Mr. Greene’s books include
“When We Get to Surf City: A
Journey Through America in
Pursuit of Rock and Roll,
Friendship, and Dreams.”

BOOKSHELF | By Matthew Hutson

The Mother
Of All Chatbots

Inventing Eliza

By Sarah Ciston et al.
MIT, 350 pages, $35

‘ hou shalt not kill.” “Congress shall make no law . . . abridg-
ing the freedom of speech.” As far as codified behaviors
g0, it’s hard to be more densely rich with implications for

the human condition than the Ten Commandments or the Bill of

Rights. But arguably within viewing distance are the few hundred

lines of code that direct Eliza, the first chatbot.

Eliza “can be ‘read’ through many lenses,” write the eight
authors of “Inventing Eliza.” And in their hands, it is. Sarah
Ciston, David M. Berry, Anthony C. Hay, Mark C. Marino, Peter
Millican, Arthur I. Schwarz, Jeff Shrager and Peggy Weil apply
their backgrounds in computer science, art, philosophy, litera-
ture and other fields to deconstruct the original code and doc-
umentation as well as their ripple effects. The 1960s chatbot,
the authors write, “embodies a particular historical moment in
both computing and psychology, reveals sophisticated under-
standing of human conversation, and demonstrates how even

primitive Al can raise profound

questions about understanding
and intelligence.”

Joseph Weizenbaum, Eliza’s
creator, was born in Berlin and
fled to Detroit as a teenager to
escape the Nazis. In 1963, he
joined the faculty at the Massa-
chusetts Institute of Technology

and soon began developing

Eliza, named after George Ber-

nard Shaw’s Eliza Doolittle. He

ran it on a room-size IBM com-
puter that people accessed
remotely through terminals.

Weizenbaum never released the

software or its source code, but,

based on a 1966 paper and other writings of his, people have
created numerous imitations.

Eliza, as people know it, is a therapy bot that begins conver-
sations with “How do you do. Please tell me your problem” and
offers open-ended questions to keep the conversation going. But
it is in fact a generic program for implementing various scripts,
or personae, the most famous of them being Doctor. Weizen-
baum, who died in 2008, wrote Doctor as a convenient demo.
Playing a therapist, it reflects the user’s apparent sentiments
and asks bland questions, leading people to project wisdom.
(Weizenbaum’s original idea was to create a bartender.) Doctor
does incorporate some psychological insight. If someone were to
type universalizing words such as “everyone” or “always,” it
might ask what specific person or incident the user has in mind.

The authors of “Inventing Eliza” excavated large portions
of Eliza’s code from MIT’s archives and used it to re-create
Eliza running Doctor, talmudically annotating the code
throughout the book. They explain abstruse technical
aspects, muse on therapy practices and add historical and
cultural references. (You can also try their reincarnated ver-
sion at findingeliza.org.)

Eliza shows how computing’s limitations at the time forced
creative workarounds. The basic rules: Look for keywords in
what a user has typed, find associated rules and return some
mixture of scripted words and rearranged input. As Weizen-
baum writes, “ ‘I am BLAH’ can be transformed to ‘How long
have you been BLAH, independently of the meaning of BLAH.”
Eliza can also store inputs and refer to them later. When at a
loss, it might say something like, “please go on.”

Weizenbaum cheekily called himself a “con man,” but one
who enjoyed revealing his tricks. He aimed to fool people into
seeing a machine as humanlike—now sometimes called the
Eliza effect—and then show them how they’d been fooled. One
executive, thinking he was communicating with an employee
by teletype when in fact he was conversing with Eliza, finally
asked, “why are you being so snotty to me?”

To Weizenbaum, the illusion worked too well. He objected
when a collaborator proposed deploying chatbots for actual
therapy, saying that “the sort of caring that machines. .. can
deliver is very impoverished indeed.” In “Computer Power
and Human Reason” (1976), he lamented the relegation of
human judgment to code. “Inventing Eliza” links his worries
about technology to the dehumanization he experienced in
Nazi Germany.

Eliza’s creator aimed to fool people into seeing
amachine as humanlike then show them how
they’d been fooled. The illusion worked too well.

Eliza left a long legacy. The authors touch on its other
scripts, later chatbots, fictional and real Turing tests (in
which a human probes a computer for personhood), and the
workings of modern large language models such as those
powering ChatGPT.

The authors also explore the notion of “performative iden-
tity,” in which both sides of a conversation inevitably enact
certain personae. One of the book’s most powerful points is
that technology is not neutral but, like any text, manifests its
creators’ decisions. These choices often carry social and politi-
cal weight. Referring to the typing tutor “Mavis Beacon
Teaches Typing,” a software program released in 1987, the
authors write that “Mavis Beacon fits into a logic, a kind of
larger cultural operating system, in which Black women pro-
vide uplift and inspiration that profits others.” Current lan-
guage models, the authors argue, embody the practices of their
creators and are therefore “agents of inequality, homogeniza-
tion, and oppression.”

Readers can take what they want from this unique blend
of technical detail and cultural commentary. As a minor com-
plaint, the book’s discussion of what makes something intelli-
gent is scant and muddied. (“Computational use of the term
intelligence is often a misnomer for the results of complex
operations,” the authors tell us. But the brain, too, runs com-
plex operations.) And there’s a slight overstating of Eliza’s
advances, as when the authors call the switcheroo from “I” to
“you” (see “I am BLAH,” above) a “sophisticated handling of
pronouns” that “goes beyond simple text manipulation to raise
questions of identity and relationship.”

Weizenbaum was far ahead of his time in at least one way.
In 1966 he wrote that “the act of writing a script is a kind of
programming act.” Users could type “edit” to pause a chat and
further alter the script. He foresaw a future in which Eliza
would learn to model the user and the world through conver-
sations. This easy interaction reflects our era of vibe coding—
in which people describe ideas that an artificial intelligence
then programs—and of Al developers writing natural-language
“constitutions” to steer the behavior of chatbots. The Eliza
effect may refer to an overattribution of human smarts to AL
But increasingly it makes sense to treat Al as one of us.

Mr. Hutson’s next book, on intelligence, will be published
in April.
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Trump, Canada Tariffs and USMCA

wo hours before his self-imposed mid-
night deadline, President Trump wrote
online that he would pause aggressive

action abroad for three days,
giving negotiators time to fi-

Almost 70% of what Michigan exports goes to
one of the two USMCA partners. For Nevada,
it’s 41% and Maine and Iowa 50%.

Before Nafta, Mexican and

By putting the trade deal canadian agricultural markets

nalize some unspecified deal. in do he hurts r were protected from U.S. com-
Iran? No, Canada. Mr. Trump’s d ubt’ € . urts red petition. Today Mexico is the
reprieve Tuesday for 50% tar-  states, including Texas. largest export market for U.S.
iffs on $20 billion of imports— —— producers in 13 agriculture

hockey sticks, building materi-

als, and other items Americans want to buy—is
welcome. But what a way to treat an ally and
neighbor.

Any deal will have to be evaluated on its own
terms, and if Mr. Trump steps back from raising
prices on consumers with new border taxes,
that’s progress. Yet his attitude of constant hag-
gling over everything that isn’t nailed down,
and some things that were supposed to be, isn’t
helpful. Mr. Trump has put into doubt the fu-
ture of his own U.S.-Mexico-Canada Agreement.
Someone should tell him the biggest beneficia-
ries of free North American trade are Republi-
can states, especially Texas.

After Mr. Trump renegotiated the 1994 North
American Free Trade Agreement, renaming it
USMCA, he called it the “best agreement we’ve
ever made.” That was in 2020. But now USMCA
is up for renewal for 16 more years, and Mexico
and Canada want to re-sign. Mr. Trump last
month declined, at least for now. U.S. Trade
Representative Jamieson Greer cited “short-
comings” in the text and singled out “our trade
deficits with these countries.” But trade deficits
aren’t a measure of prosperity, which is why
most economists ignore them.

Texas shows why. The Lone Star State buys
more from Mexico than it sells, and it has pros-
pered. Texas traded $303 billion in goods with
Mexico in 2025, which is more than the U.S.
trades with any single country except Canada
and China. Mexico was the state’s largest for-
eign export market in the first quarter, 27% of
the total. Texas exports energy products to
Mexico but also machinery, equipment, plastics,
aerospace items, auto parts and beverages.
Thirty-five percent of Texas foreign trade was
with Mexico in 2025.

Texas isn’t alone. Mexico bought 26% of ex-
ports from Kansas and Nebraska each in the
first quarter. For a majority of American
states, the North American neighbors together
are the first or second largest export market.

categories including pork,
poultry, dairy, cheese, apples, pears, wheat,
corn and rice. It’s No. 2 for American beef, soy,
baked goods, vegetables, prepared foods and
condiments.

“Since USMCA was enacted in 2020, Mexico
and Canada have collectively scaled up imports
of U.S. agricultural goods by $20 billion, total-
ing $60 billion in 2024,” Democrats on the
House Agriculture Committee wrote in a July
letter calling for the pact’s renewal. Farmers al-
ready hit by Mr. Trump’s trade wars with China
now have to worry about sales north and south.
It’s bad politics for Republicans trying to win
Towa, to pick one pivotal Senate race.

Texas and other red states have also benefited
from integrated manufacturing under Nafta and
the USMCA. The web of supply chains that spans
the continent allows for joint production across
all three countries. With the U.S. leading in re-
search, technology and branding, it assigns pro-
duction of sophisticated components to its skilled
workers and sends intermediate goods to Mexico
or Canada for finishing.

This lets American companies preserve high-
paid jobs at home while competing globally. It’s
the main reason U.S. auto makers have stayed
even remotely competitive against foreign mod-
els. When Mexico adds value to a Texas-made
component and sends it back to the U.S., it com-
pletes a production cycle that makes American
workers better off. Oh, and don’t forget con-
sumers, who get access to higher-quality goods
at better prices, everything from fresh food to
medical devices to cars.

The good news is that a failure to renew by
Mr. Trump doesn’t terminate the USMCA. In-
stead it moves to a series of annual reviews and
negotiations, the kind of perpetual bargaining
that Mr. Trump sees as leverage. But uncer-
tainty is bad for business. Can companies count
on stable supply-chains in North America? For
CEOs trying to make investments and create
jobs, it isn’t an idle question.

Moderna’s Road to a Cancer Vaccine

oderna got a shot in the arm Wednes-

day after reporting that its personal-

ized melanoma vaccine succeeded, in
alarge late-stage trial, at preventing cancer from
coming back in high-risk patients. Investors
cheered, as the company’s stock soared 177%.
But that’s nothing next to the returns to cancer
patients from an mRNA breakthrough.

Moderna has been working on its experimen-
tal cancer vaccines with Merck for a decade. Be-
cause of those efforts, it was able during the
pandemic to adapt its mRNA platform quickly
to develop a Covid shot. The Food and Drug Ad-
ministration has approved Moderna’s mRNA
vaccines for the flu and RSV as well.

But the technology’s greater promise may lie
in preventing cancer recurrences. Cancers come
back in about half of later-stage melanoma pa-
tients after their tumors are removed. The idea
is to use mRNA to train the immune system to
recognize tumor mutations and hunt down and
kill cancer cells hiding around the body.

Scientists biopsy and genetically sequence a
patient’s tumor cells. They then select mutations
unique to the patient’s cancer to incorporate

into an mRNA molecule, which provides the ge-
netic code instructing cells to produce proteins
with those mutations. These benign proteins
teach the immune system to recognize and at-
tack lingering cancer cells.

Moderna announced in January that mela-
noma patients who received its vaccine in a
small trial, in combination with Merck’s immu-
notherapy Keytruda, were at 49% lower risk of
experiencing a recurrence or death after five
years, compared with those who got Keytruda
alone. On Wednesday the company said that a
large randomized trial met its goal of prevent-
ing cancer recurrence and metastasis, though
it didn’t publish the data.

Even so, this heralds the potential of person-
alized mRNA vaccines to treat and prevent can-
cers. That seems to be the hope of investors, as
shares surged for other mRNA companies, in-
cluding BioNTech (22%) and Arcturus Therapeu-
tics (25%). Moderna and Merck are also working
on vaccines for non-small cell lung, bladder, kid-
ney, pancreatic and gastric cancers. The road to
new cures can be long and winding. Moderna
shows sticking with it can pay off.

Ending the Syrian Nuclear Saga

safer for a change? That’s what happened on
Tuesday as Rafael Grossi and his Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency

][ sn’t it nice when the world becomes a little

the U.S. joined for one mission to level the nu-
clear program, compares well with the inac-
tion that allowed North Korea to acquire the

bomb. That’s worth remem-

inspectors verified nuclear ma- Israel did the hard work bering as Mr. Trump seeks to
terial on the ground in Syria. ; finish the job.

President Ahmed al-Sharaa in 2007 and 2024. Now IAEA inspectors have ac-
agreed to place the uranium  Trump can do the rest.  cess to Syria’s nuclear material
metal under IAEA oversight; —— now only because the Assad

even better would be to remove
it from Syria entirely.

It is a good sign that Mr. Sharaa is cooperat-
ing, and credit U.S. and Israeli intelligence for
helping locate the nuclear material that the Syr-
ians disclosed in July. The tons of uranium metal
are left over from the previous Syrian regime’s
pursuit of nuclear weapons—halted when Israel
bombed the al-Kibar reactor in 2007.

That Syrian nuclear reactor was built in se-
cret by our friends, the North Koreans, and the
uranium metal was meant to serve as its fuel or
precursor material on the path to nuclear weap-
ons. Perhaps Kim Jong Un can tell President
Trump all about it at their next confab.

Good thing Israel destroyed that reactor, by
the way. In 2011 came the Syrian Civil War, and
Bashar al-Assad’s Syria was reduced to a proxy
of Iran and supply hub for Hezbollah, Hamas
and Islamic Jihad. Jihadists of all kinds were on
the loose and ISIS seized territory. Syria would
have been the worst spot imaginable for an ac-
tive nuclear-weapons program.

Yet to launch a preventive strike in 2007, the
Israelis had to overcome the opposition of the
George W. Bush State Department. President Bush
had his hands full in Iraq and Afghanistan, but
against certain regimes pursuing nuclear weap-
ons, the use of force isn’t optional.

For example, the 12-day bombing of Iran in
June 2025, which Israel initiated alone before

regime fell. Once Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu removed the Syr-
ian regime’s Hezbollah defenders, and turned
back Iranian forces coming to the rescue, Mr.
Assad’s army crumbled in late 2024.

Mr. Sharaa, the victorious rebel commander,
now complies with the IAEA. He has brought his
country into the American orbit after seven de-
cades of allying with the Soviets and then the
Iranians, Russians and North Koreans. This pres-
ents a diplomatic opportunity. Yet Mr. Sharaa is
a former al-Qaeda commander. Not exactly the
kind of guy one trusts with nuclear material. Ji-
hadists still fill his army’s ranks.

Turkey, which harbors nuclear ambitions, also
seeks to expand its military role in Syria. On
Tuesday this provoked an Israeli strike on a re-
cently rebuilt Syrian air base, where Israel says
Turkey planned to establish its forces. U.S. Am-
bassador to Turkey Tom Barrack called the strike
an “unnecessary escalation,” but it may have pre-
vented one. Had Turkey been allowed to break
the status quo by installing its air defenses in
Syria, that could have brought Ankara into direct
conflict with Jerusalem.

Syria is no place for a nuclear program of any
kind. The country no longer has any reactor that
its natural uranium metal could fuel, so it might
as well hand over the material and ship it out.
Mr. Trump wants nuclear nonproliferation to be
his legacy, and here’s an opening.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Prosperity Is Making Us Forget How to Prosper

Kimberlee Josephson perceptively
describes how the self-contained,
feathered nest that many campuses
have become helps spawn young so-
cialists (“How Colleges Produce So-
cialists,” op-ed, Aug. 15). But an older,
paradoxical dynamic is also at work.

In “Buddenbrooks,” Thomas Mann
depicted succeeding generations living
comfortably on inherited wealth while
progressively losing the hard bourgeois
virtues that created it. Joseph Schum-
peter later predicted that capitalism’s
unprecedented success would finance
an educated intellectual class increas-
ingly hostile to capitalism itself. Then,
in “The Closing of the American Mind,”
Allan Bloom described the educational
denouement: universities failing to
transmit serious understanding of the
Western inheritance while teaching stu-
dents to distrust its claims.

Today’s affluent, college-educated
socialists may fulfill all three warn-
ings. Having inherited a degree of
prosperity unknown to earlier genera-
tions, they need scarcely understand
the economic freedom, enterprise, risk
and discipline that produced it. Its
benefits appear natural and perma-
nent; its imperfections, intolerable.

Young Americans have legitimate
grievances about housing, debt and
concentrated economic power. Yet the
remedy isn’t socialism’s still greater

concentration of power in the state.
Prosperity’s great paradox may be its
failure to teach succeeding genera-
tions how difficult it was to create,
and how easily it can be lost.
CANDACE DE Russy
Fleetwood, N.Y.

Ms. Josephson shifts the blame for
creating socialist-friendly students
from the faculty to the campus. She
argues that students at elite institu-
tions can’t understand the real costs
of aspects of their education because
they do not pay for every tutoring ses-
sion or sandwich individually.

Fundamentally, college campuses are
communities, and the members of the
community want students to succeed.
Free shuttles exist so students and
folks who work on campus can get
there from the train station or travel
between classes or meetings efficiently.
Students aren’t converted to the values
of community at college—they seek out
these values when choosing colleges.

If Ms. Josephson wants her stu-
dents to forsake communities, she
needs to convince them that their
lives as successful individuals will be
better than their lives as successful
members of the collective.

Susan Divan
Adelphi University
Garden City, N.Y.

Mexico’s Press Is Still Free Under Sheinbaum

Mexico is living the freest and
most democratic moment in its his-
tory (“Sheinbaum Moves to Gag
Mexico’s Media,” Americas, Aug. 17).
For most of a century, one party
controlled the airwaves and gov-
erned for a few, while journalists
rarely had access to the president.
Today President Claudia Sheinbaum
answers the press every weekday
and spends her weekends traveling
across Mexico, listening to—and
working for—the people.

Despite Mary 0’Grady’s account,
Mexico’s press isn’t silent. Whether a
government is censoring its press
isn’t a matter of rhetoric. It is a mat-
ter of evidence, and the record con-
tradicts her.

One of Mexico’s two largest
broadcast networks has maintained
an openly critical editorial line to-
ward this government. Its license is
intact and its journalists freely ex-
press what they think. The scholars
Ms. O’Grady cites are free to publish
their views in Mexico—at a maga-

zine whose editorial line has also
been critical of the government.

The guidelines Ms. O’Grady cites
create no arbiter of truth. Mexico’s
airwaves are public property, lent to
private concessionaires. Audience
rights are owed to listeners and
viewers, enforced first by an ombud-
sperson each network appoints, and
they do not reach the printed press.
Mexico’s Congress legislated the
framework, and our Supreme Court
held that audience rights take prece-
dence over the commercial interests
of broadcasters.

Debate over Mexico’s reforms is
legitimate—and it is under way. We
differ with Ms. 0’Grady. Yet we up-
hold her freedom to publish as
firmly as we defend it in Mexico—
for those who agree with us and,
most important, for those who do
not. A

ROBERTO VELASCO ALVAREZ
Secretary of Foreign
Affairs of Mexico
Mexico City

Meritless Claims Will Raise Everyone’s Rates

Regarding “Insurer Payouts for Car
Crashes Get Less Likely” (Business &
Finance, Aug. 10), the headline
doesn’t reflect the full facts in the ar-
ticle. The Journal found that auto in-
surers are paying physical damage
claims at essentially the same rate
today as they were a decade ago.

The claims for which the Journal
identified an upward trend are auto
liability and medical claims that are
closed without payment. These
claims are a magnet for billboard
lawyers and fraudsters seeking to
profit off the system, which is why
these claims are investigated thor-
oughly. It is important that insurers
don’t pay meritless claims to control
the cost of coverage for all drivers.
Claims closed without payment don’t
mean insurers are wrongfully deny-
ing claims. Auto liability and medi-
cal claims may be closed without
payment for a variety of reasons, in-
cluding damage that falls below the
deductible or an accident investiga-
tion that reveals those involved
aren’t injured.

Davip A. SAMPSON

President & CEO

American Property Casualty
Insurance Association
Washington

We require drivers to carry insur-
ance because accidents can impose
devastating costs on other people.
But mandatory insurance works only
if meaningful coverage exists when

North Korea Is a U.S. Threat

Regarding your editorial “Trump
Romances Kim Jong Un Again” (Aug.
18): The Defense Department’s 2026
National Defense Strategy acknowl-
edges that North Korea’s “nuclear
forces are increasingly capable of
threatening the U.S. Homeland.”

President Trump’s sudden, inexplica-
ble decision to “substantially reduce”
military exercises with South Korea ig-
nores the danger posed by North Korea.
To curtail joint exercises is to retreat
from the three visions underscored in
the NDS: “America First. Peace Through
Strength. Common Sense.”

CHARLES D. EDEN
Atlanta

Letters intended for publication should
be emailed to wsj.ltrs@wsj.com. Please
include your city, state and telephone
number. All letters are subject to
editing, and unpublished letters cannot
be acknowledged.

those accidents happen. I represent
people after serious crashes. We
should ask what consumers are actu-
ally buying when they pay premiums
year after year. And it should be un-
derstood that if insurers refuse to
cover claims, the individual who
caused the collision may be person-
ally responsible.

A damaged bumper is relatively
easy to value. A spinal injury, trau-
matic brain injury or other serious
medical claim is different. Those are
precisely the cases in which injured
people and the insureds who believe
that they are protected most need in-
surance to function as promised, and
where disputes over causation, treat-
ment, coverage and damages can be-
come prolonged and expensive.

BiLLy COOPER
White Plains, N.Y.

Socialism Falls Into Anarchy

Peggy Noonan quotes Megan Romer,
national co-chairman of the DSA, in
her responses to questions by inter-
viewer Shannon Bream (“Socialism Is
Here—and It’s Serious,” Declarations,
Aug. 8). Ms. Romer’s responses include
abolishing the Senate, ICE, borders and
prisons. Add to that replacing the pres-
idency and Supreme Court along with
government or public ownership of
most large corporations. Such an
agenda constitutes neither socialism
nor communism. It’s called anarchy.

ROBERT TRACER
Brooklyn, N.Y.

Pepper ...
And Salt
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OPINION

It’s Hard to Tax Things That Move

By Richard B. McKenzie

rogressives ranging from
conventional liberals to
hard-left socialists are try-
ing to advance their egali-
tarian agendas with big-
ticket items funded largely by
heavier taxes on the superrich.

They miss an important economic
reality. Their policy dreams will be
checked by a force as unrelenting as
it is unheralded: the growing mobil-
ity of capital, over which they will
have shrinking influence. They risk
becoming like New York Mayor
Zohran Mamdani, whom Florida’s
Chamber of Commerce crowned
“Florida’s Economic Developer of the
Year” for inducing New York City
wealth to move south.

In 1991 the University of Georgia
economist Dwight Lee and I pub-
lished a book on this economic
force, which we dubbed “quicksilver
capital” to capture the slipperiness
of modern-day wealth. We docu-
mented the ways in which the mo-
bility of global capital had sped up

Levies on wealth gain

in political popularity,

but ‘quicksilver capital’
makes them certain to fail.
I

over the past century as relocation
and communication costs declined.
The ease of moving capital had
heightened pressure on governments
to think more competitively in
choosing their policies, most notably
tax rates.

Margaret Thatcher and Ronald
Reagan pressed for personal and
corporate income-tax rate cuts as
well as curbs on their governments’
private-sector entanglements. Their
successes put competitive pressure

Pyongyang’s Threat Rises, With an Assist

By John Bolton

resident Trump put North Ko-

rea and its rogue nuclear-

weapons program back in the
spotlight on Sunday. The president
ordered the Defense Department “to
substantially reduce” this week’s an-
nual U.S.-South Korean military field
exercises to defend against a poten-
tial attack by the North. He made the
same unilateral concession in his
first term, a mistake that is even
WOrse now.

At the 2018 Singapore summit to
discuss Pyongyang’s nuclear-weap-
ons program, North Korean leader
Kim Jong Un criticized the annual
defense maneuvers. As I wrote later,
Mr. Trump agreed “that the exer-
cises were provocative and a waste
of time and money.” He decided that
“there would be no exercises as long
as the two sides were negotiating in
good faith.” Essentially repeating
these points in his Sunday social-
media post, Mr. Trump wrote that
the exercises were “costly” and “to-
tally inappropriate and hostile” to
North Korea, which has been “un-
threatening and respectful” during
his presidency.

All this is false. What the North
finds hostile is the South’s existence,
along with its political and economic
success compared with the wretched
dictatorship north of the demilita-
rized zone. The U.S.-South Korean
military maneuvers are entirely de-
fensive, crucial to the safety and
readiness of the roughly 28,000 ser-
vice members in U.S. Forces Korea
and their South Korean counterparts.
This is critical today given the com-
bat experience the North’s troops
have gained fighting alongside Rus-
sia in Ukraine—experience the South
hasn’t had since Vietnam.

The shared motto of USFK and
Seoul’s Defense Ministry is “Fight to-
night!,” which underscores that if (or
when) North Korea attacks, the de-
fenders won’t have time on their
side. Expenditures on the joint drills
are dollars and won well-spent. This
was all explained to Mr. Trump but
apparently never sank in. Other
forms of mutual activities and coor-
dination between USFK and South
Korea will continue, but “tabletop”
exercises are pale substitutes for

on other governments to follow suit.

Such moves by governments
added to the market pressures on
businesses to move their headquar-
ters, plants and bank accounts to
business-friendly jurisdictions. They
also encouraged firms that stayed
behind to get ready to move lest
they have to shoulder the tax burden
the movers left behind.

Mr. Lee and I called on James Bu-
chanan, the 1986 Nobel laureate in
economics, to write a blurb for our
book. He did, but with a caveat: “Do
we dare hope that McKenzie and Lee
are right in their claim that modern
information technology has reduced
the monopoly power of governments
everywhere? Their arguments are
surely convincing, up to a point. But
... Ishall advise all classical liberals
to keep their rhetorical powder dry.”

We understood Buchanan’s skep-
ticism, which we shared, and which
seems all the more pertinent with
the recent ascendancy of progres-
sives enthralled with wealth taxes
and free-stuff-for-all proposals, pre-
suming their agendas will be

field training. Mr. Trump’s action has
weakened deterrence against Pyong-
yang, thereby increasing the threat.
And beyond the military implications
of Sunday’s order, the political signal
to Seoul and other allied capitals is
grim.

The unilateral concession embod-
ied in cutting back the joint exer-
cises reflects Mr. Trump’s convic-
tion that state-to-state relations
depend almost entirely on the per-
sonal relations of their top leaders.

By reducing U.S.-South
Korean military exercises,
the president heightens the
danger and worries allies.

Asked at the 2018 Singapore sum-
mit if he trusted Mr. Kim, Mr.
Trump responded, “I do.” Their ne-
gotiations on Pyongyang’s nuclear-
weapons and ballistic-missile pro-
grams went nowhere, and there
have been no “good faith” negotia-
tions for almost seven years. During
that hiatus, North Korea proceeded
with its nuclear and missile pro-
grams. Joe Biden resumed the joint
exercises in 2022, and Pyongyang

AFT Target Funds Teachers

By Sara Albrecht

¢ arget is OUT this back-to-
school season,” Randi Wein-
garten declared on Facebook
this week, urging teachers to spend
their school-supply dollars else-
where. In February the American
Federation of Teachers said it wanted
Minneapolis-based Target to take a
public stand against Immigration and
Customs Enforcement operations in
Minnesota. The union, which Ms.
Weingarten heads, adopted a formal
resolution directing its 1.8 million
members to shop elsewhere and stat-
ing its plan to expand the boycott to
parents, communities and the AFL-
CIO’s roughly 15 million members.
One problem with this strategy:
Teachers’ retirement funds own mil-
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checked only by power politics.

We need not have worried. In-
come and corporate tax rates across
the globe have continued their de-
cline since the 1980s, though at a
slower pace in recent decades.
Travel and shipping costs have con-
tinued to drop, with communication
costs falling precipitously. Trade
barriers have continued to fall
worldwide—until the advent of neo-
protectionists such as Donald
Trump, who might learn, with time,
that he has undercut America’s
competitiveness.

When we wrote our book, we un-
derstood that a lot of capital was re-
incarnating into digital forms that
could be sent around the world in a
few keystrokes at close to light
speed with far lower production,
storage and transmission costs.

We were unaware of transforma-
tive technologies soon to be re-
leased—email and internet—that
would dramatically accelerate trade
and the use of a growing array of
digitized capital goods from con-
tracts and architectural plans to

responded only with rhetoric.

Some believe North Korea reap-
peared on Mr. Trump’s agenda as a
ploy to divert attention from the
conflict with Iran. His near-simulta-
neous threat to attack Oman did pre-
cisely the opposite, unsettling allies
and encouraging adversaries world-
wide, notwithstanding Oman’s dubi-
ous bona fides as a mediator in the
Gulf conflict. Finding no love any-
where in Iran’s fractured govern-
ment, perhaps Mr. Trump believed
an agreement with Mr. Kim might
bring his long-sought Nobel Peace
Prize. The North hasn’t commented
publicly, although the president,
without providing evidence, says Mr.
Kim has responded and was “very
positive.”

Even before Mr. Trump’s latest
sally, his North Korea remarks
reached far beyond the Peninsula. On
Inauguration Day 2025, he said of
Mr. Kim, “Now he is a nuclear power.
I think he’ll be happy to see I'm com-
ing back.” Making nice with Pyong-
yang, however, only solidifies Iran’s
longstanding strategic decision to
produce deliverable nuclear weap-
ons. It increases the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guard Corps’ determination
not to negotiate. Tehran’s hard-liners
see Mr. Trump’s unrequited affection
for Mr. Kim as weakness and will un-

lions of shares of Target. I spent
years managing money. When some-
one proposes an economic campaign
against a publicly traded company, I
ask who owns the stock. In this case,
the people being asked to boycott are
among the shareholders.

The AFT acknowledges this. In its
letter to Target, the union said pen-
sion funds in which its members par-
ticipate directly own 6.79 million Tar-
get shares, with billions of dollars
more in indirect exposure through in-
dex funds. The New York City Teach-
ers’ Retirement System alone re-
ported about $16.4 million invested
directly in Target as of June 30, 2025.
Union leaders know the investment
process: Teacher trustees on the re-
tirement board have close ties to the
United Federation of Teachers, AFT’s
New York affiliate.

Ms. Weingarten doesn’t pick those
stocks. Pension boards and profes-
sional investment managers do. Their
job is to invest assets to secure
teachers’ retirements.

AFT’s back-to-school resolution
notes that teachers spend an average
of $895 a year out of pocket on
school-related supplies, totaling
about $3.4 billion nationwide. In
other words, AFT is advertising the
purchasing power it hopes to mobi-
lize against the company.

A boycott is supposed to hurt.
Target’s second-quarter sales fell
more than 5% in 2023 amid a boy-
cott over its Pride merchandise. An-
heuser-Busch InBev’s U.S. revenue
fell 13.5% in the third quarter of
2023 amid a backlash over its Bud
Light marketing partnership with a

CHAD CROWE

books, films and games. These tech-
nologies have made it easier to work
from home in different states or
even countries. Now artificial intelli-
gence offers the prospect of work-
forces of digitized “agents” that can
roam the world unconstrained by
national politics.

The global spread of capital now
carries a threat to which progres-
sives remain oblivious: Businesses
and employees increasingly can
move to avoid taxes and regula-
tions. California Gov. Gavin Newsom
has learned the lesson of capital’s
growing mobility. He opposes a
state wealth tax on the ballot in
California, and is seeking cover by
supporting a federal wealth tax, a
likely nonstarter in Congress and at
the White House as it would clearly
throttle economic growth. Mr.
Mamdani will soon have to concede
the point or fade rapidly in political
relevance.

Governments’ basic competitive
problem is that they are landlocked
and are competitors for capital that
is footloose on a global scale. Their
dilemma? Higher taxation of wealth
easily transmutes into lower total
revenue and economic decline. No
wonder so many governments have
yielded to the threat and now bid
for capital projects with tax conces-
sions and other benefits to attract
and hold on to capital.

Progressives and socialists might
score political points in coming elec-
tions, but their gains will be checked
not so much by the right as by
states and nations that see develop-
ment opportunities in other govern-
ments’ hostile treatment of capital
and wealth.

Mr. McKenzie is a retired econom-
ics professor at the University of
California, Irvine, and a co-author of
“Quicksilver Capital: How the Rapid
Movement of Wealth Has Changed
the World.”

From Trump

doubtedly work even more closely
with Pyongyang. All this benefits the
China-Russia axis, in which Iran and
North Korea could move from being
outriders to joining the core group.

America’s Asia-Pacific allies, in-
cluding South Korea, Japan, Taiwan
and Australia, already harbored
doubts about the president’s reliabil-
ity. Although their initial comments
have been muted, deep concerns are
clear. Relations with Seoul were al-
ready strained, and the South’s left-
ist president is engaging in a naive
diplomatic effort to end the Korean
War formally and resolve Pyong-
yang’s nuclear program. Mr. Trump’s
criticism of Seoul’s reluctance to take
arole in the Gulf crisis, plus continu-
ing disputes about tariffs and Seoul’s
investment commitments, will only
complicate the relationship further.

We should hope that something
else diverts White House attention
from North Korea. If not, Mr.
Trump’s next social-media post could
announce that he is flying to Pyong-
yang to resume his bromance with
the world’s only hereditary commu-
nist dictator.

Mr. Bolton served as White House
national security adviser, 2018-19,
and is author of “The Room Where It
Happened: A White House Memoir.”

> Retirement

transgender influencer.

Research highlighted by North-
western University’s Kellogg School
found that targeted companies’ share
prices fell nearly 1% for each day a
boycott received national print-media
attention. The financial effects can
extend well beyond the boycott itself.

The AFT isn’t shy about the dam-
age it threatens to cause. Its Febru-
ary letter cites reports that other
boycotts have wiped billions of dol-
lars from Target’s market value.

But how is this boycott in the in-
terest of teachers? Its members’ 6.79
million Target shares give the AFT le-
verage. When the union pressures
Target politically, those teachers are
deployed as consumers whose spend-
ing should be withheld. Through it all
they are expected to remain dues-
paying union members, directly fund-
ing the campaign.

An individual shareholder may de-
cide not to shop at a company he
owns. Owning Target stock doesn’t
require a teacher to agree with any-
thing Target management does. But a
union that claims to represent mem-
bers’ economic interests should have
to cite a specific and compelling in-
terest for why it is organizing eco-
nomic pressure against a company
owned in part by its members.

Before Ms. Weingarten tells nearly
two million members where not to
shop this back-to-school season, she
should explain whose economic inter-
ests she is representing.

Ms. Albrecht is CEO of the Liberty
Justice Center, a public-interest law
firm.

Al Bubble
May Deflate,
Not Burst

By Brett Decker

tificial-intelligence stocks. Bei-

jing’s flaunting of China’s AI
progress, among other factors, sent
American stocks sliding last week.
The week before saw a selloff of Al
stocks, with Nvidia, Micron and oth-
ers hit hard.

The pessimists were quick to warn
that the AI bubble was bursting.
Doomsayers are always on hand,
waiting for every hiccup on Wall
Street or data center setback to pro-
claim the technology is about to pop.

Their concerns aren’t unfounded.
About 45% of the S&P 500 market
capitalization consists of Al-linked
stocks. The seven biggest U.S. tech
companies, overwhelmingly invested
in Al, account for more than a third
of the S&P 500’s total market cap.

These stocks have grown at a rate
that seems too good to be true. The
last time the S&P 500 Shiller CAPE
Ratio—a valuation measure that
smooths out business cycles to help
investors see if stocks are over-
valued—was this high was before the
dot-com bubble burst in 2000.

Yet history doesn’t have to repeat
itself. Rather than a bubble, AI may
simply be a technology that is land-
ing slower than expected. The market
might not be imploding so much as
readjusting as the tech industry suc-
cumbs to more realistic expectations.
The result could be a stable Al land-
scape that is better for investors and
the rest of us.

Tech entrepreneurs have been
making grandiose claims for years
about Al’s capabilities. Predictions
that AI would kill half of all white-
collar jobs or create a permanent
class of unemployed welfare depen-
dents were always far-fetched.

New technologies often bring
doom-and-gloom predictions. The
difference with Al is that Silicon Val-
ley elites promoted some of these
claims. They contributed to absurd
narratives to get businesses on
board.

The limitations of AI have be-
come clearer since then. Companies
that laid off workers expecting to
replace them with AI are hiring
them back. An MIT study found that
95% of all generative-Al pilot proj-
ects fail to deliver a measurable re-
turn on investment.

I t has been a wild summer for ar-

The transformation of the
economy is proceeding,
but at a slower pace than
we were led to expect.

This dovetails with AI’s PR prob-
lem. Polls find growing public skepti-
cism of the technology. Data centers
have sparked opposition across the
country while online “AI slop” and
perceived threats to employment re-
main sore spots. The initial narra-
tives about AI were too bullish and
opened a gap between expectation
and reality. The expectation repelled
many Americans while the reality
proved underwhelming.

That doesn’t mean the technology
is doomed to disappoint. In less-
flashy fields—data extraction, re-
search, workflow automation, data-
pattern summarization, customer
service—AI is making a difference.
The U.S. government is integrating Al
into everyday operations, streamlin-
ing tasks like fraud detection and
permit approval. The Pentagon is
adopting Al for targeting and other
functions. Ukraine has demonstrated
how AI implementation can make a
difference in battle.

The U.S. tech race with China has
accelerated Al innovation. Chinese Al
models put competitive pressure on
their American counterparts. The ele-
phant in the room is Huawei, whose
AT dominion is so extensive that the
U.S. reportedly approved a merger
between Hewlett Packard Enterprise
and Juniper Network to challenge it.

Global AI competition backed by
industrial policy seems like the fu-
ture. The world is becoming both an
arena and a marketplace for AL
Wherever the technology is going, it
isn’t a passing trend.

Al critics make the mistake of as-
suming the industry is frozen in time
and can’t surmount its present prob-
lems. Take data centers, which are
controversial in part because people
believe they use enormous amounts
of water. Nvidia recently pioneered a
coolant that the company’s head of
sustainability said “largely solved”
the issue of data-center water con-
sumption. Microsoft has been moving
in this direction too.

This is the future of Al a gradual
adoption process that works through
its problems and integrates into soci-
ety without triggering economic
apocalypse. The markets are correct-
ing toward this reality.

Mr. Decker is endowed chair of
leadership at Northwood University.
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is an hour before sunrise

on our coast when the tide

has finished its work and

left everything it carried in

a single line along the sand,
shells and weed and cuttlebone and the
occasional float from some other country, all
of it sorted by weight, with no interest at all
in origin.

I have walked lines like that most of my
working life. The sea keeps no record of
where anything came from,; it delivers, and
then it moves on, and whatever arrives
becomes the property of the shore that
received it.

This week gave us two deliveries, and I
have found it impossible to think about
either alone. Oil reached our coastline,
carried by currents. In both cases, the
arrival was the only part of the process we
were present for.

What a coastline holds before anything
happens to it is the part nobody counts.
Loggerheads coming ashore at Masirah in
the dark, hauling themselves up the same
beaches their mothers used, working for an
hour in the sand before laying, covering,
and turning back towards the water ahead
of the light.

Humpbacks that never leave the Arabian
Sea, the only population of their kind
anywhere in the world that stays home.

Sardines running in numbers that hold up
whole villages.

Weathered crude is a patient substance.

It smells of asphalt with something sweeter
underneath, and it declines to stay on the
surface where hands can reach it; it works
down into sand, settles into sediment,
releases for years, and travels upward
through everything that eats until it
arrives in a household as a smaller catch
and a thinner month. The beaches will
photograph well again long before any of
that has finished.

Loss becomes hardest to dismiss when
somebody counted before it happened.
The ordinary work of walking beaches
in ordinary years with a clipboard and
quadrat decides whether change can be
demonstrated, responsibility established
and recovery measured. Baselines are built
when nobody expects to need them. A crisis
spends what is already there.

Countries hold memory too. Oman’s
restraint lives in relationships maintained
across difficult years, institutions that
establish facts before urgency bends them,
and channels kept open when conversation
offers little reward. The reserve was drawn on
again this week. A sentence takes seconds to
utter and can spend trust accumulated over
50 years.

Our coast receives trade, wildlife, weather

Reciprocity keeps
that ecology alive.
Those who move
cargo through
shared waters carry
obligations towards
the environments
and communities
exposed to their
choices, and
those who rely on
Oman’s access and
credibility carry
obligations towards
the sovereignty and
respect that make
both possible

and pollution; our diplomacy receives

the fears, demands and contradictions of
competing powers. Holding the middle
carries dignity because others depend on it,
and cost because pressure arrives from every
direction.

Restraint has an ecology because it
depends on relationships that sustain one
another. Experts measure what others cannot
see; institutions create order before urgency
becomes panic; diplomats preserve
enough trust for another conversation;
communities grant these systems the time
and legitimacy to work. Every element
holds something the others will eventually
need.

Reciprocity keeps that ecology alive.
Those who move cargo through shared
waters carry obligations towards the
environments and communities exposed to
their choices, and those who rely on Oman’s
access and credibility carry obligations
towards the sovereignty and respect that
make both possible.

The tide will lay down another line
tomorrow morning, sorted by weight,
indifferent to where any of it began. I have
always found something steadying in that
indifference, and this week I have started to
wonder whether we have come to treat our
own steadiness the same way, as a feature of
the place, arriving on schedule and asking

HOW NARWHALS
GROW NATURE’S ONLY
STRAIGHT TUSK

DANIEL LAWLER

Narwhals have nature’s only straight tusk, a
single tooth up to three metres long. The tusks
have fascinated scientists ever since, but they have
proven extremely difficult to study because these
odd-looking, blubbery whales spend most of their
lives under the Arctic ice.

But on Tuesday, a large international team of
researchers announced they had solved a long-
running mystery about the tusks: how they get
their uniquely spiralled yet arrow-straight form.

The left canine tooth of male narwhals grows
through their jaw and upper lip, jutting out into
the animal kingdom'’s only single tusk. Their right
canine stays buried in their head. “Imagine that
you had to ride on a bicycle with a broom strapped
to your head,” said Henrik Birkedal, the senior
author of a study in Nature Communications
describing the discovery. That is how it must

feel for male narwhals to dive deep underwater,
the chemist at Aarhus University in Denmark
said. Yet despite this huge “Monty Pythonesque”
protuberance, the animals seem to get about
just fine, he added. To solve what they called the
“narwhal tusk puzzle,” the team of biologists,
chemists and physicists used advanced 3D X-ray
technology, including three European particle
accelerators called synchrotrons.

The tusks are made out of two kinds of dental
tissue: dentin on the inside, cementum on the
outside. On a molecular level, the inner dentin
forms a right-handed spiral while the outer
cementum forms a left-handed spiral, the powerful
X-ray scans revealed.

These two counteracting forces give the tusks the
straight structure that is so different to the curved
tusks of other animals such as elephants.

The scientists were also surprised to find growth
layers similar to tree rings inside the tusks, which
offer a glimpse into their lives that can last up to
80 years. This was not the only lingering mystery
about narwhal tusks. There has also been great
debate between scientists about the exact purpose
of the world’s weirdest tooth.

There are several hypotheses, including that
the whales use their tusks for hunting or to sense
temperature and salinity in the water.

But the team behind the new paper believes
these options are unlikely because tusks are almost
exclusively grown by male narwhals — and
females would have needed them also for these
purposes. — AFP
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2010, my team and I were

over the moon. Tawasul

Think Tank had just won its

first regional recognition

at the Arabia CSR Awards
in Dubai. The award mattered, but
what I learned outside the ceremony
mattered more. A distinguished
English gentleman approached
me, perhaps because my Omani
dishdasha caught his attention. He
was the event’s keynote speaker and
told me that, as a young geologist
around 1970, he had worked in
Oman for a major international
energy corporation.

He recalled meetings involving
the late His Majesty Sultan Qaboos
and the late legendary Oil, Gas and
Minerals Minister Said bin Ahmed
al Shanfari. One lesson stayed with
him for decades: they paid attention
not only to presentations, but to
presenters, their eyes, body language
and attitudes. Characters could
reveal what maps and PowerPoints

could not.

We discussed something that has
occupied much of my professional
journey since: How corporate social
responsibility, sustainability and
what we now call In-Country Value
(ICV), now reduced to the term local
content, could become engines
of socioeconomic development
rather than a peripheral corporate
programme. He told me he would
raise those ideas. I thought a little of
our conversation, yet a few weeks
later I got a call confirming that
whom I met was no other than Sir
Mark Stuart-Moody, the former
Chairman of Royal Dutch Shell,
Director of HSBC Holdings and
Accenture and that he discussed
sustainability, CSR and ICV with the
late Sultan, and how a small Omani
company won a regional award.
The following years saw something
much bigger taking shape across the
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country. PDO formally launched its
ICV programme in 2013. By the end
of 2024, its locally retained spending
had risen from 18 per cent in 2013

to 42 per cent, approximately RO

1.5 billion, while its programme
had contributed to establishing 83
local industrial facilities. That is real

However, after more than
— 15 years working around CSR,
social investment, sustainability,
entrepreneurship and local-value
creation, including as a former
social investment manager of a
multinational energy corporation,
Iincreasingly believe our biggest
challenge is no longer convincing
institutions that these things matter.
It is changing the role of the people

Too often, sustainability and
local-content professionals
become gatekeepers: Guarding
budgets with a scarcity mentality,
approving applications, checking
certificates, administering tenders
and measuring compliance. A
catalyst asks different questions
with an abundance mentality.
What new Omani company can
this procurement create? What
technology can we localise? Which
SME or startup can become an
exporter? Which graduate can
acquire a globally valuable skill?
What education, energy and
environmental problems could
become somebody’s business

History provides a useful
benchmark. When Norway
discovered oil, it could simply
have collected petroleum revenues
while allowing foreign corporations
to supply most of the expertise
and technology. Instead, the state
progressively built Norwegian
participation, established Statoil
in 1972, developed demanding

nothing of anybody.

Transform gatekeepers of
sustainability to catalysts
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DISTRIBUTION AGENT
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PRINTED AND PUBLISHED BY:

standards and used its domestic
market to help create a sophisticated
supplier industry. Today, Norway’s
petroleum supplier ecosystem
comprises roughly 2,000 companies
and has become internationally
competitive rather than permanently
dependent on protection.

So our next question should not
simply be: How much did we spend
locally? It should be: What became
stronger because we spent it?
Imagine every major sustainability,
CSR and ICV programme publishing
a simple annual impact dashboard:
Omani companies scaled,
technologies localised, quality jobs
created, patents or intellectual
property developed, carbon avoided,
exports generated, SME and startup
revenues increased and businesses
graduating from preferential support
into open competition.

Then go further. Give relevant
leaders incentives and objectives for
creating other successful leaders as
suppliers, not merely managing and
processing them. Use procurement
pipelines to signal opportunities
several years ahead. Connect large
buyers with universities, startups
and manufacturers. Reward
consortiums that transfer technology
and intellectual property. Use Al to
identify procurement leakage and
localisation opportunities. Most
importantly, publish comparable
outcomes so society can distinguish
events or activities from impact.

I have watched this field evolve
for more than 15 years. We have
moved from philanthropy to CSR,
from CSR to sustainability, and from
sustainability towards ESG and ICV.
The next evolution must be more
important still: From gatekeeping
to catalysing. The ultimate purpose
of sustainability is not to sustain
programmes; it is to create progress
that can eventually sustain itself.

P.O. Box 974, Postal Code 100,
Muscat,

Sultanate of Oman

DISCLAIMER:

The views and opinions expressed

Ministry of Information

in these pages are solely those %
the authors and do not reflect the
opinion of the Observer.



Follow us on facebook@omanobserver, X@omanobserver

OMAN DAILY

THURSDAY - AUGUST 20 - 2026

Observer

OPINION

SONIA
AMBROSIO
The writerisa
journalist, academic

and researcher in
media studies

Celestial splendour in constellation storytelling

doesn’t matter how many times I visit

the same places in Oman; there is

always something new. I don’t mean

tourist spots with manufactured

branding, but the pieces of sand,
earth, water, and sky. Each of these geological
and astronomical existences fills me with
feelings.

The various directions of wind over the
golden dunes whisper differently into my
ears, even after dozens of visits. The dunes,
the wind, and sunsets have become part of
me, though the voices within the whispers
are always new. Sometimes, they offer a
gentle kiss on my cheek; other times, a gust
of wind reminds me of my insignificance
against its strength. At times, the wind carries
a veil of sand, obscuring the sight for just a
moment, to show how blind we can be.

Often, I also go to Al Jabal Al Akhdhar. Its
dramatic canyon views, cool temperatures,
terrace farming, and exotic trees are a
magnet for me. The silhouettes decorating
the rocky mountains along the trails and
the water running deep in the canyons are
forever part of me.

On many occasions, I went camping for
stargazing, only to be greeted by the familiar
‘hee-haw’ of a donkey’s bray. And not for
the first time, I was awakened by a donkey
snorting over my head.

Under the vast, dark skies of Al Jabal Al

Akhdhar, illuminated by tiny diamonds,
some visible to the naked eye and others
only visible through a telescope during a
stargazing talk by a local astronomer, I felt
transported to a time when people studied
the cosmos to understand the solar system

and its effects on Earth, oceans, and daily life.

The history of ancient astronomy and
modern space telescopes illuminates our
understanding of calendars and shapes our
perception of the universe.

Early astronomers believed that the
pattern of stars had spiritual and religious
significance, suggesting that understanding
their patterns could unlock comprehension
of the universe, both physically and
mystically.

From Babylonian records, astronomers
mapped constellations and visible planets.
People used the stars and constellations
to track the changing seasons for farming
and used the North Star as a fixed point to
determine directions. Voyagers memorised
star paths using physical memory to navigate
across open seas and vast deserts.

In storytelling, cultures projected their
myths, legends, and history onto the
stars to pass down moral lessons through
generations. Stargazing influences modern
astrotourism and Arab cultural revivals.

Anwar, a local amateur astronomer from
Al Jabal Al Akhdhar, was invited by our trip

The various
directions of wind
over the golden
dunes whisper
differently into my
ears, even after
dozens of visits. The
dunes, the wind,
and sunsets have
become part of me,
though the voices
within the whispers
are always new

organisers to give a stargazing talk. With
his impressive telescope and a pot of tea,

he engaged in a conversation about planets
and stars, while also explaining how mobile
phone cameras can be used to photograph
the intricate cosmos. Anwar took us into the
celestial world of constellation storytelling.

To see Saturn’s bright rings or to
photograph the Milky Way, which appears as
a hazy, glowing white band of light stretching
across the night sky, is to travel through
celestial bodies.

We were shown the Scorpio constellation,
whose composition marks the tip of a curved
tail that can be literally read as ‘the (creature
with) a burning sting.’ Or, as one of the many
versions of mythology, Scorpio is in the sky as
a reminder for mortals to temper their pride.

Stars and constellations have frequently
been central to artistic creation, sparking
original stories and serving as reminders
to humankind. Classical Arabic poetry
frequently used constellations and planets as
metaphors for romance, beauty, and nobility.

I had my gaze fixed on the sky, reflecting
on the people throughout history who have
observed the celestial sphere and identified
patterns representing animals, mythological
subjects, or inanimate objects.

The tapestry of the night sky can draw
intense inspiration and emotion. ‘Life seems
almost enchanted after all’ (Van Gogh).

CHINA GOES RURAL
WITH DATA CENTRES
TO POWER Al

AGATHA CANTRILL

In China’s hilly Guizhou province, a cluster of
European-style buildings complete with a clock
tower and multi-arched bridge emits a low,
permanent hum - a clue to its unexpected identity
as tech giant Huawet’s largest data centre.

The town-like complex is unique in design, but
not in its placement. Dozens of data centres have
been constructed in the southwestern province
in recent years. They are part of a government
strategy that has seen much of the digital
infrastructure for breakneck AI development
across China’s eastern seaboard established in the
country’s less populated, rural west.

The build-out is ongoing. China is on course
to nearly double its data centre capacity within
the next five years, as a tech race with the United
States intensifies and countries everywhere try
to swerve a computing crunch that could stymie
Al expansion. The projects have transformed
some places - such as Guian New Area, where the
Huawei data centre and others are located.

“It used to be a barren mountain, but since the
area has developed, transportation has become
more convenient, trade has picked up, and business
opportunities have emerged,” local shopkeeper Shu
Peihua said.

When AFP visited last month, street vendors
were catering to data centre workers on their
lunch break near a roadside banner calling

for “promoting high-quality development”, a
government tech policy catchphrase.

In Europe and the United States, data centre
construction has often been met with resistance

from local communities citing concerns around
energy prices, as well as environmental issues such
as water usage and noise.

Residents in Guian were positive about the
changes to their area. A vendor selling savoury
pancakes, who did not give his name, said two
universities had been established since the facilities
were built.

Another local, Li Xixiu, said the main road
had been developed because of the centres, which
in general had “really boosted the economy of this
entire area”.

“All the villagers in our neighbourhood now
find jobs nearby, unlike before, when they had to
go to other places,” Li said.

In 2021, the government gave its strategy a
name: “Eastern Data Western Computing”.

The logic of construction in places like Guizhou,
with its cooler climates, abundant renewable
energy and empty space, is multifaceted.

Al processing is extremely energy intensive,
and China has demanded that data centres draw
80 per cent of their power from renewable sources
by the end of this decade. That makes regions
like Guizhou and Inner Mongolia, which have
massively expanded renewable capacity like solar
and wind, ideal for operators looking to meet those
commitments, said Simeng Deng, a senior analyst
at Rystad Energy. — AFP

‘American Doctor’ shows
brutality of Gaza conflict

Perlmutter has

treated patients hit

by natural disasters

and conflicts

across 30 countries,
including in his native United States.
Yet, nothing prepared him for the
horrors he would witness under
Israeli bombardment.

“Tust our first week in Gaza was
worse than all of my experiences
combined,” the orthopaedic surgeon
said of deployments that included
the aftermath of the September
11 attacks in New York, Hurricane
Katrina in Louisiana, and the 2010
Haiti earthquake.

The suffering Perlmutter and
his colleagues have seen in Gaza
hospitals since Israel launched its
retaliation for the October 2023
attack forms the core of “American
Doctor,” a documentary that
premiered at the Sundance Film
Festival and arrives in select US
theatres this Friday.

In her documentary debut,
director Poh Si Teng makes no
attempt to explain the rights
or wrongs of the conflict itself,
focusing instead on the work in Gaza
of three American doctors from
different backgrounds. Perlmutter
is Jewish; Thaer Ahmad is a Muslim
of Palestinian descent; and Feroze
Sidhwa is the son of Zoroastrian
parents.

“People feel like they have to have
a PhD in this topic to understand
it, or to discuss it sensibly,” Sidhwa
said.

“The question isn't how well
you know Arab-Israeli history. The
question is: Do you or do you not
support the murder of children?

Do you or do you not support the
torture of physicians? Do you or

do you not support the bombing of
hospitals?”

The attack on Israel on October
7, 2023 killed 1,221 people. Israel’s
military response has resulted in
more than 73,300 deaths in Gaza,
according to the Health Ministry,
whose figures the United Nations
considers reliable.

Israel acknowledges it has
intentionally hit medical facilities,
but says it is targeting fighters using
tunnels underneath those hospitals.

The three doctors in the

Boys react during the funeral of Palestinians killed in an Israeli strike on a cafe in Gaza City on Wednesday.

PAULA RAMON

The writer is
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Agence France-
Presse, based in
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documentary say they have not
seen tunnels in any of the hospitals
where they have worked in Gaza.

One of the documentary’s most
harrowing sections shows a so-
called “double-tap” where missiles
strike first responders who are
treating patients following a
bombing at Nasser Hospital in Khan
Yunis.

Deciding what to show on screen
was a challenge for Teng, who
has previously worked as a visual
journalist for AFP, among other
outlets.

“You show too much, and it’s
gratuitous, and nobody’s gonna
watch, and you want to be effective
in telling the truth. You show too
little, and it’s not real,” she said.

The film begins with precisely
this dilemma. When Teng feels that
including a photo of dead children
violates their dignity, Perlmutter
chides her, insisting that their
obligation is to show Americans
what their tax dollars are funding.

“Israel took away their dignity,”
he says.

“You're not dignifying them
unless you let their memory, their
bodies tell the story of this trauma,
of this genocide. You're not doing
them a service by not showing that,”
he says, pointing to the photo.

“It was a moment for me where,
you know what, there’s no halfway
in this,” Teng said.

Disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed in these pages are solely those of the authors and do not reflect the opinion of the Observer

—Reuters

For the three doctors in the
documentary, having to endlessly
reiterate the “urgency” of the
situation in Gaza during media
interviews or meetings with
members of Congress is frustrating.

“If I tell you that there are kids
starving, or if I tell you that there
are mothers who are struggling to
feed their children, or that there are
teenagers who are being killed by
these massive bombs, your response
should be: ‘We have to stop this,”
emergency physician Thaer Ahmad
said.

“I'should not hear from you: ‘Oh,
but what were they doing, or where
were they, or what background are
they from? What religion do they
follow, or where were they born?”

Teng said she frequently
encountered this resistance, and
at times found it difficult to get
funding for the project as donors
shied away from putting cash
behind a project showing the
damage being done by US-funded
Israeli munitions.

But, she said, the moment felt
like it was changing, and she hopes
“American Doctor” might further
shift the narrative.

It’s a hope Perlmutter shares.

“The avalanche of truth starts
with snowflakes,” he said.

“I'm optimistic that we’re all
snowflakes in that snowball that’s
getting bigger and bigger.”
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Latest US alarm
on trade rife with
misconceptions

he White House has raised the alarm over what
I it terms a “shadow” network of over 40 nations

allegedly facilitating a massive transshipment
scam, claiming that these countries are mislabelling the
origin of Chinese exports to deceive American customs
officials. While Washington frames this as an
international conspiracy to rob the American economy
of tens of billions of dollars, it is, in reality, a glaring
admission of the ineffectiveness of its own trade
policies.

Titled “The Great Transshipment Scam”, the front
cover of the 25-page document features a Trojan Horse
digitally composed of cargo containers. If the contents
of those containers are from China, does this mean that
America is Troy?

The document suggests that this “illegal” trade
activity amounts to annual values ranging from US$40
billion to a staggering US$303 billion. Such a massive
disparity in estimates renders the figures largely
meaningless, serving more as political theatre than
rigorous economic analysis. Behind these inflated
numbers lies the argument that this trade activity has
cost the United States hundreds of thousands of jobs
and substantial gross domestic product growth.

However, this narrative collapses under scrutiny.
The manufacturing jobs in question were moved
offshore by American companies decades ago - not
merely to China, but to nations including India,
Bangladesh and Vietnam. To blame these countries,
and i China, for the of
American domestic corporate strategy is disingenuous.
‘Washington cannot hold other nations responsible for
the ing out of its own ing base, a
trend that American corporations themselves
accelerated in their pursuit of cheaper labour.

The timing of the publication is also relevant,
coming a month before President Xi Jinping is
scheduled to visit Washington for a summit with US
President Donald Trump. Americans would be better
off negotiating in good faith rather than playing such
recurrent tricks ahead of major leadership summits.

‘Underlying this entire protectionist crusade is a
fundamental flaw: the belief that trade barriers could
force “reshoring” and create “safe” supply chains
ji of China. This ive ignores the
reality of global market interdependence. Suppliers,
wholesalers and distributors worldwide are simply
responding to economic incentives, finding ways to
bypass trade barriers that impede global commerce.
Furthermore, at a time when inflation is already
eroding the purchasing power of the American
consumer, the attempt to force expensive, alternative
supply chains is a recipe for further economic strain.

What Trump’s erratic tariffs have actually done is
disrupt global industries and lengthen international
supply chains, thus driving up costs for everyone,
especially US consumers. Those accused of taking part
in the “scam” include major US trading partners such
as Canada and Mexico, and close allies such as Japan,
South Korea, the European Union and Israel. Asian
countries named include Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand,
Vietnam, Singapore, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, the
Philippines, India, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka.

The list is a virtual who's who of global trade and
manufacturing. Strangely, it did not name American

ies, investors, and
who certainly also take part. Why? Their actions were
called normal global free trade before Washington
completely upset the apple cart for everyone.

‘The White House paints a completely unrealistic
picture of how global trade works. There are millions of

i and whose job it is
to connect supply and demand around the world. No
single company, industry or country controls those
supply chains, which have developed over decades
under globalisation. As the world’s biggest
manufacturer, China plays an outsize role because its
products are at the start of many of those chains. But it
would be hard for many Chinese firms - nor do they
have the incentive - to trace their products up and
down an entire supply chain from start to finish.

The so-called transshipment scam is not a global
conspiracy; it is the global market telling Washington
that enough is enough. It is time for the US to stop
fighting the world, abandon this futile crusade against
economic reality, and return to common sense in
addressing international trade and its imbalances.
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Trump remarks ofter
Seoul an opportunity

Scaling back the number of US-South Korea military exercises could be a relatively
low-cost signal to Pyongyang that may result in progress towards resuming dialogue

outh Korea's security strategy

has rested for more than

seven decades on a single
pillar: its alliance with the United
States. That pillar has absorbed one
blow after another during Donald
Trump’s second term as US
president. This week brought
another signal that has strained the
relationship.

In a social media post, Trump
criticised joint US-South Korea
military exercises, calling them
“costly” and saying they send an
“inappropriate and hostile”
message to a North Korea he
described as “unthreatening and
respectful” during his presidency.
As a result, he said, the drills would
be “substantially” reduced.

Trump also praised his
relationship with Kim Jong-un and
later claimed to the press that the
North Korean leader had responded
positively to American overtures for
dialogue. The State Department
reiterated Washington’s readiness
to talk to Pyongyang without
preconditions. At the time of
writing, North Korea had yet to
make an official response through
state media.

For Seoul, the message cuts both
ways. It can be read as another
crack in the alliance. The
expectation that South Korea will
shoulder most of the burden of its
defence is growing, especially as US
attention is consumed by conflicts
elsewhere. Trump's parallel
complaint in his post about Seoul
failing to back US military efforts
against Iran only sharpened the
sense of a patron losing patience.

The pressing question for Seoul

They sustain military readiness,
keep the two militaries aligned and
are meant as a deterrence against
potential North Korean attacks, yet

security but a precondition. While
China was also a signatory, Beijing
is not the main obstacle to
establishing peace on the

i the hostile relations

they have ly p
missile tests and escalatory
rhetoric.

Scaling back the drills should,
therefore, not be seen as a blow to
South Korea's security posture but
as a potential opportunity to create
an opening in a relationship
plagued by deep hostility. Reducing
the scope of the exercises, along
with Trump’s strong rhetoric about
the “hostile” message the drills
seem to send Pyongyang, is a
relatively low-cost goodwill signal
that could result in progress
towards resuming dialogue.

A reduction
in the scope of
the joint drills
should not be
perceived as a

concession

South Korea’s government has
been asking for exactly this kind of
opening. On August 15, President
Lee Jae Myung used his Liberation
Day address to propose talks to
formally end the Korean war and to
replace what he called the “unstable
armistice” system with a durable
“peace regime”.

between the US and North Korea
are.

An agreement that normalises
ties between Washington and
Pyongyang, and delivers the
security guarantee the North has
sought for decades, would do more
to neutralise the threat to Seoul
than any number of military
exercises ever could.

Still, none of this argues for
South Korean passivity. The
prudent response to a less reliable
guarantor is to build independent
capacity, not wait for reassurance.
Seoul retains one of the most
capable conventional militaries in
the region despite forgoing nuclear
weapons, and the mutual defence
treaty with Washington, for all the
strain on it, remains the strongest
existing deterrent to a North Korean
attack.

The task now is to widen the
base beneath that deterrent. Fully
decoupling from the American
security architecture is neither
possible nor desirable in the near
term, but Seoul can diversify its
partnerships well beyond
Washington, so its position does not
rise and fall with the mood in a
single capital.

Moreover, the opening for
resuming US-North Korean
diplomacy is not infinite.

Treating this moment as merely
another affront to the alliance risks
squandering one of the few
near-term chances for high-level
diplomacy between Washington

is how much the country should Given Seoul’s strong desire to
continue to stake its security on a establish peace, a ion in the
guarantee that Washington scope of the joint drills should not
i i treats as it be p ived as a ion that
In another reading, the undercuts that vision. On the
drawdown is precisely the kind of contrary, it is a condition that
tangible gesture that diplomacy makes peace more conceivable.

with Pyongyang has long required.
Ahead of the US-South Korea
exercises, North Korea conducted
two ballistic missile tests, which
state media branded “a rehearsal
for aggressive war”.

The US-South Korea exercises
have long placed Seoul in a bind.

Particularly since South Korea
was not a signatory to the 1953
armistice, any conversion of that
armistice into a formal peace treaty
runs through Washington and
Pyongyang, which means progress
in US-North Korean relations is not
a distraction from South Korean

and P If a peace process
advances, the exercises Pyongyang
finds so provocative lose much of
their rationale in the first place.

It is in South Korea’s interest to
welcome this opening, support
diplomacy between Pyongyang and
Washington, and treat a sustainable
peace regime as the central answer
to its decades-long security
dilemma.

Dr Gabriela Bernal is a North Korea
analyst based in Seoul, South Korea

Gabriela
Bernal

Hongkong Post is
in need of reform

Irefer to the report, “Hongkong
Post scraps permanent contracts for
new staff amid financial strain”
(August 18).

The postal administration’s
decision to place about 200 postal
workers who are completing
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Post could go further with self-
service posting: allowing customers
to prepare and pay for a parcel on
an app, place it in a secure locker
and then let the postal network
handle the rest.

Its existing parcel collection
services are already competitively
priced, but poorly promoted.

Hongkong Post does need
reform. It needs better products,
stronger marketing and more
ient services. But it should

on two-year contract:
rather than offer them long-term
employment, is troubling. Not
because the department should be
exempt from financial discipline,
but because the government
appears to be reaching first for the
easiest lever: employment security.

Hongkong Post is under
pressure. Mail volumes are falling,
costs remain high and its business
model needs reform. But postal
workers serve many Hongkongers
who are easily overlooked: elderly
residents and people living outside
the urban core.

Many new recruits might have
accepted lower pay than they could
earn elsewhere because a public
service offered stable prospects.
Changing that expectation after the
fact risks eroding trust and morale.

More fundamentally, Hongkong
Post should not be judged by profit
alone. As with libraries and other
public services, its value lies partly
in providing universal and
affordable access. A letter can still
be sent across Hong Kong for only a
few dollars. That is not simply a
commercial proposition.

Still, financial sustainability
matters. The answer should be to
find new revenue and modernise
the network.

Hongkong Post could work with
popular intellectual property
creations such as Chiikawa,
Beyblade and local characters to

create collectible stamps, bundled
with postcards, stationery and
merchandise. Its personalised
stamp service, which allows
customers to use their own
photographs, also deserves far
more promotion. I have used it
before, and the reaction from
recipients showed how memorable
physical mail can still be.

The government should also
make better use of public property
by installing postal collection
lockers in government buildings,
libraries, sports centres and
community facilities. Hongkong

not confuse reform with retreat.
Before frontline workers are asked
to absorb the uncertainty, the
government should show it has
fully explored how to make
Hongkong Post more useful and
commercially i inati

two small dogs in broad daylight, is
not just tragic. It appears to be a
consequence of bureaucratic
negligence and a lax regulatory
approach by the Agriculture,
Fisheries and Conservation
Department (AFCD).

This tragedy was entirely
preventable. The very same large
dog had already been involved in an
attack on another dog in July. The
AFCD intervened, only to release
the animal back to its owner with
nothing more than a warning. Mere
weeks later, the dog attacked again
with fatal consequences.

The public deserves answers to
these questions. Why did the AFCD
consider a warning sufficient after

Purton Lam, Wong Tai Sin
Mauling of pets
was preventable

The horrific incident in Yuen Long,
where a large dog mauled and killed

Hongkong Post still serves many residents, especially the elderly. Photo: Karma Lo

an ive dog posed a clear
threat to community safety? Why
did the department not apply to the
court to have the animal declared a
“known dangerous dog”? Why was
a muzzle order not imposed
immediately to protect the
community and other pets?

This failure stems from a
fundamentally outdated mindset.
The AFCD still seems to operate as
though companion animals are
livestock or farm property; violent
inter-animal attacks that do not
involve human casualties are dealt
with as fights between farm
animals. This is completely out of
touch with modern Hong Kong
society.

Our companion animals are
cherished as family members. Also,
urban pet density demands
proactive safety standards.

By largely acting as a passive
bystander, it could be argued that
the AFCD shares culpability for the
deaths of these two small dogs.
Their seemingly slow-footed
‘management of pet ownership has
left the community unsafe.

Maggie Tang, Happy Valley
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How the nation’s ‘blue
cradle’ can be a bridge

A jointly governed, tiered South China Sea data framework with regional partners
would transform knowledge of a contested sea into stewardship of a shared one

hina has spent 80 years

building formidable marine

science capabilities. The
harder test now is whether it can
build rules for ocean data that its
neighbours trust - and share.

‘When China’s first department
of oceanography was established in
1946, the country had only a modest
capacity to study the seas around it.
China now commands one of the
world’s most extensive marine
science enterprises, with research
fleets, satellites, ocean-observation
networks, deep-sea technology and
advanced laboratories.

As Xiamen University celebrates
the department’s 80th anniversary,
the question is what comes next.
Scientific leadership depends on
two aspects: how much knowledge
anation acquires, and whether
others can trust and use it.

That question has acquired
urgency as China seeks to host the
permanent secretariat of the new
High Seas Treaty, formally known
as the Biodiversity Beyond National
Jurisdiction agreement, in Xiamen.
Although the agreement will not
resolve South China Sea disputes,
Xiamen can strengthen its case by
demonstrating what the secretariat
will need globally. In practical
terms, this includes reciprocal
access to scientific knowledge,
Jjointly agreed rules and safeguards
for sensitive information.

Moreover, the agreement’s
institutions will be expected to

provinces to Vietham and the
Philippines.
These are

published. Scientists from partner =

igr
cannot solve. Marine science offers
something increasingly scarce in
the South China Sea - a reason for
governments to cooperate without
first resolving their territorial
disagreements.

For China, it would show that
leadership in marine science can
bridge political divides by turning
knowledge of a contested sea into
stewardship of a shared one.

Xiamen University has the
expertise and experience to play a
leading role in this effort. Its eight
decades of marine research have
created institutional memory that
cannot easily be replicated.
Long-term ocean observations are
especially valuable for tracking
environmental s

.66 ...

Such cooperation
need not require
governments to
compromise on
their sovereignty

claims

But the value of such knowledge
when observations

support
information exchange and capacity
building for countries with very
different levels of marine science
expertise. Xiamen'’s candidacy
needs to be judged by the facilities
China can offer, and the model of
scientific governance it is prepared
to practise.

China can use Xiamen to
propose a jointly governed, tiered
South China Sea ocean data
framework with Southeast Asian
partners, giving concrete meaning
to its vision of a “maritime
community with a shared future”
and “blue partnerships”.

Sovereignty disputes have
dominated discussion of these
waters for decades. Coastguard
encounters, fishing disputes, and

become shared regional assets. A
South China Sea environmental
observation network could link
researchers from China, Vietnam,
the Philippines, Malaysia and other
coastal states. Scientists could
cooperate on coral reef health,
ocean warming, fisheries, marine
mammals, harmful algal blooms
and extreme weather. Such
cooperation need not require
governments to compromise on
their sovereignty claims.

countries must have a voice from &_ \
7

the beginning rather than merely

receiving results after the research \ & F
has been completed. <
Second, routine environmental

observations and metadata could
be shared openly, while strategically
sensitive information could be
released at lower resolution, after
an agreed delay or through
restricted access.

Third, research grants and
training opportunities can attract
young scientists to Xiamen.
Meanwhile, multinational
expeditions would allow Chinese,
Vietnamese, Philippine and other
researchers to design projects,
collect samples, compare
observations and publish results
together.

Universities have an especially
important role because they can
sometimes sustain relationships
when official diplomacy stalls. The
strongest scientific partnerships
grow through repeated interaction:
graduate students studying
together, researchers sharing
laboratories, scientists jointly
collecting data.

Xiamen University’s “blue
cradle” helped train generations of
scientists who built the country’s
modern marine research
capabilities. Its next contribution
should aim to transform some of
that national capacity into a
regional public good.

Governments will continue
arguing about reefs, islands,
maritime boundaries and sovereign
rights. Those disputes are unlikely
to disappear soon. The marine
environment, however, cannot wait
for them to be resolved.

If Xiamen can combine shared
governance, reciprocal access and
protection for sensitive information,
it will make a stronger case for
hosting the High Seas Treaty
secretariat. More importantly, it will
show scientific leadership is

James
Borton

However, there are
obstacles. Marine scientific research
is politically sensitive because
research vessels can collect
information with both civilian and
strategic value, including seabed
topography, currents, salinity,
and underwater

military
attention. Much less attention is
paid to an environmental reality no
claimant can escape.

Climate change is turning
national problems into regional
ones, such as coral bleaching,
typhoons and changing ocean
temperatures, that connect coastal
communities from China’s southern

acoustic conditions. By setting up
the rules, cooperation can make
trust possible. There are three ways
todoit.

First, Chinese and Southeast
Asian scientists should share
responsibility for setting research
priorities, choosing sites and
determining how results are

by both the a
nation acquires and the trust it
creates.

That would represent an
important evolution - from China’s
blue cradle to a blue bridge
connecting the scientists and
coastal communities of a shared
sea.

James Borton is a non-resident senior
fellow at Johns Hopkins Strategic
Advanced International Studies
Foreign Policy Institute and the author
of Harvesting the Waves: How Blue
Parks Shape Policy, Politics, and
Peacebuilding in the South China Sea

Illustration: Victor Sanjinez

Niu Lai’s sudden
popularity was
a blow to some
people in the
Jilm industry,
especially those
who consider
themselves
serious
Sfilmmakers

Why Chinese
audiences are
flocking to a

film they hate

Niu Lai’s runaway success is not
an endorsement of its quality.
People are paying for the perverse
pleasure of seeing how bad it gets

his past week, another

unlikely film went viral in

Chinese cinemas. On its
August 5 debut, the animated film
Niu Lai, or The Arrival of the Oz,
only earned 3,420 yuan (HK$3,980)
at the box office. About 10 days later,
it suddenly saw a spike in viewers
and generated six figures of revenue.

On Saturday, its box office
climbed to 717,000 yuan and reached
more than 11 million yuan on Monday. Its
accumulated earnings placed it in the top 10 of
China’s domestic animated film box office charts for
this year.

The trick to the film’s sudden popularity? It was so
bad that people flocked to see it. The film has been
criticised for its “rough” and “broken” style and
confusing plot. The oxen characters look like piled up,
colourful boxes and present a weird, almost
humanlike smile. The Beijing News described the

imation as “stiff and glitchy” and the voice acting as
“arring”.

At first, some people posted memes online about
how bad the film was, The Beijing News reported.
Then the film went viral and people’s curiosity spiked.
The audience began demanding more showings, and
within a day the film’s screenings across the country
increased from 21 to 359.

Public interest in the film increased after it
emerged that it was made by two people: director and
self-taught filmmaker Xin Yumeng and his mother
Sun Lifang. Xin handled nearly every key role, while
Sun wrote the screenplay, provided voice acting and
sang the ending credits song.

The duo took five years to painstakingly craft the
86-minute film frame by frame, working from a home

without a i crew or i
any tasks.

Niu Lai’s sudden popularity was a blow to some
people in the film industry, especially those who
consider themselves serious filmmakers. Director Liu
Bing wrote about feeling envious as his team aimed
for 100,000 yuan in box office for their latest film, a
mark Niu Lai surpassed in one day.

“Niu Lai created a buzz and many people joined in
the fun, but it actually had nothing to do with the film
itself. Or rather, many people went to the cinema not
to watch a movie ... they were there for the memes,
for the short clips. Whether it qualifies as a movie was
not important to them. So who does it matter to?
Maybe to people like me, because I make films for a

living,” he wrote.
While I understand where Liu

Phoebe
Zhang

. “ . is coming from, I think the public

o reaction actually reflects
widespread discontent with
mediocre films. Media reports
indicated that many people went
to see Niu Lai just to see how
bad it was. One viewer told The
Beijing News that “bad films are
everywhere, but I had to witness
for myself one that’s as bad as
this”.

Many people appear to be
engaging in a form of “hate-
watching” - they are used to
poorly made films but still had to
see for themselves how bad it
could get. It was a kind of
perverse enjoyment.

Amid the buzz, some people
are also asking how someone
with no experience in

thought it was to demand
people pay to watch their effort.

1t is no secret Chinese films have been
disappointing for years. This is the result of rigid
government censorship, heavy reliance on safe topics
and now a rush by some filmmakers to maximise
profit by putting out popcorn films or formulaic works
without any regard for character development or
well-written plot.

Many people in the film industry don’t recognise
that the stories they are creating are failing to
resonate with the public. In 2017, director Feng
Xiaogang said China produced so many trash films
because the audience was also trash. “If Chinese
audiences don’t buy into these crap films, they won’t
be produced,” he said.

1 think Chinese audiences do have the ability and
willingness to appreciate honest work, and examples
of this are not hard to find.

Dear You - a film with a small budget, no big
names or promotion and dialogue entirely in Teochew
- became a breakout hit just two months ago. The
eight-episode short drama Enemy was made by two
people and has racked up billions of views across all
online platforms.

The Niu Lai phenomenon will pass without doing
any real damage to the Chinese film industry of
honest filmmakers. What will hurt the industry is if
opportunists try to follow Niu Lai's lead and try to
grab quick cash instead of putting in the effort to
make a good film.

Phoebe Zhang is a senior reporter with the South China
Morning Post
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