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I
ndia appears to be normalising the technical
ability to subject political gatherings to sear-
chable biometric surveillance without �rst

having settled, through legislation and judicial
oversight, the circumstances in which the state
may lawfully do so. While the Delhi Police have
continued to deny the use of excessive force and
manhandling people involved in the Cockroach
Janta Party protests, contrary to protestors’ testi-
monies, facial recognition equipment was pre-
sent at the protest site while the demonstrations
were on. According to its a�davit to the Supreme
Court of India, the police deployed a facial recog-
nition system (including Arti�cial Intelligence-en-
abled cameras to scan faces in real-time against a
database), a mobile surveillance van and a com-
mand and control vehicle, smart spectacles for
identifying individuals on the move, and drones
and videographers; the van and the spectacles
have been tied to private contractors. The police
have also not addressed whether actual biomet-
ric processing occurred with every individual
within the range of cameras. Even if the police
discarded the images associated with infructuous
checks, that the data may have been accessible to
private contractors, whose terms of engagement
are unclear, is worrisome. However, no statute
governs the use of facial recognition systems; the
Digital Personal Data Protection Act, whose data-
processing obligations are not yet in force, still
makes broad exemptions for state agencies. The
Automated Facial Recognition System of the Na-
tional Crime Records Bureau can be used to iden-
tify criminals, unidenti�ed bodies, and so on,
and the Criminal Procedure (Identi�cation) Act
2022 expanded the set of records that the police
may collect from speci�ed persons. However,
these actions are still only allowed vis-à-vis specif-
ic groups of people.

Irrespective of the constitutional validity of the
police’s actions, the chilling e�ect on potential
participants may also curtail the right to protest.
The state has to pass a well-established propor-
tionality test when interfering with the right to
privacy. While the �rst question — the existence
of a legitimate objective — already poses impor-
tant challenges to facial recognition en masse,
the technology is indiscriminate at the point of
capture. After all, there is a less restrictive but
equally e�ective alternative (e.g., conventional
policing). At this time, far too many questions are
unanswered — including over the data-processing
agreements, access, legal provisions that author-
ised major decisions, and the expected rate of
false positives — for the use of facial recognition
with all protesters to be justi�ed.

Saving faces
Use of facial recognition equipment at

protest sites is worrisome

I
n a February 2025 hearing in the matter of
Surendra Prasad vs State of Bihar, the Patna
High Court acknowledged DJ trolleys and

loudspeakers to be a major source of noise in Pat-
na. After criticising the Bihar State Pollution Con-
trol Board (BSPCB) for failing to curb the menace,
Justice Rajiv Roy directed the BSPCB to obtain re-
ports from the police about permissions granted
to operators of these noise sources and the action
taken. In October, the police said they had seized
equipment, levied �nes, and so on over three
months in Patna, Barh, and Fatuha but had taken
no action in Masaurhi, a picture Justice Roy called
“unbelievable” for suggesting that there were no
noise violations there. In the course of these
hearings, Justice Roy also summoned police o�c-
ers and upbraided boilerplate a�davits, among
others. The High Court’s August 14 order was a
continuation of this escalation, culminating — for
now — in Statewide directives on the emission of
high-decibel noise. E�ectively, the High Court’s
actions illustrate how dismal enforcement has
become despite the existence of comprehensive
laws. Courts have repeatedly said that people
have a right under Article 21 to be protected from
unlawful noise. Today, with episodic enforce-
ment having become endemic, the Patna High
Court becoming a quasi-regulator is, at least as a
stopgap measure, creditable.

It is absurd to expect the public to complain
about every DJ or horn before the police can res-
pond. The High Court’s directions to the author-
ities to pursue routine rather than complaints-
based enforcement and to have DJs, sound-sys-
tem operators, and event halls register
themselves with the subdivisional authorities are
the sort of proactive enforcement that regulating
noise pollution in particular warrants. In fact, the
High Court’s order also touched on a practical,
everyday understanding of how loud-noise viola-
tions occur when it directed loudspeakers to stop
playing at 9.55 p.m., �ve minutes before the law’s
10 p.m. cut-o�, e�ectively allowing time for oper-
ators to wind up rather than permit the decep-
tively innocuous practice of carrying on past 10
p.m. because “it is just a few minutes”. Loud
noise is often produced by ordinary social events
such as festivals, weddings, political campaigns,
and religious events, and enforcing rules creates
friction with people who believe they have a right
to practise their culture as they deem �t. Also, go-
vernments have an incentive to tolerate, rather
than antagonise, their constituents. At the same
time, having operators register themselves so
that o�cials can regulate all of them equally rath-
er than sporadically can also eliminate selective
interventions. In the �nal analysis, the success of
the High Court’s latest order should be measured
by whether the State develops a consistent habit
of enforcement.

Noise annoys
India must enforce noise pollution

regulations uniformly and consistently

T
he Uni�ed District Information System
for Education Plus (UDISE+) 2025-26
report highlights notable progress in
India’s school education system,

covering 1.47 million schools, 240 million
students, and 10.2 million teachers. Progress has
been recorded in gross enrolment, student
retention, dropout reduction, teacher availability,
and educational infrastructure. However, the
report also shows that regional and social
disparities persist in access, resources, learning
opportunities, and educational outcomes.
Disparities in gross enrolment ratios (GER),
dropout rates, pupil-teacher ratios, and
infrastructure availability across regions and
social groups indicate the ongoing challenge of
guaranteeing equitable, inclusive, and quality
education in India.

Regional and social imbalances
The report con�rms that signi�cant variations
exist across socioeconomic groups and
geographic regions in terms of various indicators.
The distribution of enrolled students shows that
Andhra Pradesh leads in Aadhaar seeding
(99.6%), followed by Chandigarh (99%), while
Meghalaya records the lowest rate (35%),
compared with the national average of 90.2%.
Uttar Pradesh accounts for the highest share of
schools and student enrolment, while Meghalaya
and Himachal Pradesh have the lowest shares of
schools relative to enrolment, indicating higher
student-school ratios.

At the school level, West Bengal has recorded
the highest proportion of foundational and
preparatory schools (79%) of total, and among
the lowest secondary schools (11%); Chandigarh
has the highest secondary schools (83%) and the
lowest foundational and preparatory schools (5%)
of total. The social composition of enrolled
students shows signi�cant variation across
regions. Chandigarh and Delhi have the highest
proportions of General category students, while
Lakshadweep, Mizoram, Meghalaya, and Ladakh
have high proportions of Schedule Tribe (ST)
enrolment. Punjab records one of the highest
shares of Scheduled Caste (SC) enrolment,
whereas Other Backward Classes representation
is particularly high in Tamil Nadu and Gujarat.

At the national level, the GER has recorded
highest for OBCs (49%), followed by General
(27%), SCs (17%), and STs (10%). Thus, GER
indicates large di�erences in school education
enrolment in comparison to their corresponding
population of each social group.

The Gender Parity Index across all school
levels shows higher girls’ enrolment and
participation than boys across most of the
States/Union Territories. The UDISE+ data show
that students from minority communities
account for more than 20% of enrolment, with

Muslims and Parsis among the major minority
groups. The average enrolment per school shows
that Chandigarh registers the highest average
enrolment per school (1,194), followed by Delhi
(788); while Ladakh records the lowest average
enrolment (64), indicating variation in the size of
the schools across the country.

The pupil-teacher ratio (PTR) is an important
factor in�uencing students’ performance and
achievement. The PTR varies highly, registering
lowest in Union Territories and highest in densely
populated States. A signi�cant inter-State
variation in PTR exists across pedagogical stages;
i.e., foundational, preparatory, and middle PTRs
are generally lower than secondary across most
of the States. Jharkhand records the highest
Secondary PTR (43), followed by Uttar Pradesh,
signifying a heavy workload on teachers. On the
other hand, Sikkim has the lowest secondary PTR
(6), followed by Ladakh. The GER varies
signi�cantly at the levels of schools and regions
across the country. Meghalaya records the highest
Foundational GER (131), followed by Mizoram,
while Bihar has the lowest GER (24), preceded by
Uttar Pradesh. Meghalaya again records the
highest Preparatory GER (171), followed by
Manipur; whereas Gujarat has the lowest GER
(74), preceded by Bihar. Chandigarh and
Meghalaya record the highest Middle GER (118),
followed by Delhi. On the contrary, Bihar has the
lowest GER (70), preceded by Nagaland. Similarly,
Chandigarh registers the highest Secondary GER
(109), followed by Goa; while Bihar has the lowest
GER (48), preceded by Nagaland.

The dropout rate determines the attainment
and transition rate to the next stage of schools.
Bihar accounts for the highest preparatory
dropout rate (7.9%), followed by Meghalaya. On
the other hand, many States/Union Territories
such as Delhi, Haryana and Maharashtra do not
report dropout. Similarly, Bihar records the
highest middle-level dropout rate (9%), followed
by Uttar Pradesh. While several States/Union
Territories such as Chandigarh, Maharashtra and
Andhra Pradesh do not register dropouts at this
stage, Ladakh records the highest secondary
dropout rate (14.8%), followed by Karnataka. West
Bengal has the lowest dropout rate (1.5%),
preceded by Telangana.

Persistent gaps
Generally, access to schooling has improved
signi�cantly over the years. Most children now
have a school at a suitable distance, but regional
di�erences continue. Remotely located places,
hilly, tribal and border areas still have limited
schools and transport facilities, where
school-going children face greater di�culties in
attending school regularly, such as in Bageshwar
district of Uttarakhand, Ganjam and Kandhamal
districts of Odisha, Kathua district of Jammu and

Kashmir, and Palghar district of Maharashtra.
Simultaneously, children from SCs, STs,
minorities, and economically poor families have a
greater likelihood to face di�erent barriers that
limit their enrolment, attendance, and
completion of schooling.

School infrastructure has improved in several
areas of the country, i.e., access to drinking water
and electricity. However, the availability of
infrastructure varies regionally across the
country. Educationally backward districts are still
struggling to provide a learning environment in
rural schools in comparison to urban areas. 

Teacher availability is a factor that signi�cantly
in�uences educational outcomes. The report
shows that many States have recruited quali�ed
teachers, while teacher shortages continue in
several regions. Rural and remote schools often
face a shortage of teachers performing multiple
classes and subjects and many other
non-teaching responsibilities allotted by the
government. High student-teacher ratios reduce
the individual attention students receive and
adversely a�ect the learning process. Despite
progress in girls’ schooling, challenges persist in
reducing dropout rates, enhancing transition
from primary to secondary education, and
providing su�cient and suitable facilities for
disabled children. Inclusive infrastructure,
accessible classrooms, and supportive teaching
practices are essential for equitable education.

Targeted investment will help
The UDISE+ 2025-26 report shows that
educational inequality persists across
accessibility, infrastructure, teacher availability,
digital resources, and social inclusion. Addressing
these dimensions collectively is essential for
equitable educational development. In line with
the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020,
targeted investment in educationally deprived
regions, improved digital infrastructure, adequate
teacher deployment, and stronger support for
disadvantaged groups can help bridge persistent
gaps.

Regional and social imbalances continue to
in�uence educational opportunities and learning
conditions. Reducing these disparities requires a
balanced approach that collectively improves
infrastructure, promotes equitable teacher
deployment, strengthens inclusive social and
economic policies, and provides dedicated
support for disadvantaged social groups. A
regionally and socially balanced approach that
integrates educational quality, equity, and
accessibility will help create a more inclusive
education system, address the paradox of
progress in India’s evolving school education
landscape, and contribute to the country’s
long-term social, economic, and regional
development.

Ensuring equity amid India’s educational progress
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India’s
educational
progress needs
stronger focus
on equity,
inclusion,
accessibility,
and quality
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Teaching with care
The report of a UKG student
passing away after corporal
punishment, was shocking
to read. Such incidents
remind us that children
need to be taught with
patience, compassion and
understanding rather than
fear or physical

and every character she
portrayed was a lesson and
an example for those who
aspired to pursue acting as
a career.

S. Muthusubramaniyan,
Coimbatore

Sowcar Janaki
The passing of veteran actor
Sowcar Janaki has caused a
deep shock and left an even
greater vacuum in the world
of acting. She left little
unexplored in the art of
acting and portraying
diverse characters on the
silver screen. Every scene

a simple enquiry about a
child’s health, di�iculties,
interests or progress can
make the child feel valued.
Such a relationship can
have a lasting influence on
the child’s attitude towards
learning and school.

A.J. Rangarajan,
Chennai

through positive
reinforcement and
constructive criticism. A
teacher who takes the time
to understand how a child is
doing — academically,
physically, emotionally and
in the home environment —
can build a strong bond of
trust with the student. Even

punishment. Education is
not merely about
completing lessons or
securing good marks; it is
also about nurturing a
child’s confidence, curiosity,
discipline and emotional
well-being. Instead of
resorting to punishment,
students can be encouraged
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D
espite the diplomatic di�culties in United
States-India relations due to mounting
sanctions, it is increasingly clear that

Washington needs regional powers such as New
Delhi to support common global interests and
values. Amid the U.S. visa issues for Indians and
the energy crisis stemming from the war in West
Asia, Indian and U.S. Foreign and Commerce
Ministers have underscored the need for
reciprocal trade and energy agreements. While
the prime objectives in the present relations are
clear, the strategy needs renewed focus on
maritime domain awareness (MDA), which is
crucial for the ‘unimpeded trade’ and has been
unequivocally agreed to by both sides.

The Indo-Paci�c is a trade artery
The West Asia crisis has demonstrated that the
Indo-Paci�c is not only a crucial geostrategic
location for India and the U.S. but also for the rest
of the world. Geoeconomically, it is the
circulatory system of the global economy, a vast
maritime corridor through which nearly $7
trillion in trade �ows annually, connecting energy
producers in the Persian Gulf to manufacturing
hubs in East Asia and consumer markets across
the Americas. Some of the world’s busiest
maritime chokepoints, the Straits of Malacca, the
Lombok, and the Sunda, Hormuz,
Bab-al-Mandeb, and Mozambique channels sit
squarely within its waters, crucial for both energy
and container supplies. Yet, this indispensable
artery of global commerce is increasingly being
threatened by a convergence of state-sponsored
coercion, illegal maritime activity, and a
dangerous surveillance gap — geographically,
jurisdictionally and institutionally — that even the
U.S. is �nding challenging to address alone.

The Indo-Paci�c Partnership for Maritime
Domain Awareness (IPMDA) launched under the
Quad framework in 2022, represents the most
credible multilateral architecture yet devised to
address this problem. It is a practical,
technology-based mechanism for sharing
near-real-time maritime data across partner
nations to detect, deter, and respond to threats to
the free �ow of trade. And its full

operationalisation is anchored in robust
U.S.-India cooperation under Quad (India,
Australia, Japan, the U.S.), which is now a
strategic imperative. At the technological level, in
2025, India has already purchased SeaVision
technology from the U.S., which includes
software enhancements, training, and logistical
support necessary for mutual MDA cooperation.

A surveillance de�cit
The Indo-Paci�c su�ers from a persistent and
widening maritime surveillance de�cit. As a
multilayered technological assimilation, MDA
provides an e�ective understanding of the
maritime domain and its impacts on security,
safety, the economy, and the environment. 

Across the broader waters of the Indian Ocean,
which connect to the South China Sea and the
Western Paci�c, hundreds of vessels routinely
disable their Automatic Identi�cation System
(AIS) transponders — a phenomenon analysts call
“going dark” — likely to evade sanctions, conceal
cargo, and cause safety and environmental
threats.

Such vessels may also be engaged in smuggling
or ship-to-ship transfers of contraband. Many
smaller �shing vessels fall outside mandatory AIS
transponder carriage requirements, and
depending on the applicable national and
international regulatory framework, they are also
found engaged in illegal �shing practices in other
nations’ waters or even at high seas. This depletes
regional stocks and undermines the food security
of littoral states. 

Furthermore, as witnessed in recent times,
non-state as well as state-a�liated actors are
conducting grey-zone operations designed to
intimidate and coerce, while escaping any legal
or conventional military response. The Quad’s
Indo-Paci�c Maritime Surveillance Collaboration
2026 (IPMSC), under the IPMDA architecture, is
as elegant in its pragmatism as in its cooperation,
based on a shared understanding that no country
can monitor the vast oceans alone. By integrating
data from commercial satellite-based
radio-frequency monitoring, radar fusion, and
existing partner-nation sensor networks, and

sharing it with like-minded partners, it creates a
layered, near-continuous picture of maritime
activities.

The bene�ciaries
For the U.S., regional cooperation in the Indian
Ocean is essential if it aims to focus on its
immediate neighbourhood in the Paci�c and the
Atlantic. For India, its Information Fusion
Centre-Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR),
established in Gurugram in 2018, is a natural
institutional complement to IPMDA’s regional hub
architecture. IPMDA is precisely the kind of
arrangement that respects India’s sovereignty
while amplifying its reach. With the basics
already in place, U.S.-India cooperation is
necessary but not su�cient. 

The full potential of IPMDA/IPMSC will be
realised only through the active participation of
existing Quad partners as well as the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) partner
states, the Paci�c Island nations that constitute
critical maritime corridors. The European Union,
which has upheld the importance of free and
open trade since the Hormuz crisis, signals an
appetite for engagement that Washington and
New Delhi must cultivate. 

The contributions and bene�ts of
IPMDA/IPMSC for smaller, capacity-constrained
partners, such as Bangladesh, the Maldives, the
Seychelles, Sri Lanka, and Fiji, are signi�cant.
These countries have independent surveillance
infrastructure, but their waters are frequently
exploited because these systems remain
ine�ective at addressing maritime crimes beyond
their jurisdictions. This provides an opportunity
for collaboration.

The strategic environment in the Indo-Paci�c
has systematically dismantled the assumption
that open trade is unilaterally sustainable. The
freedom of navigation upon which global supply
chains depend is increasingly contested, and
such contestation, unrebutted, has become
precedent in recent years. In a region where
coercion has increasingly become the currency of
power, transparency must present itself as a form
of deterrence.

Unimpeded trade needs IPMDA as the answer

Pooja Bhatt 
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Maritime
cooperation
through the
Indo-Paci�c
Partnership for
Maritime
Domain
Awareness
(IPMDA) can
strengthen the
Indo-Paci�c’s
trading system
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GROUND ZERO

M
arilingaiah, a farmer from Karnata-
ka’s Kuntanahalli village in Maddur
taluk of Mandya district, has raised
a nursery of paddy seedlings on his

two-acre plot. He is waiting for water to reach his
�elds, which lie at the tail end of the Visvesvaraya
irrigation canal system. The canal draws water
from the Krishna Raja Sagara (KRS) reservoir, lo-
cated across the Cauvery river near Mysuru.

Worried, he says, “If water does not �ow into
the �elds in the next 10 days, I will not only have
to give up hopes of sowing paddy, but also lose
the ₹8,000 I have spent on raising the nursery.”

Marilingaiah knows that adequate rainfall,
along with canal water, is essential for the paddy
to survive. Yet, he is among the many farmers in
Karnataka’s Cauvery basin who have de�ed o�-
cial advice against sowing water-intensive crops
such as paddy and sugarcane this season, amid a
predicted de�cient monsoon and inadequate in-
�ows into the basin’s reservoirs.

The optimism of the farmers was fuelled by a
brief revival of the monsoon in the �rst week of
August, when the water level in the 124.8-foot
KRS reservoir rose from 93-94 ft to over 100 ft
within a few days, before stagnating at 109 ft.

While farmers like Marilingaiah have chosen
to trust nature instead of switching to semi-dry
crops such as ragi, pulses, or oilseeds, others are
waiting for a clearer picture to emerge. D.K. Ra-
mu of Kodihalli village in Maddur taluk and Raju
of Siddapura village in Srirangapatna taluk are
among them. “If there is a promise of water in
the next few days, I will sow paddy. Otherwise, I
will grow ragi,” Ramu says. However, he notes
that heavy rain could also damage the ragi crop.

Farmers across Karnataka’s Cauvery basin are
facing not only the pressure of a de�cient mon-
soon and uncertainty over the availability of irri-
gation water, but are also concerned about the
need to share the limited Cauvery water with
neighbouring Tamil Nadu — a vexed issue that
goes back more than 130 years.

Meanwhile, in Tamil Nadu, farmers in the
Cauvery delta are facing a water crisis of their
own. Low storage at the Mettur dam, Karnataka’s
failure to release a su�cient share of the water it
received in June and July, and the Tamil Nadu go-
vernment’s decision not to open the dam for irri-
gation on the customary date of June 12 have left
large tracts of paddy �elds barren. The State con-
tinues its legal battle with Karnataka to secure its
share of the Cauvery water.

Balancing competing water needs

With the monsoon falling short and reservoir le-
vels under pressure, Karnataka has had to ba-
lance irrigation needs with drinking water re-
quirements and its obligations under the Cauvery
water-sharing arrangement.

On August 19, the Cauvery Irrigation Advisory
Committee, a regional body chaired by Karnata-
ka Water Resources Minister N. Cheluvarayaswa-
my, met in Bengaluru and decided to release ca-
nal water in only four rotational cycles during the
crop season, instead of continuously. This deci-
sion was taken to conserve reservoir storage and

to ensure water availability for other needs, in-
cluding for drinking.

Devaraj, a farmer from Attahalli village near
Mysuru, says the plan to release water for about
15 days and then stop it for the next 15 days will
not provide enough water for paddy and sugar-
cane crops. “Farmers will be able to grow only
dry crops,” he says.

The State is also under pressure from the Su-
preme Court and the Cauvery Water Manage-
ment Authority (CWMA) to share the limited wa-
ter with Tamil Nadu in what is shaping up to be a
distress year. This central body was set up in June
2018 by the Union government to handle water-
sharing from the Cauvery among Karnataka, Ta-
mil Nadu, Kerala, and Puducherry

On August 11, Karnataka appealed to the
CWMA to immediately reduce water releases to
Tamil Nadu from 12,000 cusecs (cubic feet per
second) per day to 10,000, warning that there
will be severe drinking water shortage if more
water is released for crops in the Cauvery basin.

With water to be released under the rotational
cycle only as long as reservoir levels permit, State
Sugarcane Farmers’ Association president Kuru-
bur Shanthakumar questions whether the Karna-
taka government and its legal team were making
a strong enough case for farmers and presenting
the State’s position before the Cauvery water-
sharing bodies — the Cauvery Water Regulation
Committee (CWRC) and the CWMA — and the Su-
preme Court. He says the legal team does not ap-
pear to have succeeded in convincing the author-
ities about the water crisis in Karnataka.

Farmers in Maddur taluk are also bracing for a
confrontation with the State government over
the proposed diversion of KRS water to the Cauv-
ery Stage VI drinking water project for Bengalu-
ru, which requires an additional 6 TMC (thou-
sand million cubic feet) of water annually. The
Cauvery Stage VI drinking water project is a
₹6,939-crore infrastructure initiative approved
by the Karnataka government this February to
supply 500 MLD (million litres per day) of Cauv-
ery water to roughly 30 lakh residents in Benga-
luru as well as the adjoining towns of Bidadi, Hos-

kote, Anekal, Devanahalli, and Nelamangala.
“Is it fair for the government to starve us of wa-

ter while diverting it to Bengaluru? Shouldn’t it
identify other sources of drinking water for the
city instead,” asks Mallesh, a Kuntanahalli resi-
dent, who is also a journalist.

A season of uncertainty

While farmers at the canal’s tail end bear the
brunt of the distress, paddy transplantation is
nearly complete in areas closer to the KRS reser-
voir, such as Karekura and Hosahalli. In a paddy
�eld in Hosahalli, Cheluvaraju says most farmers
in the region typically grow two crops a year gi-
ven the usual availability of water. But his hopes
for a second crop this year have dimmed as re-
serves have depleted. “We are not sure if we will
be able to raise the second crop,” he says.

Cheluvaraju adds that he may have to work as
a labourer to make ends meet if he is unable to
grow the second crop. Most agricultural labour-
ers in the region earn ₹400-500 for a day’s work
from 7 a.m. to noon. The de�cient monsoon has
also cast a shadow over sugarcane �elds. Farmers
who have already harvested their crops are re-
lieved, but many others are pinning their hopes
on rain. Chikkalingaiah, a farmer from Chikka-
byadarahalli in Pandavapura taluk, says his su-
garcane crop needs another nine months before
harvest — and without timely rain, it may not
even be �t to use as cattle fodder.

Many farmers have taken not only interest-free
short-term loans from primary agricultural co-
operative credit societies, but also high-interest
loans from micro�nance companies. “If we are
unable to grow crops, how will we repay our
loans,” asks Nagesh, a resident of Chikkanahalli.
He believes that the government should waive
farmers’ agricultural loans and take steps to stop
micro�nance companies, notorious for deploy-
ing aggressive recovery agents, from harassing
borrowers.

Though the despair among farmers over poor
rainfall and the release of water to Tamil Nadu is
re�ected in the occasional protests, staged most-
ly by farmers’ organisations and pro-Kannada
out�ts across di�erent parts of the Cauvery basin,
these demonstrations, unlike in previous years,
have remained muted. Even the Karnataka
bandh, called by Kannada activist Vatal Nagaraj
on August 13, drew a lukewarm response, barring
parts of Maddur taluk.

Sunanda Jayaram, Organising Secretary of the
Mandya District Raithara Hitharakashana Sa-
mithi, a farmers’ welfare committee, says with re-
gret that farmers, the main stakeholders in the
Cauvery water-sharing issue, were not respond-
ing to the calls for struggle.

An agriculturalist in Kuntanahalli, however,
points to a di�erent reason: ruling Congress lead-
ers, he says, are actively discouraging farmers
from taking to the streets, cautioning them
against falling into what they call an “Opposition
trap” — joining the protests only to later face the
hassle of police stations and court appearances.

Chief Minister D.K. Shivakumar has chastised
activists for staging protests over the Cauvery is-
sue “for the sake of publicity.” In particular, he
warned them against wading into the river — a
common form of protest — after the Water Re-
sources Department issued a �ood alert earlier
this month over the release of water from the
near-brimming Kabini reservoir.

While acknowledging that Karnataka’s dams
were not yet full, Shivakumar vowed to protect
the interests of the State’s farmers. But he has al-
so emphasised the need to uphold the law by
complying with directions on the release of Cauv-
ery water to Tamil Nadu.

Crisis in the Cauvery delta

“Very bad, very depressing situation” is how
Thanga Jayaraman, an agriculturist from Tiruva-
rur, describes the situation in Tamil Nadu’s Cauv-
ery delta, considered the rice bowl of the State.

“Ordinarily, when water is released from the
Mettur dam (built in Salem district in Tamil Nadu

across the Cauvery) on June 12 for irrigation, it
reaches our area, about 300 kilometres down-
stream, by June 23 or 24. But this year, nothing,”
says Jayaraman, who taught English at several in-
stitutions of higher education before taking up
farming after retirement.

A drive of over 200 km from Tiruchi through
Thanjavur, Thiruvaiyaru, Tiruvarur, and Mannar-
gudi shows largely barren paddy �elds. “You
should have come last year. You would have
found greenery everywhere,” says A.T.B. Balamu-
rugan, a farmer of Andaankarai, about 15 km
from Thiruthuraipoondi in Thiruvarur district.

Ordinarily, paddy is cultivated across 5.3 lakh
acres in the Cauvery delta during the ongoing
short-term Kuruvai season, followed by cultiva-
tion across 12.9 lakh acres during the longer Sam-
ba-Thaladi season, which begins with transplan-
tation in late July or early August and ends with
the harvest in mid-January. According to Tamil
Nadu government data, the area under paddy
cultivation this year has fallen to 4.5 lakh acres.

However, some agriculturists dispute the �-
gure. They say there have been instances of stunt-
ed growth and crops showing signs of withering,
making the o�cial �gure unreliable. The impact,
they say, extends beyond the �elds.

“Economic activity in the region is getting
crippled because of the erosion of livelihood op-
portunities,” says P.R. Pandian, president of the
Tamil Nadu All Farmers Organisations’ Coordina-
tion Committee and a resident of Mannargudi.
“Shops and other businesses here down their
shutters by 7 p.m.”

Located along the eastern coast of the State,
the Cauvery delta, spanning districts such as
Thanjavur, Tiruvarur, Mayiladuthurai, and Naga-
pattinam, is characterised by fertile alluvial soil
and a tropical climate with the �ow of the Cauv-
ery. Its importance can be gauged from the fact
that during the procurement year of 2025-26
(September 1, 2025 to July 31, 2026), the region
contributed 39.5 lakh tonnes of paddy out of the
State-wide procurement of 57.5 lakh tonnes.

Yet many parts of the zone remain economi-
cally backward with a majority of the population
depending on agriculture for livelihood, despite
climate challenges. Scheduled Castes, who live in
large numbers in the region, constitute the domi-
nant segment of landless agricultural labourers.

These are the reasons why successive Tamil
Nadu governments have been keen to protect the
interests of the Cauvery delta.

Opening the Mettur dam

This year, given the poor forecast for the south-
west monsoon, attributed to super El Nino, the
government chose not to open the Mettur dam
on June 12. “The authorities should not release
water from the dam until the water level reaches
at least 100 ft,” says Pandian. The level is now
about 85 ft, against the full capacity of 120 ft.

The Cauvery Water Disputes Tribunal and the
Supreme Court have provided for greater share
of the river water to be released by Karnataka to
Tamil Nadu during the south-west monsoon
(123.14 TMC out of the annual quota of 177.25
TMC). This share is mostly meant to support pad-
dy cultivation during the Samba season.

The Samba crop is important not only for food
security but is also the mainstay of the delta’s ru-
ral economy. Farmers also grow the shorter-dura-
tion Kuruvai crop, which can o�er higher yields.
This crop is largely dependent on groundwater,
with farmers using energised pumpsets to irri-
gate their �elds. But declining groundwater levels
and salinity are making even this option increas-
ingly di�cult.

“My area is located between the Cauvery and
one of its branches, the Coleroon (Kollidam).
Even there, the water level is going down,” says R.
Arivalagan, a farmer from Peramur, about 10 km
from Thiruvaiyaru. Submersible pumpsets, once
more common in the dry districts of Coimbatore
and Dharmapuri, have become commonplace in
the delta too. Over-extraction of groundwater has
also led to salinity ingress in many areas.

So far, the Tamil Nadu government has not an-
nounced when the Mettur dam will be opened,
even as it continues its legal battle with Karnataka
to secure Tamil Nadu’s share of the Cauvery wa-
ter. The government has strongly opposed Karna-
taka’s push to reduce water releases, pressing the
Supreme Court to ensure strict adherence to the
mandated 12,000 cusecs daily �ow.

At the 31st meeting of the Southern Zonal
Council held at Mamallapuram and presided ov-
er by Union Home Minister Amit Shah, Tamil Na-
du Chief Minister C. Joseph Vijay said the legiti-
mate rights of lower riparian States and the
livelihoods that depend on assured river �ows
must be fully protected.

Meanwhile, several farmers’ groups have also
begun demanding compensation for crop losses.
They are unhappy with the crop loan waiver
scheme announced by Vijay and are seeking a
full, unconditional waiver of up to ₹1 lakh for all
farmers who have taken crop loans.

O�cials are also hoping that the monsoon will
revive, with about a month left in the season. Any
compensation for crop losses, meanwhile, will be
subject to the Union and State governments’
norms for natural disasters and a survey by the
departments concerned.

S. Vivekanandan, a farmer of Vilakudi, is in-
creasingly worried over the prospects of the Sam-
ba crop. A senior o�cial says that as the govern-
ment is closely watching, it will take steps to
safeguard the farmers of the Cauvery delta.

laiqh.khan@thehindu.co.in; ramakrishnan.t@thehindu.co.in

A farmer sits in his dry paddy field at Vilakudi near Thiruthuraipoondi in Tiruvarur district of Tamil Nadu. R. VENGADESH 

A dry spell along 
the Cauvery river
A weak monsoon has left farmers on both sides of the Cauvery struggling with dwindling water supplies. In

Karnataka, farmers are worried about irrigation even as the State faces pressure to release water to Tamil Nadu,

where large tracts of paddy �elds remain barren. The competing demands have sharpened tensions between

the two States. Laiqh A. Khan and T. Ramakrishnan report on the plight of farmers

If water does
not �ow into
the �elds in
the next 7-10
days, I will
not only
have to give
up hopes of
sowing
paddy, but
also lose the
₹8,000 I
have already
spent on
raising the
nursery.

MARILINGAIAH
Farmer from
Karnataka

Marilingaiah, a farmer from Kuntanahalli in Karnataka, is hoping that water

will reach his fields soon. M.A. SRIRAM 

Ordinarily, when water is released from the
Mettur dam on June 12 for irrigation, it
reaches our area by June 23 or 24. But this
year, nothing.

THANGA JAYARAMAN
Agriculturist from Tiruvarur
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Saudi Arabia, Turkiye and Pakistan 
concluded a Joint Defence Agree-
ment in Makkah, the holy Islamic 
city in Saudi Arabia, on August 7. The 
text of the agreement has not been 
made public, so the analysis is based 
on the joint statement issued after it 
was signed. The agreement stipu-
lates that an armed attack on any 
one member country will be 
regarded as an attack on all three. It 
also commits the three countries to 
building joint defence, improving 
regional security and supporting 
collective deterrence. 

Much of the commentary from 
the three countries stresses that the 
pact brings together the military 
industrial capability of Turkiye, the 
financial muscle of Saudi Arabia and 
the nuclear capability of Pakistan in a 
potent deterrence role. All three 
countries have declared that the 
agreement is not directed against any 
specific country but that it is meant to 
provide collective deterrence. It is not 

clear how they would react if deter-
rence fails for any partner. 

While it has been announced that 
the headquarters of Makkah Pact will 
be located at Riyadh in Saudi Arabia, 
there is no evidence so far of a North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (Nato)-
type joint operational command with 
a clear war doctrine. Each country 
may define its main security threat 
differently. For Pakistan it is India; for 
Saudi Arabia, it is Iran and now Israel. 
For Turkiye, it may be Israel and 
Israel’s efforts to dominate Syria and 
southern Lebanon. These differing 
security perceptions make any idea 
of collective defence problematical. 
But there is no doubt that the pact 
represents a significant reordering of 
security equations in West Asia in the 
wake of the continuing Iran war and 
the expanding Israeli military aggres-
sion in the region going beyond the 
war in Gaza. The overarching reality 
is diminishing United States (US) 
military capability and the failure to 
uphold its longstanding security 
guarantees to its Gulf allies. 

It is also reported that Egypt may 
join the agreement, which will give it 
added heft.  

Turkiye and Pakistan are like two 
bookends between which Saudi 
Arabia occupies a strategically criti-
cal space, with the Red Sea on one 
side and the Strait of Hormuz  on the 
other. Its economic prosperity as an 
oil rich kingdom is dependent upon 

its safe access to these maritime 
spaces. The Makkah agreement was 
preceded by a 14-nation maritime 
coalition, initiated by Saudi Arabia 
on July 30 to protect commercial 
shipping, secure energy supply lines 
and maintain open trade routes in 
the Red Sea, the Gulf of Aden and the 
Bab al Mandeb Strait. The Strait of 
Hormuz  was not included. Turkiye 
and Pakistan are members of the 
coalition. As far as one is aware, India 
was not invited to participate.  

More importantly, Saudi Arabia 
and Pakistan made public a bilateral 
Strategic Mutual Defence Agreement 

on September 17, 2025, which also has 
a clause committing the two coun-
tries to treat an attack on one party as 
an attack against both, the same as in 
the subsequent trilateral Makkah 
agreement. The announcement of 
the bilateral agreement followed the 
Israeli aerial attack on Qatar, where 
some Hamas cadres were visiting for 
the mediation efforts being made by 
Qatar for a Gaza peace. This came as a 
rude shock to the Gulf countries, 
including Saudi Arabia. Here again 
the text of the agreement has not 
been made public but the train of 
events suggests that the threat of 

Israeli aggression is as much a driver 
for these recent agreements as is the 
Iranian threat. 

The US has welcomed the 
Makkah Pact as a positive example 
of burden sharing and its allies and 
partners taking on more responsi-
bility for their own defence. The US 
will remain an indispensable 
defence partner for these countries 
even with its reduced military pro-
file. Turkiye is a Nato ally, Pakistan 
is a non-Nato ally, and the US has a 
bilateral security alliance with 
Saudi Arabia. However, if Israel is a 
target for these partners, the US 

may have a different view. 
In its oicial reaction, Iran has 

avoided criticising the Makkah Pact 
but has stressed the importance of 
Islamic countries collaborating for 
regional security and not be depend-
ent upon outside powers. This is a 
shrewd move on the part of Iran, 
which would welcome a reduced US 
presence in the Gulf. 

Three developments stand 
behind the Makkah Pact.  

One is the diminishing credibil-
ity of US security guarantees to its 
allies in the Gulf and its inability to 
prevail over Iran.    

Two, the traditional rivalry and 
even antipathy between Saudi 
Arabia and Turkiye has given way to 
a military alliance between them 
and this is the more important politi-
cal shift in the region. 

Three, as a country having long-
standing military relationships 
bilaterally with both Turkiye and 
Saudi Arabia, Pakistan has played a 
significant role of a trusted bridge 
between them. The pact enhances 
Pakistan’s geopolitical profile and its 
role in the region. Importantly, this 
has the blessings of the US.  

China has not been visible in this 
reordering of geopolitical equations 
despite its substantial economic, 
energy, and security interests in the 
region. Pakistan’s rising profile and 
influence in the region can be lever-
aged by China through its dense 

security partnership with Pakistan. 
When a new security architecture 
begins to emerge in the region, 
which will necessitate Iran’s partici-
pation, China could well take up a 
facilitating role as it did in the past by 
brokering an understanding 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia. It is 
inevitable that China will seek to fill 
the empty spaces left by the US. 

India has every reason to be 
keenly interested in the develop-
ments unfolding on its western flank. 
The security and welfare of nine mil-
lion Indians who live and work in the 
Gulf are of paramount concern. 
India’s energy security is closely tied 
to the region since a large part of its oil 
and gas supplies come from there.  

The Gulf is also India’s western 
security flank. Recent developments 
may push India to the margins. The 
rising influence and military profile 
of Pakistan in the region cannot but 
be a matter of concern. At the very 
least, any military response to a 
cross-border terror attack from Pak-
istan will have to take into account 
the new alignments beginning to 
take shape in the region. The answer 
to these challenges lies in not 
making our relations with countries 
in the Gulf and Turkiye conditioned 
by their relations with Pakistan. That 
hands the initiative to Pakistan. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The writer is a former foreign  
secretary 

Italian cartoonist and writer Gio-
vanni Guareschi (1908-1968) is 
remembered for his charming 
stories of confrontations 
between a village priest, Don 
Camillo, and Peppone, the Com-
munist mayor of the same vil-
lage. Guareschi went to prison 
during World War II for abusing 
Benito Mussolini, and again later 
for libelling Prime Minister 
Alcide De Gasperi. 

He branded Communists 
with a single pen-stroke. He 
drew them with three nostrils, 
asserting they needed the third 
to absorb ideology. This led to 
Italy’s political shorthand refer-
ring to Communists as “Tri-
nostrilled”. 

Politicians spend a lot of time 
and money to create favourable 
branding. Politicians also 
expend substantial effort to 
“inversely brand” opponents as 
embodiments of evil, or objects 
of ridicule. Guareschi did the 
latter for free, and did it to devas-
tating effect. 

Positive branding is a mar-
keting tool, with applications far 
beyond politics. Every corporate 
with a product or service tries to 
create brands. When it comes to 
luxury brands, (haute couture, 
perfumes, designer swag) the 
advertising & promotion (A&P) 
costs of branding can easily 
amount to half of sales revenues. 

When controversial “edu-
tainment service” providers 
like Byju’s and IIPM worked on 
branding, the A&P probably 
exceeded revenues. This may 
currently be the case with 
artificial intelligence (AI) 

models as well, though the 
valuation gains will more than 
offset expenses where AI com-
panies are concerned. 

Inverse or negative branding 
is a different beast. Unlike posi-
tive branding, negative branding 
is not much use outside the 
political domain. A soft drink, for 
example, is hardly likely to score 
higher sales by bad-mouthing 
rival soft drinks. The demand for 
all soft drinks may drop if the 
campaign catches hold, and 
there’s retaliation. There may be 
legal consequences too.   

But negative branding has 
enormous political applications. 
Politics is a zero-sum game. 
“Somebody” has to be in charge 
of tax revenues, and other state-
controlled assets. That some-
body gains if he or she can 
discredit potential rivals. So, even 
as they pay for happy hoardings 
and cutouts, and fund positive 
media blitzes and photo ops, 
politicians also try to damage the 
branding of rivals. Funny nick-
names, memes, actual dirt, fake 
news, anything goes. 

While politicians do spend 
plenty of money on bad-mouth-
ing rivals, some of the most effec-
tive negative branding 
campaigns have been carried out 
for free. In some cases, the 
negative branding came about 
more or less by accident. 

Long before Richard Daw-
kins coined “meme”, songsters 
Simon and Garfunkel (S&G) 
became meme-sters in the 
Southern African nation of 
Malawi. Between 1964 and 
1994, Hastings Banda served as 
Prime Minister and then as 
President for life of that former 
British colony.  His companion, 
Cecilia Kadzamira, was oi-
cially enshrined as “Mama of 
the Nation”.  

In 1970, S&G, who were 
entirely unaware of the existence 
of Malawi, released a song “Ceci-
lia”, which referenced the Cath-
olic patron saint of music, St 
Cecilia. It had lyrics such as “Oh 
Cecilia! You’re breaking my 
heart!” and explicit references to 

cuckolding. It was gleefully 
adopted in Malawi until Banda 
banned S&G. 

Circa 2017, A A Milne’s char-
acter, the teddy bear Winnie-the-
Pooh, ended up semi-banned in 
the People’s Republic of China. 
Pooh, self-described as a “Bear of 
Very Little Brain” had long been 
a beloved character promi-
nently visible in the People’s 
Republic of China’s amusement 
parks. Translations of Milne’s 
works were widely read by kids 
in China. 

The books were illustrated by 
E H Shepard. And, there was a 
physical resemblance between 
China’s general secretary and 
Shephard’s depiction of Pooh. 
Unflattering memes that 
referred to the general secretary 
as “Pooh” spread like wildfire 
before being blocked by the 
Great Firewall of China. Pooh 
and Pooh-related references are 
now diligently scrubbed off Chi-
nese social media, though the 
books are still apparently avail-
able and the statues are visible. 

Memes have been used 
extensively to target politicians 
in the GenZ-driven protests that 
have proliferated across the sub-
continent. They have also been 
used by the satirist Count Bin-
face in a recent UK by-election to 
target Reform Party politician 
Nigel Farage. 

One interesting thing is that 
negative branding campaigns 
seem to work better when they 
are spontaneously rolled out or 
accidental, rather than carefully 
crafted. While Banda and Xi 
Jinping didn’t have to worry 
about any direct impact, they 
were sensitive to ridicule.   

Politicians who do need to 
win elections have an even 
bigger problem. In the age of 
social media and viral memes, 
this may be an existential ques-
tion for career politicians: How 
do you manage to be taken seri-
ously in future if you have been 
turned into an object of ridicule? 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The writer is a New Delhi-based 
independent journalist

The avalanche of comments about 
the Tata group has been mind-bog-
gling and I regret contributing to 
this through this article! A differ-
ence of opinion between leaders 
could not be resolved through dis-
cussion, and a planned separation 
has speedily ended the differences. 
I note, admittedly through the rear-
view mirror, that the institution has 
been placed above individuals. That 
is a good thing. 

On August 12, the chairman of 
Tata Sons wrote that he would not 

offer himself for reappointment in 
February next year. What would 
happen next? Rabindranath Tagore 
had written: “Who will take over my 
responsibility asked the evening 
sun, The world was silent upon hear-
ing this question, A tiny mud wick 
lamp then spoke and said, To what-
ever extent I am capable, I will light 
up the world.” (Ke loibe mor karjo 
kohe sandhyar ravi, Shuniya jagat 
rohe niruttar chobi, Matir pradeep 
chilo, shey kohilo swami, aamar jet-
tukko shadyo, koribo ta aami). 

Remember how Indians thought 
of Lal Bahadur Shastri when he suc-
ceeded Jawaharlal Nehru? Likewise, 
when Ratan Tata succeeded JRD 
Tata; and when Cyrus Mistry donned 
the mantle of leadership from Ratan 
Tata in 2012. 

If, however, a successor is not 
announced simultaneously with the 
exit of the incumbent, then the focus 
shifts to the circumstance of the exit. 
Any professional chief executive 
oicer (CEO) serves with support 

from the board, and lack of clarity 
may well imply that his or her service 
may have played out its role. 

Corporate leaders’ half-life has 
shrunk over the past few decades. 
That is the Tata experience as well. 
Over 144 years till 2012, Tata Sons 
had just five chairmen. However, in 
the 15 years till 2027, the same group 
will see three. This fact should be 
viewed as part of more rapid changes 
in the leadership environment. 

I feel that the purushartha of Tata 
(its purpose) has been pretty much 
maintained for over a century and a 
half: To serve the nation and society 
through enterprise. I respectfully 
disagree with the view that Tata 
needs to reassess what it stands for 
(Business Standard, August 20). 
Investment in, for example, electric 
vehicles, batteries, defence, and 
chips do prioritise national needs. 
Air India faced an unprecedented 
bunching last year of high prices of 
aviation turbine fuel, no-fly over 
regions, and the unfortunate Ahme-

dabad accident. The foray into 
smartphones and semiconductors 
would have pacified the atma of the 
late FC Kohli, who bemoaned that 
India (and Tata) had missed the 
microelectronics revolution. And all 
this without affecting the expendi-
ture on philanthropy! 

The recent developments do pro-
voke some questions, but not 
regarding purpose. Here are three. 

First question: Has Tata 
“gotten away” with engaging in 
multiple businesses? 

It is argued that one chairman 
cannot understand so many 
domains. However, domain knowl-
edge resides in the operating com-
pany. Managers in Tata Consultancy 
Services or Tata Motors Passenger 
Vehicles think of nothing but soft-
ware or mobility. They suffer no dis-
tractions. Tata Sons’ representatives 
on their boards play their fiduciary 
roles as directors. Tata Sons/Trusts 
thus acts as a “spiritual” holding 
company with a fiduciary role (Busi-

ness Standard, June 27, 2026). 
Tata is a unique loose-tight struc-

ture, in which the operating com-
panies are public, and the holding 
company is private. The operating 
company’s board (which the Tata 
Sons chairman may or may not be 
part of) provides the perspectives 
required for the business. This dis-
tinctive structure allows the maxi-
mum domain flexibility for its 
operating companies. 

The Tata mandate for its com-
panies is to adopt some things: First, 
a brand equity and brand promotion 
agreement to uphold the Tata way; 
second, a company and personal 
code of conduct; third, a commit-
ment to excellence through the Tata 
brand excellence model; fourth, 
accountability for decent and com-
petitive returns from the business 
over the long term. 

Unlike most global companies, 
Tata Sons is not listed. It owns 
shareholding in its 26 listed com-
panies as also in several unlisted 

companies, apart from supporting 
investment in new ventures like 
semiconductors. Recent media 
reports applaud how GE and 
Honeywell have “unlocked” value 
by spinning off their businesses. In 
that sense, Tata is permanently in a 
“spunoff state”, and value stands 
permanently unlocked. 

This is one reason why many feel 
that the “secret sauce” of having the 
holding company private plus oper-
ating company public should not be 
lost. Listing Tata Sons will be 
damaging to the ethos and long-
term perspective of the group. 
Further, there is a commercial 
reason for not listing, which is the 
holding company discount. 

Which sensible enterprise would 
accept a loss of philosophical moor-
ings and the application of holding-
company discounts to satisfy a 
regulation or for reasons of visibility? 

Second question: Does Tata 
need a tighter capital allocation 
system? 

This question implies that Tata 
Sons has a method, but the method 
could do with sharper analysis and 
execution. This is a fair suggestion. 
What has worked well in the past can 

surely be improved for the future. 
Third question: Does Tata Sons 

have a method of producing multi-
spectrum statesmen? 

The group chairman must fit cul-
turally, be operationally savvy, but 
also demonstrate multispectrum 
statesmanship (MSS). MSS shapes 
the future of industry, society, and 
the nation while building successful 
enterprises. MSS differs from CEOs 
through scope, the time horizon, 
and responsibility. 

This requirement demands a 
methodology to develop statesmen 
through multiple domains. Hence, 
leaders in Tata Sons need a distinc-
tive capability. Does Tata Sons pro-
gramme this?  

In short, there is a good chance 
that the stability and organisational 
capabilities of Tata will produce the 
immediate results. In the longer 
term, improved capital allocation 
and future-ready, statesmen-leader 
development are issues for the firm.   
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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The reason all dictators live in paranoia is that they 
can never have a retirement plan. Today, they might 
decide the fate of all their subjects, but if they lose 
power, they can’t determine what happens to them. 

That’s why, at some point, Pakistani dictators 
begin to show signs of paranoia. It’s been the stra-
tegic reality most relevant to India since the late 50s, 
after Ayub Khan took over and promoted himself to 
field marshal. 

Usually it takes about five to seven years for these 
fears to start oozing out. With Asim Munir, it’s been 
coming at T-20 speed. This is the era of 30-second 
Insta reels after all. Since Op Sindoor, he has had at 
least four phases of bestowing additional powers or 
ranks upon himself. For now, let’s focus 
on the latest, this Thursday. 

The sudden passage of the two most 
significant military-related laws in Pak-
istan National Assembly last Thursday 
was so dramatic that it would stun the 
closest watchers of that establishment. 
It adds even more power, if it was still 
possible, to what Munir already has.  

The Pakistan Cabinet met Thursday 
morning, approved Defence Forces 
Act, 2026, and the amended National 
Command Authority Act, 2010, took 
them straight to the National Assembly, 
passed them within 30 minutes and 
adjourned the house. The Opposition 
walked out, Pakistan Peoples Party 
(PPP), the second-largest member of the ruling 
coalition, protested, but voted for the laws anyway. 
And the President, from the PPP, signed it in a jiffy 
too. Nobody makes Asim Munir wait. 

Some Pakistani analysts would say these laws 
only formalise, retrospectively from November 27, 
2025, the arrangements resulting from the 27th 
Amendment, which mutilated the Constitution, 
created the post of Chief of Defence Forces (CDF), 
laid down that only the Army Chief could have 
that position. 

It gave Munir a fresh five-year tenure until 
November 30, 2030, made his field marshal’s rank 
for life with full benefits, and granted him immun-
ity from prosecution forever. The “it’s nothing new” 
school would say a retrospective legal framework 
was needed to formalise the earlier constitutional 
amendment. On a close reading, however, addi-
tional powers Munir has grabbed are formidable. 
These could only come from a place of deep inse-
curity, or more likely paranoia. All dictators start 

fearing their shadow at some point. For Munir, it’s 
come the earliest. 

Under the new laws, it says, Munir can “hire, fire 
and retire” armed forces personnel. Or extend their 
tenure at his fancy. This applies not just to some loyal 
subedar-major or colonel, but to all his peers as well. 

Read between the lines, it means he can retire 
any of his generals, especially Corps commanders, 
or give them a longer tenure. The first will make 
them fear him, and the second will make them 
greedy. There have been signs and whispers of rest-
lessness among Corps commanders, the senior 
brass chafing at the glass ceiling, with Munir 
perched atop it, and the entire line of succession 

blocked. This new law will scare some, 
give hope to others. A better name for 
the law could be Pakistan Defence 
(Formalisation of Sycophancy) Act. 
The same law, by the way, gives Munir’s 
latest appointee and loyalist, Syed 
Aamer Raza, whom he just promoted 
to four-star general and commander of 
the newly created National Strategic 
Command, an indefinite tenure at his 
field marshal’s pleasure. 

How insecure do you have to be to 
keep finding newer ways, laws, 
ranks, awards, airmation of your 
own position every few months? It’s 
the oldest truism that all dictators 
are lonely and scared. In Munir’s 

case, the better definition of his fears would be 
acrophobia. He’s risen too high, too soon, has no 
idea where he’s headed, and is deeply conscious 
of enemies he has made. 

In India, we fret over his “successes” with 
Donald Trump and in West Asia. The cruel fact, 
however, is that such stature must rest on the bed-
rock of comprehensive national power (CNP). That, 
in Pakistan’s case, is declining. It’s unidimensional, 
based on its eicient military. The economy is dead 
and there seems to be no effort to lift it; except to 
count on the possibility of a largesse from the 
Saudis. But the Saudis, under debt now, can’t spare 
more than a couple of billions — if even that — as 
gratuities to Pakistan for its army’s services. In any 
case, hope isn’t a plan. 

Pakistan’s military also has severe limitations. 
They can’t close the issue with various rebellions 
along its western borders or make any military gains 
against India. They can be no more than a nuisance 
occasionally. Where does that leave Munir? 

His genius lies not in military craft but in under-
standing the vicious praetorian politics of his mili-
tary-owned state. He also understands the risks. 
This is by no means normal politics. I can give you a 
choice of three to describe this: Cutthroat, stab-in-
the-back, or take-no-prisoners. Munir can’t insure 
his future. He has to be obsessed with preserving his 
present. These new laws, therefore, are a coat of 
additional armour. That won’t save anybody with a 
box of mangoes on the plane. 

Munir was born in 1968. That makes him young 
at 58, to be close to the fifth year as army chief, now 
exalted to Chief of Defence Forces (CDF). On 
November 30, 2030, when his latest five-year term 
ends — if it does end — he will be only 62. That’s the 
age at which an Indian Army chief retires. General 
Dhiraj Seth is already Munir’s third Indian counter-
part and by November 2030, he will have a fifth. 
Where will he go from 2030, is his challenge. 

Many Pakistanis believe he would declare him-
self president much before that. And it will be a 
presidency without any tenure. So he can rule for-
ever. They're probably right. But, as the record of his 
predecessors tells him, time doesn’t stand still. 

Ayub and Yahya Khan plotted their decline and 
humiliation more systematically, through politico-
military misadventures in 1965 and 1971, respect-
ively. Zia was consumed by fate at the peak of his 
power. Musharraf tried to become a Pakistani Ata-
turk but didn’t have the intellect or peer support. He 
ended up a convict with a death sentence for trea-
son. Why would the future treat Munir any differ-
ently? This is how India must read his mind, his 
phobic loneliness at the top. 

As I have written often, there’s one of three ways 
a Pakistani dictator goes: Jail, exile or assassination. 
Musharraf had once “admonished” me for keeping 
on predicting this fate for him. In Davos, he wagged 
his finger and said, there was a time we respected 
your reading of Pakistan, but not now. And he 
referred to my three-exit theory for dictators. You 
are wrong, he said, because you think I am a dictator. 
I am not, I am a democrat. 

Dictatorship and delusion go together. But, if I 
were to do some future-gazing for Munir, I’d see 
three options, and retiring to go home and play golf 
isn’t one. He can finish up and quietly go away to 
America. He’d have his stash and an estate there, 
and the grateful Americans won’t extradite him 
even after his successor repeals his immunity. Next, 
he can pronounce himself president for life like 
some Robert Mugabe. Or third, that he really turns 
Pakistan’s economy around, calms down its society, 
ends internecine conflicts and creates a new Repub-
lic. That will inevitably need peace with India, an 
end to the Kashmir fixation, and the de-Islamising 
of his nationalism. This will be the safest. It will also 
be the toughest if not impossible. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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The Gulf is also India’s western security flank, and changing regional alignments make any response to cross-border terror attacks more challenging
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Everything is political. In India, it’s especially so. From proto-

cols at official functions and movie plotlines, to potholes to diet-

ary dos and don’ts, everything is swiftly drafted into the servi-

ce of  partisan narratives. Worst affected are public spaces, es-

pecially ‘ideological recruitment zones’ of  educational insti-

tutions. ‘Political engagement’ has turned far too many of  them

into battlegrounds of  ideology. When campuses become are-

nas for factional rivalry, or showrooms for political loyalty, ins-

titutions incur damage — something that is unlikely to bother

those whose raison d’être is ‘doing politics’.

The problem is not politics itself. Debate and disagreement

are vital to intellectual life of  enquiry and knowledge. But

when perceptions of  ‘campus’ are hijack-

ed by clichés of  constant political scuffles

in the public mind — rather than the real-

ity that they continue to overwhelmingly

function as sites of  learning — institutio-

ns themselves become perceived as ‘dens

of  politics’. Depoliticising public spaces

means creating conditions where work can

be conducted unimpeded by ‘extraneous’ matters, ideas can be

tested and contested without intimidation, and business can

proceed according to professional priorities rather than cons-

tant political posturing and whataboutery.

Public spaces and institutions should be ‘neutral commons’

in its truest sense. If  every institution becomes a constituency,

the country will produce only fiery polemicists, not problem-

solvers. To function as they are meant to, public spaces must be

insulated from the constant friction of  hypercompetitive, ‘ex-

tra-political’ politics. Otherwise, the very spaces designed to

nurture citizenship will be further consumed by the very poli-

tics they are meant to transcend.

Depoliticise India’s
Public Spaces

Successful conservation efforts have reportedly returned

the hilsa to the upper Ganga after several decades this sea-

son. The development could break a vicious cycle of  over-

fishing and silting rivers that threatens population collap-

se for the fish. Hilsa is rare because it is difficult to farm.

The fish lives in the sea and migrates into rivers to spawn.

Measures to restrict fishing have not succeeded because

of  the limited time the fish spend inland. Despite size grad-

ing, juvenile fish find their way into markets, altering the

breeding cycle. More industrial discharge and dams are

making rivers in the subcontinent shallow, which affects

the hilsa’s habitat. Solutions need to be found upriver, and

the work done by government labs is promising.

Central Inland Fisheries Research Institute has been

engaged in a range of  artificial reproduction procedures

for the hilsa that are now bearing fruit. Fish released up-

stream of  Farakka Barrage on the Gan-

ga have worked their way up to UP, a

traditional habitat destroyed by the

dam. The restored hilsa habitat provid-

es an indication of  biodiversity in the

Ganga, which is being cleaned through

a multi-decade project. Other aquatic

species can be returned to what used

to be their habitats in the upper Ganga.

Conservation efforts for hilsa are complicated by the

cultural association of  the fish in the lower Ganga re-

gion. It doesn’t possess superior nutritional value over

other species that can be farmed easily. Restoration of

habitat is one side of  the hilsa question. The other di-

mension is about creating public awareness about over-

fishing. The matter has not taken on the urgency it deser-

ves because imports from Bangladesh and Myanmar ab-

sorb some of  the intense demand pressure. Yet, prices

spike routinely to eye-watering levels. The effort to stop

overfishing hilsa needs to be a multinational one. Habi-

tats across countries in South Asia face the same threats

of  pollution, silting and unchecked consumption. A bro-

ader framework may be needed to keep the silvery fish

swimming upriver.

Machhli Ado About
The Return of Hilsa
Overfishing needs a multinational solution

India has spent a decade becoming
one of  the world’s most attractive
investment destinations, with gross
FDI inflows touching $81 bn in FY25.
Yet, beneath the headline numbers
sits an uncomfortable question: how
much of  the value created in India
does India keep?

Of  every ̀̀ 100 of  profit generated by an
MNC in India, only about ̀̀ 56 stays here.
No other large emerging economy per-
forms this poorly. China keeps 91%, In-
donesia 96%, and Brazil 88%. Between
FY23 and FY26, dividend remittances
totalled $118.9 bn, and royalty and IP
payments another $46.6 bn; total out-
flows reached $344.4 bn against fresh
equity inflows of  $230.6 bn. This is
roughly $1.50 leaving for every dollar
that came in. On IP alone, India runs a
net deficit of  about $14.5 bn a year.

The plain truth is, in the global eco-
nomy, India works for wages, while
others earn royalties. Indian labour,
factories and consumers generate
enormous value. But assets that com-
mand a premium — brands, patents,
platforms, proprietary technology —
are owned elsewhere.

Take the India-South Korea relation-
ship. 15 yrs after CEPA, India’s trade
deficit with South Korea has tripled,
going past $15 bn. Samsung’s royalty
payments to its parent company
jumped 50% in FY24 alone. Hyundai’s
record Indian IPO transferred pro-
ceeds to Seoul. LG’s Indian subsidiary
now commands a market value ex-
ceeding its Korean parent. India’s
market created enterprise value. But
ownership, brand and technology sit
in South Korea.

The instinctive response is to blame
the foreign investor. The right respon-
se is to look in the mirror. Why, 35 yrs
into liberalisation, are Indian firms
largely absent from the global roster
of  brands, platforms and patent-hold-
ers? Where is India’s Samsung?

Others have made this leap. China’s
transition is the most instructive, sin-
ce it happened within the last 15 yrs. In
2010, China was the world’s assembly
line. Today BYD outsells Tesla, Xiao-
mi is a top-3 smartphone brand, DJI

controls roughly 70% of  the global
drone market, Huawei holds the lar-
gest 5G patent portfolio, and China
has led the world in international
patent filings since 2019. The assembly
line did not disappear. It became the
launchpad for owned brands and
owned IP.

That is the crux for Indian enterpri-
se: brand and IP are not a diversifica-
tion. They are the logical next stage of
the journey — from exporting effort
to owning outcomes. And the heavy
lifting belongs to the private sector.
India spends 0.64% of  GDP on R&D
against South Korea’s roughly 5%,
but the sharper embarrassment is the
composition: barely a third of  it is pri-
vate, against roughly three-quarters
in China, South Korea and the US.
Most large Indian firms spend under
1% of  revenue on research and treat
brand-building abroad as a cost rath-
er than an asset.

Why has corporate India settled for
so little? Part of  the answer lies in an
unsaid bargain struck long ago. His-
torically, Indian industry has cried for
support, and GoI has obliged — with
tariff  walls, non-tariff  barriers and
preferential treatment at home. For
some sectors, for some period, this
was justified; infant industries do
need shelter. But the shelter became a
habit. And it rested on a flattering il-
lusion: that our large population is a
large market. It is not, yet. In most
categories, India accounts for barely
2-3% of  global demand. A firm optimi-
sed for a protected 3% will never build
the scale, quality or brand needed to

win the other 97%.
Japan and South Korea offered their

companies generous support too —
cheap credit, licences, state backing.
But the support came with a ruthless
condition: face the global market test.
Korean chaebols received subsidies
against export targets: miss them, and
the taps closed. Japan’s champions were
pushed into US and European markets
within years of  their founding.

This suggests the most important re-
form: make support conditional and
time-bound. Every protective tariff, PLI
allocation and procurement preferen-
ce should carry a sunset clause tied to
export performance and Indian-own-
ed IP creation. Reward firms that win
abroad, not firms that lobby at home.
Alongside, 4 supporting measures:
�Restore 200% weighted R&D de-
duction phased out by 2020, even as
China made its own super-deduction
permanent.
�Widen Section 115BBF patent box be-
yond patents to designs and software
created in India.
�Extend design-linked incentive be-
yond semiconductors, so incentives
pay for Indian-owned IP, not just Indi-
an output.
�Fix the plumbing — patent penden-
cy measured in years, weak enforce-
ment, slow commercial courts — whi-
ch quietly taxes every rupee invested
in intangibles.

India has proved it can create value at
scale. It’s time to compete for royalties.

Gupta is MD, BowerGroupAsia, and Doshi is

operating partner, Convergence Foundation

Maharaj, Earn Royalties, Not Wages

Too consumed to create?

Anuj Gupta &
Piyush Doshi

Come to Terms With
OPO Oppression
Few inventions have done more to undermine civilisation

than the open-plan office (OPO). Conceived in the 1960s as a

utopian vision of  collaboration, it has since metastasised

into a dystopia of  distraction. The theory was simple: tear

down walls, and ideas will flow. The reality is simpler still:

tear down walls, and so will sanity. HBR studies show that

face-to-face interactions drop sharply in open spaces, with

employees hiding behind earphones, or messaging to avoid

constant interruptions. OPO is a triumph of  managerial

fantasy over human biology. It assumes humans to be bees,

which last we peeked in, they are not. In OPO, every phone

call becomes a podcast, every snack a sensory assault. Pro-

ductivity is measured not in output but in decibel levels.

Privacy, once a workplace requisite, has become a luxury,

solely for upper management. Concentration is a relic, re-

placed by the art of  pretending to work while actually Goog-

ling ‘quiet coffee shops near me’. The tyranny lies not mere-

ly in the noise but in the ideology. OPO is sold as democratic,

flattening hierarchies by putting everyone in the same fish-

bowl. Instead, it normalises Indian outdoors brought inside.

If  collaboration is the goal, there are meeting rooms. If  soli-

tude is the goal, there are desks with walls. OPO achieves

neither. But it does one thing superbly: save sq ft space.

The myth of the virtues of open-plan
office remain captivating

JUST IN JEST

O
ver `̀3,000 cr. That is a con-
servative estimate of  what
India’s research-funding
ecosystem could be losing
annually to duplicate

grants alone. A 2013 US analysis, ‘Same
work, twice the money?’ of  nearly
8,60,000 funded grants estimated that
duplicate funding could account for up
to 2.5% of  research expenditure. App-
lied to India’s 2020-21 gross expenditu-
re on R&D (GERD), that amounts to ro-
ughly ̀̀ 3,175 cr (about $375 mn). But du-
plication is only one symptom of  a dee-
per problem. India has no reliable way
to see, in one place, what publicly fun-
ded research ultimately produces.

Every year, GoI invests thousands
of  crores in research through national
funding agencies, such as SERB (Sci-
ence and Engineering Research Bo-
ard), DST (Department of  Science and
Technology), DBT (Department of
Biotechnology), ICMR (Indian Coun-
cil of  Medical Research), and ANRF
(Anusandhan National Research Fo-
undation). Yet, once a grant is awar-
ded, there is no system that continuo-
usly tracks what it produces.

Instead, funding agencies rely large-
ly on information reported by resear-
chers at the end of  a project. As a result,
they cannot see when different grants
are producing similar work, nor can
they systematically recognise the full
range of  outputs a grant genera-
tes. What is easiest to report —
typically journal publications
— becomes the official record,

while many other research outcomes
remain fragmented or invisible.

The gap lies in how grants are ma-
naged. Every project concludes with a
financial utilisation report showing
how grant money was spent. It ans-
wers the question: where did the mo-
ney go? It cannot answer the more im-
portant one: what did the money pro-
duce? The result is that funding agen-
cies have no complete, searchable view
of  what public investment creates.
They cannot easily identify overlap-
ping work, understand how research
portfolios are evolving, or assess the
full return on public investment.

Around the world, research funders
are replacing manual reporting with
connected digital infrastructure. In-
stead of  asking researchers, they requ-
ire research outputs to be published or
deposited in trusted data repositories.
These outputs extend beyond journal
articles to include datasets, software,
policy briefs, patents, clinical trial re-
gistrations, trained researchers and
other social-good products of  publicly
funded research. The result is a live, se-

archable record of  what public
funding produces.

This is made possible
through persistent identifi-
ers (PIDs). A PID is a per-

manent digital identifier,
much like an Aadhaar
number for research.
Every grant receives its
identifier, and resear-
chers include it whe-
never they publish or
deposit an output.

Open technical infrastruc-
ture, such as that operated

by global non-profit Crossref, automa-
tically links every output back to the
grant that funded it.

France requires researchers funded
by French National Rese-
arch Agency (ANR) to depo-
sit their research outputs in
the national repository,
HAL, together with their
grant reference, creating a
searchable public record of
taxpayer-funded research.

Wellcome Trust, one of
the world’s largest biomedi-
cal research funders, as-
signs every grant a PID through Cross-
ref, allowing publications, datasets, re-
ports and other outputs to be linked to
the grant that funded them.

In Britain, UK Research and Inno-
vation (UKRI) brings this information
together through its ‘Gateway to Rese-
arch’ portal, where anyone can explo-
re grants alongside the outputs they
have produced.

For India, such an infrastructure co-
uld change how publicly funded rese-
arch is managed. Research outputs be-
come easier to discover, verify, cite and
reuse, increasing the value of  public in-
vestment. Researchers spend less time
reporting, funding agencies spend less
time collecting and verifying informa-
tion, and the public gains greater visi-
bility into taxpayer-funded research.
More importantly, funders gain a
complete and continuously updated
picture of  every grant and its impact.
The missing piece is not recognising
these broader outputs, but building the
infrastructure that captures, connects
and recognises them automatically.

India doesn’t necessarily need to re-

invent this infrastructure. On NITI Aa-
yog’s proposal, MeitY is rolling out the
Unified Project Management System
(UPMS), a common platform for ma-
naging research grants across DST,
DBT, ICMR, ICAR, CSIR and ANRF.
This is an important first step. But ma-
naging grants is not the same as under-
standing what they produce.

Built on PIDs, trusted repositories,
and open, interoperable infrastructu-
re, UPMS could underpin a National
Research Output Dashboard. Similar
to UKRI’s Gateway to Research portal,
it could provide a live, publicly sear-
chable view of  India’s research invest-
ment, allowing
anyone to explore
outputs by grant,
institution, di-
scipline, rese-
archer or fun-

ding programme as they are produced.
AJune 2026 ANRF white paper, ‘What

is Impact? Generating Dividends of  Eco-
nomic Growth and Societal Benefits
from Research and Innovation’, recogni-
ses that publicly funded research ex-
tends well beyond journal articles to da-
tasets, patents, trained researchers and
policy impact. UPMS presents a timely
opportunity to embed the infrastructu-
re that makes those broader research
outcomes visible, connected and disco-
verable, rather than leaving them scatte-
red across disconnected systems.

India aims to raise R&D spending to
2% of  GDP and become a global inno-
vation leader. Achieving that will requ-
ire more than larger budgets. It will re-
quire knowing, in real time, what pub-
lic investment produces. India tracks
where research money goes. It’s time it
tracked what that money creates.

Munshi is former adviser, Department of

Biotechnology, science & technology

ministry, GoI, and Chaube is assistant

professor, University of  Petroleum and

Energy Studies, Dehradun

The Long and Winding R&D
While India tracks where publicly funded research money goes, it should track what it creates

Output-oriented

Meenakshi Munshi
& Pragya Chaube

Funding agencies rely
largely on information
reported by researchers
at the end of a project.
What is easiest to
report becomes official
record — other research
outcomes remain
fragmented or invisible

India aims to raise R&D
spending to 2% of GDP
and become a global
innovation leader.
Achieving it needs more
than larger budgets. It
needs knowing, in real
time, what public
investment produces

SOHAM D BHADURI

The perpetual friction of  human
existence is no mere tragedy but
avital spiritual catalyst. If  life
were to be an uninterrupted con-
tinuum of  gratification, the pur-
suit of  spiritual emancipation
would remain ever dormant. It is
our confrontation with transient
joys and inherent suffering that
ultimately awakens the discern-
ing mind to seek enduring equa-
nimity. Violently suppressing our
innate desires is fundamentally
counterproductive. Just as Sid-
dharth Gautam realised the futi-
lity of  extreme self-mortification
before conceptualising the Bud-
dhist Middle Path. Carl Jung wa-
rned regarding the volatile explo-
sion of  the repressed psychologi-
cal ‘shadow’, forcefully starving
the psyche engenders neurosis.
Ascetic extremes weaponise crav-
ings rather than dispelling them,
transforming an aspiring sage into
acaptive of  their own repression.

Classical eastern ideals such as
tyag, renunciation, and nishkam
karm, detached action, demand
apragmatic reinterpretation.
True renunciation is not physi-
cal withdrawal but psychological
mastery. It requires cultivating
desires robust enough to animate
earthly engagement, yet supple
enough to yield to wisdom.

Such an equilibrium symbolis-
es the highest spiritual culmina-
tion: Jivanmukti, liberation whi-
le fully alive. By stripping eman-
cipation of  its morbid, posthum-
ous associations, we recognise
that true freedom is not deferred
to our afterlives. Emancipation is
simply the profound art of  parti-
cipating wholeheartedly in life’s
dance without being ensnared
by cords of  attachment.

Awake Before

You Exit
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Aman bought a smartwatch
to improve his health since it
would track his steps, heart

rate, sleep
and calori-
es. It would
even remi-
nd him to
stand up
every hour.
Aday later,
the watch

congratulated him for walk-
ing 10,000 steps.

The man felt proud — until
he discovered that 7,000 of  th-
ose steps were from walking
around the kitchen looking
for his phone. Then the next
day, the watch told him that
he had slept badly.

The man already knew that.
Since at 3 am, the watch had
vibrated to tell him that he sh-
ould ‘reduce screen time’.

iParenting
An 8-yr-old child asked his fath-
er, ‘Baba, what’s the password
for the Wi-Fi?’ His father said,
‘Go outside and play.’

The boy looked horrified.
‘Outside? Without Wi-Fi?’

‘Yes. There are trees and
birds, and the weather’s nice
and cool today.’

The boy stared at him as th-
ough he had described life on
Mars. ‘Can I take my tablet?’
‘No.’ ‘Phone?’ ‘No.’

‘Then what do people do out-
side?!’

His father thought for a mo-
ment. ‘We used to talk to each
other.’ The boy immediately
whispered, ‘Baba, I think you
need professional help.’

Oversmartwatch

LOLLING ON 
SATURDAY

Not Just Luck to

Build Luckins
‘Are You Feeling Luckin?’ by Pal-
lavi Aiyar (Aug 21) paints a vivid
description of  current Chinese
tastes, preferences, cultures and
soft tools, or sometimes the lack
of  them, and an American coffee
juggernaut yielding space and
business interests to home-grown
ventures. Compelling Chinese
‘soft power’ doesn’t have to be ne-
cessarily K-pop or yoga; it comes
in the form of  Luckin, Didi, Bai-
du, Taobao, WeChat, Boyu and a
host of  others, as rightly captur-
ed by the author. When we find
every announcement from India
on X, Instagram, Facebook or
WhatsApp, we feel sad and cultur-
ally disenfranchised. For a seat
at the global table, our govern-
ment should expand PLI to crea-
te ubiquitous platforms and a
GPS system worthy of  compet-
ing with global behemoths like
Google. Till then, it’s dependen-
ce for everything in our lives.
G N Rath

Hyderabad

Chat Room

Orlando, Florida:Not all WTO trav-
ails can be traced to the US’ shortsight-
ed opposition to the rules-based multi-
lateral trading system. There’s also
India. While the US has done its best
to undermine WTO through chaotic
unilateral trade actions and scofflaw
trade tactics, India, despite presenting
itself  as a stalwart supporter of  the
institution, is stonewalling reforms
that would make it more responsive to
the trade challenges of  the 21st c.

Most prominently, India’s blocking the
adoption of  Investment Facilitation
for Development Agreement (IFDA),
aplurilateral agreement among 131
WTO members, including 94 develop-
ing countries. Now that Türkiye and
South Africa have withdrawn their
opposition, India stands alone in pre-
venting the agreement from becom-
ing part of  the WTO rulebook.

Under a plurilateral agreement, some,
but not all, of  the member countries

can agree to improvements while per-
mitting the rest of  the members to ac-
cept the new rules and obligations later
when and if  they choose to do so. India
refuses to join other WTO members in
aconsensus to add new plurilateral
agreements to the WTO rulebook.

What is the price the world — especi-
ally the developing world — is paying
for India’s continued intransigence
against IFDA? Last month, Unctad
released its annual World Investment
Report 2026. The good news is that,
after 2 yrs of  decline, FDI investment
increased 6% in 2025 to $1.6 tn.

The worrying news is that while FDI
flows rose by 11% to developed coun-
tries, they rose by only 2% to develop-
ing countries. Least-developed and
lower-middle-income countries recei-
ved only 10% of  global greenfield pro-
ject investments. Many of  these coun-
tries in dire need of  much more FDI
are parties to IFDA.

Why is India blocking this agreeme-
nt? So far as anyone can tell, it has no
significant substantive opposition to
IFDA. The agreement doesn’t include
provisions on market access, invest-
ment protection or investor-dispute
settlement. It is, after all, mainly abo-
ut cutting red tape that impedes FDI.

On that front, India’s record is com-
mendable. Domestically, India has eli-

minated a lot of  investment red tape.
Instead, Indian opposition to IFDA is
predicated on its professed apprehen-
sion that adding more plurilateral
agreements to the WTO treaty will
ultimately fragment the WTO-based
trading system.

But there are several plurilateral ag-

reements in the WTO rulebook. And
such fragmentation need not happen
if, as usually happens, more members
add their signatures over time to the
existing plurilateral agreements. In
other words, these agreements can be
building blocks for multilateral agree-
ments. Indeed, several plurilateral tra-
de agreements that preceded establi-
shment of  WTO in 1995 — on dump-
ing, subsidies, standards and more —
were transformed into fully multilat-
eral agreements in the WTO treaty.

India sees itself  as a champion of  the
world’s poorer countries. It shouldn’t
stand in the way of  their economic
progress by blocking adoption of  a
WTO agreement that would provide
those countries with more FDI.

India’s insistence that new WTO rul-
es must begin with full-blown multi-
lateralism is not preserving the trad-
ing system. Indeed, it is having the
ironic effect of  making WTO less cen-
tral to the global economy. Its outright
refusal to endorse plurilateral approa-
ches to dealing with new trade issues
in WTO is forcing other member coun-
tries to look for trade solutions outside
WTO, creating the very fragmentation
in trade that India fears.

Meanwhile, FDI to developing coun-
tries is slower than it ought to be. With
its long history of  fighting poverty at
home and elsewhere in the world, India
should be helping lead the way toward
encouraging more FDI in poorer coun-
tries by removing needless obstacles
to it. It should not be adding to those
obstacles through a misguided policy
of  intransigence against much-need-
ed new global investment rules that
will help reduce poverty worldwide.

The writer is distinguished university

professor of  global affairs, University of

Central Florida, US

WTO’s Stuck Until India Moves

James Bacchus

Lights, camera… now some action?
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A thought for today

PABLO PICASSO

Everything is a miracle. It is a miracle that one does
not dissolve in one’s bath like a lump of sugar

L
oneliness is one of  the deepest
human experiences among the
various categories of  suffering

every person encounters in life. At some
point in life, we feel the sting of  loneliness.
We experience the disappointment of
broken promises, the inevitable pains
that accompany our human existence,
sorrows brought about by the world’s
uncertainties, and heartaches that arise
when friendships change or end. Together,
these experiences often leave us feeling
isolated, unsupported, and alone.

Yet, these trials are not exceptions to
life; they are part and parcel of  the human
experience. During these times, we find
there is no one to support us, and we
become despondent, succumbing to worry
and anxiety. When surrounded by turmoil,
we may become anxious, fearful, and
even angry. Caught up in a downward

spiral, we cannot extricate ourselves
from the web of  negativity and pessimism
that we weave for ourselves. In this
way, we add to the turmoil and create
a stressful atmosphere for ourselves and
everyone involved. Helplessly, we search
for an anchor to help us.

While these outer circumstances
may cause us to feel abandoned,
they also point us towards a
deeper truth. Every worldly
relationship is temporary.
But one relationship never
ends: our relationship with
God. The true purpose of
human life is to cultivate
this eternal relationship by
experiencing the Divine. As we turn our
attention within through meditation
and connect with the divine Light and
Sound of  God, we begin to realise that
the Almighty is always with us. The
presence of  God becomes a living reality

Divine is strong, then nothing will be
able to pull us apart, and we will
remain stable.

Meditation is not undertaken merely
to improve concentration, reduce
stress, or enhance our daily lives, 
valuable though those benefits may be.
Its true purpose is spiritual: to know
God. Self-realisation reveals our true
identity as soul, while God-realisation
reunites the soul with its eternal Source.
The alchemy of  this love is such that it
draws our attention away from the outer
world to riches of  inner worlds where
love, peace, and bliss reside.

Upon experiencing it, we find the
strength to navigate life’s ups and
downs that would otherwise leave us
bereft and fearful. Anchored in this
experience, the inevitable ups and
downs of  life no longer have the 
power to overwhelm us, for we know 
we are never alone.

rather than a matter of  belief, and
loneliness born of  worldly disappointments
and difficulties gradually gives way to a
deep sense of  peace and fearlessness that
comes from knowing that the Divine is
our constant companion.

Once we truly live like that, we 
can deal with any situation

that comes our way. Once we
realise that it is God’s hands
that are leading us, we can
also accept that as the boat
moves through the ocean,
there will be waves. There
will be ups and downs 
we will have to deal with.
But once we have strength,

we will reach our goal. So, the strength
of  our connection is important. If  
our connection is weak, we will have
a difficult time dealing with these
situations, whether they bring happiness
or sorrow. If  our connection with the

Overcome Loneliness Through Alchemy Of Love
Sant Rajinder Singh

A
record, in money terms, was created when a compilation of
Gandhi’s daily reflections, 688 jottings on life, truth, non-violence
and self-restraint, written between 1944 and 1946, called A 

Thought for the Day, was auctioned for a handsome `̀16.2cr. The 
value of  Gandhi’s messages is one aspect, the value of  his handwritten
manuscript, the other – it goes well beyond the written word. 
‘Handwritten’ is a mark of  individuality, often with second thoughts
and counter-takes, crisscrosses, notes and deletions, squiggles 
and quibbles – that collectors fight over, and the modern rich 

include in investment portfolios.
Value of  the text lies in the meaning an

author crafts out of  words. They will be
pored over, reflected upon, re-interpreted,
they’ll inform both debate and dissent. When
the powerful reflect on matters daily, drawing
from even the mundane, they extract meaning
from the ordinary. What makes such manuscripts

of  jottings heritage, is that they are personal, not written for public
consumption. It is when the personal is made public, like Aurelius’s
Meditations, that we see the person’s thought process, the moment
of  creation in the wrinkle of  a paper. Thus, what makes Mahatma’s
handwritten manuscript priceless, beyond the auction, is that it 
offers a glimpse of  the man behind the words. It is rare for the 
modern powerful to pen their thoughts – some even designed war
plans via AI. A pity the art of  reflection by the powerful may have 
been buried in time, or outsourced to AI.

Art Of Reflection
Mahatma’s handwritten manuscript is priceless

B
efore blending ethanol in petrol became a policy priority, 
India was world’s second-largest sugar exporter. In a good 
year, it could export about 7mn tonnes, after satisfying its 

own voracious appetite of  28mn tonnes. But this year, it will import
1mn tonnes of  sugar, because stocks have run low just before the
festive season. Sugar prices have risen 20% in a fortnight.

Why are we in this situation? The short and unpopular answer
is ethanol. Reports say sugarcane makes up 28% of  India’s ethanol
feedstock, and 3mn tonnes of  sugar has been diverted for ethanol
production this year. Restore it to the sugar stock, and you’d end 
the production season in Sept with a comfortable balance of  

6.5-7mn tonnes, as against 3.5-4mn 
tonnes expected now.

There’s nothing wrong with importing
in times of  need. Brazil, world’s largest
coffee producer, had to buy beans 
abroad in 2017 when drought hit its 
robusta crop. But questions arise when
shortages are caused by human decisions,
not nature. Ethanol blending is one of

those decisions. Yes, we want to save forex by reducing petroleum
imports, but is ethanol distilled from sugarcane juice, maize or 
rice, the best way to go about it?

All of  India’s 11bn-litre ethanol demand is fulfilled with sugarcane
and grains. This may be good for many farmers. For example, 
5mn sugarcane growers in UP, which votes in about six months, 
are a happy political constituency. But it’s not good for all Indians.
In July, egg prices set a record, partly because diversion of  maize 
for ethanol production has made chicken feed dearer. Acreage 
under oilseeds has declined and edible oil imports have risen.
Are we prioritising four wheels over two legs?

Food should never have to compete with fuel. Yet, despite this being
a weak monsoon year, sugarcane acreage for ethanol has increased
while those of  pulses, oilseeds and millets have crashed. What are
we really saving here? Nobody’s saying that biofuels are bad, but we
need to make them with non-food feedstocks. Like paddy stubble,
which will be poisoning north India’s air two months from now.

Sugar Or Ethanol?
Food must always come before fuel Can money buy happiness? Economists,

psychologists, and philosophers 
have long debated this question. The
answer, surprisingly, is yes, but with 
a caveat. Money buys happiness only
up to a point, and only if  it is spent

intelligently. Yet, look around. Homes are getting 
bigger, gadgets smarter, holidays grander, and wardrobes
fuller. We are buying more than any generation before
us. So why do we not seem happier? When does money
stop buying happiness?

The problem is that most of  us excel at earning, 
while remaining remarkably poor at spending. We 
upgrade constantly, consume endlessly,
yet derive diminishing joy from every
new purchase. The reason lies in what
psychologists call hedonic adaptation.
Human beings are wired to normalise
improvements with astonishing speed.
Daniel Kahneman and Angus Deaton
famously demonstrated that higher
income improves life satisfaction, 
however, everyday emotional well-being
eventually plateaus.

The Harvard Study of  Adult Deve-
lopment, one of  the longest-running
studies on happiness, reached a similar
conclusion: lasting happiness comes less
from acquisition and accumulation,
and more from how we experience life.
Consumer culture, naturally, insists
on the opposite. Every year we buy the
next phone, the next car, the next watch,
the next television, each one only 
marginally better than the last. The excitement fades
almost as quickly as the packaging is discarded.

Perhaps we need to rethink, not how much we
spend, but how we spend. Let us follow a simple 
mental model that I call the 4X Rule. If  you are 
replacing something worth `̀100, don’t buy the `̀120
version. Wait until you can justify the `̀400 version.
Then resist the temptation again, until you can make
another meaningful leap. The multiple itself  is not 
important. What matters is avoiding incremental 
upgrades that barely change your experience, while
demanding constant expenditure.

Take smartphones, for instance. Millions dutifully
trade one premium model for the next each year, with a

marginally better camera, a marginally faster chip, and
within a week the new phone feels exactly like the old
one. Now consider someone who waits four or five years.
The difference isn’t incremental, it’s transformational.
Every interaction feels genuinely new, because it is.
The same logic holds for cars, watches, furniture, 
homes, even wardrobes. Our brains are tuned to notice
contrast not continuity, which is precisely why small,
frequent upgrades leave us unsatisfied.

Or take the family car. Trade it in every two years
for the next level, and you pay a premium to feel exactly
as you already felt. Wait long enough, and the eventual
upgrade feels more like an occasion. The same holds
for watches. The one bought on a whim rarely holds 
the attention beyond a month, while the one saved

for, earns a precious place on the wrist.
The real value of  the 4X Rule is in the decision it forces.

When something costs four times more, you don’t click
“Buy Now” – instead, you research, compare,consult friends,
read reviews, and postpone gratification. Behavioural
economists have long argued that anticipation is itself
a form of  happiness, and that the waiting forms a
part of  the pleasure. By the time the purchase finally
happens, the object carries meaning beyond its price.
It represents patience and aspiration. And a sense 
of  achievement.

The quieter dividend of  the 4X Rule is that you 
begin to value experiences over accumulation. Owning
less becomes a by-product rather than the objective.

Modern affluence has filled our homes with possessions,
while emptying them of  significance. Whether it’s
clothing, gadgets, furniture, or art, every possession
should earn its place in your life.

At the same time experiences become more meaningful.
The extraordinary holiday replaces the string of  
forgettable weekends. The memorable meal replaces 
routine indulgence. Thomas Gilovich spent years at
Cornell demonstrating that experiences generate 
more durable happiness than possessions, precisely 
because they become part of  who we are rather than 
merely what we own.

Some will call this 4X philosophy extravagant. In
fact, it’s the opposite. It’s a discipline to spend less 
often, but with far greater intention. It curbs impulse,

reduces mindless accumulation, and
rewards patience in a culture that 
has forgotten the very word. Above all,
it forces a question most consumers 
never pause to ask: will this purchase
genuinely change my experience, or is
it merely marginally better than what
I already have?

The world runs on annual upgrades
because they serve corporate balance
sheets. Every industry has perfected
the craft of  making last year’s perfectly
good product feel embarrassingly 
obsolete, thanks to clever advertising.
And, tragically, we get taken in by the
marketing hype. The result, a treadmill
of  consumption that never quite delivers
the happiness it promises.

Money, in the end, is merely the means,
while happiness is the real return on
investment. And as every seasoned investor

knows, the best returns rarely come from constantly trading,
they come from waiting patiently for the exceptional
opportunity, and then committing to it with conviction.
Perhaps we should manage our consumption the same
way. Buy fewer things, but make them count.

The 4X Rule isn’t really about money. It’s about
something deeper. It’s based on a psychological insight
that life’s satisfaction comes through experiencing 
‘aha’ moments, and through creating moments of  real
wonder. So I would suggest, before your next significant
purchase, ask a simple question: will this genuinely
transform my experience? If  it’s merely an upgrade, wait.
The world will keep inventing reasons for us to buy more.
Happiness may lie in learning when not to.

The 4X Rule To Happiness
It’s not the regular upgrades but the big buys that provide satisfaction. Don’t spend on incremental

improvements. Wait, accumulate, and go for grand ‘aha’ experiences
Harsh Goenka
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Calvin & Hobbes

D
avid Thomson is feted as
the world’s greatest living
film critic and historian.
The book that originated

this reputation and remains a staple
of  university film courses, The New
Biographical Dictionary of  Film, is
half  a century old. Now, in A Sudden
Flicker of  Light: A Revisionist 
History of  the Movies, Thomson has
a mournful new take on the activity
that’spreoccupied him from age 4 to 84.

This “enterprise of  darkness and
light” has been valued as if  it honoured
society and history. But what if  all
that the “lifelike” has done is distract
us from life? Withdrawn the facts, and
filled all the empty space with fantasy?
If  in time fantasy overwhelms law and
politics, is the bitter
energy of  disappointed
dreaming all we have
left? Once we used to
at least watch movies
with thousands of
others. Now, for 
kids like Jamie in
Adolescence, “the only
screen is the pulsing
wound in their hand.”

Instead of  full
movies, we replay
the highlights. There’s the moment
in When Harry Met Sally when the 
medium allowed that sex was an 
act, but what else of  the movie do we
remember? The book itself  mimics
this disordered experience, diving 
into a century of  cinema with bite,
but without continuity. 

Voyeur beware. The atrocities
that “I like to watch” excuses travel
out of  the screen. Yes, Coppola and
Pacino and De Niro are outstanding.
We adore their brotherhood of  the gang.
But Thomson threads the macho 
fantasies enacted in The Godfather
all the way to Trump telling a female
journalist, “Quiet, piggy.” 

He’s what Americans got when
they fell in love with the lifelike. 
He’s their movie man. That thrill

when Michael says, “You can kill 
anyone,” is us accepting, well, sure,
these are very bad guys, but aren’t
they fun to be with? 

And it’s a man’s world, being 
abusive to women is part of  the
formula. Diane Keaton’s Kay is code
for women being kept in their place.
“It is in the iniquity of  that placement
that US has become a hard place
for breathing.”

Even in Adolescence, it’s telling
how little we know about the girl 
Jamie has killed. “It is in loving 
acting that we become brothers with
murderers.” Sure, it’s all part of  
entertainment. But to be capable of
watching anything may also be a 
perversion of  our intelligence. 

Alternatives do
exist. Thomson 
appreciates Ozu’s
detached camera
style, the calm of  his
gaze, his interest in
ordinary people, and
common domestic
experiences. Here’s
a filmmaker who is
actually appreciating
that “cinema is not
as important as the

stories it is telling.”
Auteurs who have occupied

Thomson for a lifetime now get solid
slag. George Lucas? “He has never
really thought to advance on his or
our teenage attitudes.” Hitchcock?
“He believed in life less than he did 
in its presentation.” The Schindler’s
List guy? “What confronts us in the 
career of  Steven Spielberg is the
possibility that the cinema does not
just bowdlerise our deepest feelings.
It betrays them.”

But just like it’s woeful misdirection
to blame it all on Trump, so is it to say
this film, not that one, this director, not
that one – we don’t see that the problem
is that all of  life has become a movie.
Watching has made us, Thomson says,
indifferent. Baby, we just don’t care.

The Terrible Thing
About Movies

Has the medium made us cruel, stupid, indifferent?

mindfield
SHORT TAKES ON BIG IDEAS

The purpose of relationship is not to
have another who might complete you,

but to have another with whom you
might share your completeness.

Sacredspace

Neale Donald Walsch

Two people fall in love. He has a good
corporate job. She has a good corporate
job. They get married. They get a house.
They share an EMI. Then, because 
apparently one financial commitment
is not enough, they get a child. For the

next decade, they do what successful urban couples 
are supposed to do: work hard, earn more, upgrade
from hatchback to SUV to electric SUV. Plan Goa, 
Bali, Iceland. Save for child’s education. Pretend they
understand mutual funds.

Everyone’s happy. Or solvent enough to look happy
on Instagram. Till one Tuesday, one of  them
says, “I think I want to quit.”

This follows years of  hearing that what 
you should do in life is follow your passion.
Find your purpose. Protect your peace and,
above all, choose yourself. But what happens
when the person trying to choose themselves 
is also married, and is financially, emotionally,
and logistically tied to someone else?

A generation ago, our parents went to work
wanting a salary. We go to work wanting a
salary, mental health, work-life balance, 
personal growth, nice boss, WFH options, and 
a job that doesn’t make us question the point 
of  being alive. Gen Z wants all this before 
lunch BTW. Earlier, a job was something we
did. Now it’s something we have to be. Which is
why leaving a job feels like changing ourselves. Except
we’re married. Marriage has an annoying habit of  
turning Insta-fuelled philosophies into math.

“Follow your dreams.” Lovely. “Can we still pay the
school fees?” Less lovely, no? “Choose happiness.” Absolutely.
“What about the home loan?” Long pause.

A wife experiences a particular version of  this mess.
For years, women have been (correctly) pushed to earn
their own money, build careers, never depend on men.
She’s done exactly that. For 10 years, maybe 20. Promotions.
Late nights. Airport lounges. Conference calls. PowerPoint.

Performance reviews. Till one fine morning, she opens
the laptop and thinks, “I’m done.”

Everyone looks at her strangely. Her mother says
she’s throwing away everything women have been 
fighting for since, well, Sita. Her spa friends diagnose
her, over sushi, with burnout. They recommend Vipassana.
Her husband goes “Heh?” but smartly recovers in less
than a second, feigning enthusiasm while mentally
switching the La Tomatina family
holiday with Lonavala. All this 
while the poor woman is still 
wondering why she spent decades 
becoming successful at something she no longer feels
passionate enough to do.

As for the husband, even if  he’s benefitted from 
the new masculinity discourse, a lot of  the traditional 
wiring still remains. He can believe in equality, support
his wife’s career, happily do the school run, and still 
feel funny about not earning. His ego won’t let him 
admit, “I’m having a crisis around my identity.” He’ll
say instead, “Let’s look at the numbers.” The numbers,
strangely enough, are always around EMIs.

Where older marriages only had roles, the new ones
have discussions. Lots of  them. So much so that anxiety
pills are probably selling more than Crocin over the 

counter. An obvious reason is that earlier husbands
were expected to just provide. Modern husbands are
expected to provide, parent, communicate, support 
wife’s career, maintain their own, cook occasionally,
and remember that the plumber is coming at 4. And 
remain gracious when he arrives at 7.45 instead, just so
he can fulfil this particular manly responsibility.

The modern wife also has a crowded job description.
Being ambitious. Not being too 
ambitious. Supporting his career too.
Looking after the children. Managing
various maids and keeping a few on

standby. Speaking to therapists. Journaling. Reiki-ing. And,
most importantly, not ageing while doing all this.

When one person says, “I want to quit,” it
changes the life they’ve built together. One 
person signs the resignation letter, whole family
lives with what follows. So, yes, we need to 
support our partner’s dreams and want them
to become the best possible version of  themselves.
But, also yes, our partner must understand 
the distinction between supporting them and
financing their self-discovery.

Love says, “I believe in you.” Marriage
must say, “Fine. Let’s set a timeline.” It has
to accommodate two people determined to
have identities of  their own, whose original
plan was made by two people who don’t quite
exist anymore. People change.

The man who wanted the corner office 
at 28 may want a bakery at 42. The woman 

who fought like hell for the C-suite may decide she’d
rather teach pottery. Someone wants to farm. Someone
wants to write. Someone wants to make films. This is
what growing together actually means. Not staying 
loyal to the plan you made when you were 28, but 
accepting when the plan has gone stale. And having
the guts, the affection, to make another one.

In the end, love isn’t about saying yes to every dream.
It’s about being willing to discuss the consequences of  the
dream without making your partner feel foolish for 
having it. Together, you can solve the spreadsheet.

You Can Follow A Dream, If You Plan It Together

Gautam Ved

Modern marriage promises two people the freedom to become whoever they want. So, if one
partner wants to break free from office work, the test of a good union is mutual empathy
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P
rotests over data-centre projects in
Maharashtra and Andhra Pradesh are a
warning India should not ignore. Activists

and citizens have taken to the streets over concerns
that these projects will add to the strain on local
water and energy supplies. Data-centre operators
say advanced air-cooling technology will minimise
impact on water resources, but there is no
transparency on the cumulative demand these
facilities will place on water, electricity and other
infrastructure.

Data centres are not new to India. What
is changing is their scale and intensity.
Installed capacity has grown from about
520 MW in 2020 to nearly 1.5 GW by
mid-2025, and is set to rise sharply over the
next few years. Much of this capacity is
concentrated in Mumbai, Chennai,
Hyderabad and Bengaluru — cities where
power and water infrastructure are already
under considerable strain. High-density AI
servers consume far more electricity and
generate more heat than conventional
servers, demanding sophisticated cooling.
India’s data-centre water consumption is
estimated at about 150 billion litres a year,
and could rise to nearly 358 billion litres by
2030. A single 100-MW facility has been
estimated to need around two million litres
of water a day — though actual use varies
widely with cooling technology and water
source. The industry’s response is that
technology is improving fast. Operators are
adopting advanced cooling systems, and
some are designing facilities that use little
or no water at all. That is welcome, but
e�ciency cannot be the whole answer: a
facility that is more e�cient per unit of
computing can still carry a large resource
footprint. This is because the scale of
computing is set to expand quickly, raising
the demand for reliable power. The latest
wave of expansion is turning into a race for
electricity and cooling infrastructure.

India needs centralised guardrails and
greater transparency. At present, decisions
on land, water, power, environmental
clearances and local infrastructure are
scattered across multiple Central, State
and local authorities, making it hard to
assess the cumulative impact of a cluster of
data centres. Citizens have no easy way to
find out how much water a facility has been
allocated, where that water comes from,
how much power it will draw, or what
additional infrastructure it will require.

A national mechanism should require
large data-centre projects to publicly
disclose projected electricity and water
consumption, source of water, cooling
technology, renewable-energy use,
wastewater arrangements and impact on
local infrastructure — aggregated by
district and State, so policymakers and
citizens can see the cumulative burden. It
may also be time to revive the National
Data Centre Policy, whose 2020 draft
proposed Data Centre Economic Zones —
specialised clusters with planned
infrastructure spanning power,
connectivity and regulation. The goal is not
to stop the data-centre boom, but to make
resource costs visible and measurable.

Resource guzzlers
Data centres should account for water, power demand
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Unfair move
Apropos ‘SBI widens cash withdrawal
charges to all basic accounts’ to plug
fee income leak (August 21). It is
shocking that the SBI has announced
uniform levy service charges for
withdrawals exceeding four, whether
drawn through branch or through
Customer service points etc. 
Not all customers are tech savvy and
even ones having an ATM card are
forced to go to bank branches for cash
withdrawals. 
Given that deposits are not keeping
pace with lending, charging customers

for branch visits is unfair. 
Since banks have various other
avenues to earn revenues, why charge
savers who form the backbone of the
banking system? 
Katuru Durga Prasad Rao
Hyderabad

E-comm growth
This is with reference to ‘Home care
start-ups take on FMCG giants as
consumer priorities shift’, (August 21).
FMCG household consumption across
Indian cities exhibited a clear shift
toward metro-driven concentration

rather than uniform city-wise
distribution, with e-commerce
accounting for approximately 14 per
cent of FMCG sales across metros and
increasing to nearly 18 per cent in the
top eight cities. 
Notably, southern metro clusters have
emerged as the most digitally savvy
consumption hubs, crossing 21 per
cent e-commerce penetration,
underscoring a strong shift toward
online-led household purchasing
behaviour, even as overall urban
FMCG growth remained relatively
moderate in the range of 2.3-4.6 per

cent, reflecting a structurally uneven
but increasingly digital-first
consumption landscape across India’s
cities. The opportunity is only getting
bigger. 
S Muthulakshmi
Virudhunagar (TN)

Refined regulation
This refers to the Editorial ‘Know your
investor’ (August 8). SEBI’s e�ort to
simplify the Accredited Investor
Framework is commendable, but
caution is vital. Allowing investment
funds to certify their own investors

risks conflict of interest and weakens
regulatory credibility. Independent
accreditation ensures transparency
and protects investors from potential
misuse.
SEBI’s proposal to include market
asset thresholds is sound, yet it should
also test trading maturity to prevent
misuse by inexperienced or inherited
investors. India’s financial ecosystem
thrives on trust, and that trust
depends on strong guardrails. Reform
should refine regulation, not dilute it.
Babu Crishna 
Bengaluru

LETTERS TO EDITOR Send your letters by email to bleditor@thehindu.co.in or by post to ‘Letters to the Editor’, The Hindu Business Line, Kasturi Buildings, 859-860, Anna Salai, Chennai 600002.

T
he twelfth round of the Rural
Economic Conditions and
Sentiments Survey (RECSS),

released by the National Bank for
Agriculture and Rural Development
(NABARD) in July, o�ers the clearest
signal yet that the rural growth story is
losing some of its earlier momentum.
Since the survey began in September
2024, each round has tracked how
villages across the country feel about
their incomes, spending, savings and
borrowing. 

The latest findings show that
optimism has cooled, consumption has
softened and households are leaning
more heavily on informal credit to
bridge the gap. 

Only 27.7 per cent of rural households
reported earning more than they did a
year earlier, down from 29.6 per cent in
the previous round and sharply lower
than the 42.2 per cent recorded in
November 2025. 

This is the lowest reading since the
survey started, and it is matched by a rise
in the share of households whose
income simply did not move, which
climbed to 52.6 per cent, the highest
such share recorded so far. NABARD
linked the moderation to a mix of

pressures, including firmer global
commodity prices, worries around El
Nino conditions, below normal rainfall
in several regions and a slower pace of
kharif sowing. Even so, the report was
careful to note that rural conditions
have stayed broadly stable, helped along
by the steady progress of the southwest
monsoon and continued public
spending in villages.

The share of households reporting
higher consumption expenditure fell to
74.1 per cent, only the second time this
figure has slipped below 75 per cent
since the survey began. Household
consumption still accounts for roughly
two thirds of monthly income. 

On the financial side, the proportion
of households reporting higher savings
dropped to 17.8 per cent, the weakest
reading since the survey's launch, while
the share reporting higher borrowings
eased to 28.7 per cent. 

RISE IN INFORMAL CREDIT

Even as overall borrowing has
moderated, the share of households
relying exclusively on informal sources
of credit rose to 23.6 per cent, the
highest level recorded across all rounds
of the survey, while 51 per cent
depended only on formal channels.
Among those who borrowed purely
through informal routes, close to
two-thirds turned to friends and

relatives rather than moneylenders or
other informal agents. 

The survey also captured a more
cautious rural mood about the months
ahead. Expectations for income and
employment improving over the next
quarter fell to their lowest level since the
survey began, and expectations for
income over the coming year weakened
further as well. Nabard attributed part
of this caution to uncertainty around the
monsoon and to broader economic
developments.

These findings arrive alongside
separate data showing that rural
inflation touched 5 per cent in June, a
full percentage point above urban
inflation at 4 per cent. The combination
of slowing income growth and
comparatively higher inflation helps
explain why rural sentiment has turned
more guarded.

WAY FORWARD

Timely and adequate monsoon
support measures, including crop
advisories, seed and input availability,
and quick disbursal of crop insurance
claims, can help protect farm incomes
from the swings of El Nino related
uncertainty. 

Second, the rising reliance on
informal credit points to a continuing
need to widen the reach of formal
finance in villages, whether through
self-help groups, cooperative banks or
digital lending platforms designed for
rural borrowers. 

Third, given that food price pressure
weighs more heavily on rural
households, sustained attention to
supply side measures for essential
commodities, along with continuity in
existing income support and
employment guarantee schemes,
would help. 

Finally, since the survey itself shows
how quickly rural sentiment can shift
from round to round, policymakers,
banks and agricultural agencies would
do well to treat each successive round
of the Rural Economic Conditions and
Sentiments Survey as an early warning
system. 

Williams is the Head of India at Sernova Financial;
Nagarajan is an Assistant Professor in Management
Studies at SRMIST Trichy

Nabard survey points to downbeat rural sentiment 

A Paul Williams 
M Nagarajan

RURAL INDIA. Need for support PTI

Subdued optimism over jobs and income seems linked to monsoon, rural inflation and broader economic developments
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Concerns about Reduced Deterrence against N. Korea
While North Korea rapidly enhances its combat capabilities and China continues
its military intimidation, the U.S. and South Korean militaries have significantly
scaled back their joint military exercises. There are concerns that this could lead
to a reduction in deterrence against North Korea and China, among others, and
negatively impact stability throughout Northeast Asia, including Japan. The
United States and South Korea had initially planned to conduct their regular joint
military exercises this summer from Aug. 17 to 27, but they shortened the
duration to five days ending Aug. 21. This was because U.S. President Donald
Trump instructed Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth to scale back the exercises
just before they were set to begin. Trump argued that the exercises “send a
signal that is totally inappropriate and hostile” to North Korea. TOKYO, AUGUST 21

OTHER VOICES. 

The Supreme Court’s Popular Mandate
Rep. Hakeem Je�ries, the betting favorite for Speaker of the House next year,
said last week that he wants “dramatic Supreme Court reform,” because the
conservative majority is “basically a subsidiary” of President Trump’s MAGA
project. Did Mr. Je�ries sleep through the Court’s last term? Even liberal
Justice Elena Kagan has publicly corrected his mistaken impression. The
Justices have struck down Mr. Trump’s signature initiatives on tari�s, birthright
citizenship, and the Federal Reserve. What’s more, the public by and large
approves of last term’s major decisions, according to a poll this month from
Marquette Law School. To the conservative Justices, public opinion is beside
the point, since they see their job as following the law, not the vox populi. But
consider the weakness of Mr. Je�ries’s case. NEW YORK, AUGUST 20

T
he Tribunals Reforms Bill,
2026, is presented as the
next chapter in India’s
e�ort to reform its tribunal
system. It promises a

National Tribunals Commission (NTC),
greater institutional oversight and a
more coherent framework for
appointments and service conditions.
But there is a more fundamental
question to be asked before the Bill is
celebrated as a new phase of reform: how
much of it is actually new?

The answer is: surprisingly little. The
2026 Bill retains the same 16 tribunals in
its First Schedule. It retains the basic
legislative approach of prescribing
common qualifications, selection,
appointment and conditions of service
for those tribunals. But the Central
government remains an important part
of the appointment architecture. The
material changes? The proposed NTC,
an increase in tenure from four years to
five, and the removal of the minimum
age of 50 years. The five-year tenure and
removal of the minimum age address
two features of the 2021 framework that
had attracted serious Constitutional
criticism. But they do not, by
themselves, constitute a fundamental
reconstruction of the tribunal system.
The more accurate description would be
that the 2026 Bill is a revised edition of
the 2021 model, with some important
repairs and a new institutional layer in
the form of the NTC.

The bottle, therefore, may be old, but
the label is new. The real question is
whether the cork has changed —
whether the appointment mechanism
will actually function di�erently, and
whether it will alter the balance between
the Executive and the tribunals.

WHAT CHANGED IN 2021?

The 2021 Act was itself the second stage
of a longer process of tribunal

rationalisation that began with the
Finance Act, 2017, through which
several tribunals were abolished or
merged and their number reduced. The
2021 legislation moved the needle
further, abolishing five more tribunals.
For the tribunals that remained, it
sought to create a uniform statutory
framework for qualifications, selection,
appointment, tenure, salaries and
allowances, resignation, removal and
other conditions of service.

The 2021 Act’s fatal flaw was its
bureaucratic hubris, the assumption
that a one-size-fits-all statutory regime
could displace the Constitution’s
demand for independent adjudicatory
institutions. In Madras Bar Association
v. Union of India, the Supreme Court
struck down provisions of the 2021
framework on grounds including
separation of powers and judicial
independence.

The 2026 Bill is, therefore, in part, a
response to that judicial intervention.
Its Statement of Objects and Reasons
expressly acknowledges the Supreme
Court judgment and the direction
concerning a National Tribunals
Commission. But that raises the central
question: has the government
redesigned the tribunal system, or has it
merely excised portions of the 2021
framework that did not survive
constitutional scrutiny?

WHAT IS NEW IN 2026?

The changes introduced by the 2026 Bill
are important, but limited. The most
visible innovation is the creation of the
NTC, proposed as the institutional body
responsible for the selection process for
tribunal members, review of tribunal

performance, oversight of inquiries into
complaints and maintenance of a
National Tribunals Data Grid. The
change in tenure from four years to five
years is also welcome, as is the removal
of the minimum age requirement.
Search-cum-Selection Committees
remain part of the appointment
mechanism, albeit within the new NTC
structure. These changes respond
directly to some of the di�culties that
had arisen under the 2021 framework.
But beyond them, the basic architecture
remains the same, with the same 16
tribunals covered.

The real test lies in the appointment
mechanism. The NTC’s creation should
not, by itself, be mistaken for a complete
restructuring of tribunal governance.
The Central government continues to
have a significant role. What happens if
the government does not appoint the
candidate recommended by the NTC?
Or if it sits on the recommendation? Or
simply seeks a fresh list? The answer to
these questions will determine whether
the NTC has actually altered the balance
between the Executive and the
tribunals, or has merely inserted
another institutional layer into an
essentially familiar framework.

THE NCLT OMISSION

There is, however, one feature of the
2026 Bill that is di�cult to explain. An
institutional schizophrenia, so to speak.
NCLAT is included in the First
Schedule.

NCLT is not. The 2026 Bill simply
carries that position forward from the
2021 Act, without explaining why.

The omission is di�cult to reconcile
with the stated objective of creating a
coherent and uniform framework for
tribunal governance. NCLT is the
Adjudicating Authority under the
Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code and
exercises substantial jurisdiction under
the Companies Act. NCLAT is its
appellate tribunal. Yet, the Bill proposes
to bring the appointment and service
conditions of NCLAT within the new
regime while leaving NCLT outside it.

The inconsistency becomes more
striking because the 2026 Bill expressly

amends section 417A of the Companies
Act to provide that the qualifications,
selections, appointment, salaries,
removal and other conditions of service
of the Chairperson and Members of
NCLAT will be governed by the new
legislation. There is no corresponding
provision bringing NCLT within the
framework.

Notably, the Statement of Objects and
Reasons does not even explain the
exclusion. If the omission in the 2021
framework was inadvertent,
reproducing it in a Bill intended to
repeal and replace the framework is
di�cult to justify. A legislation intended
to create uniformity in tribunal
governance should not reproduce an
unexplained distinction between a
tribunal and its appellate tribunal. The
government should therefore explain
why NCLT has once again been left
outside the reform framework and, if
there is no substantive reason, correct
the omission before the Bill becomes
law.

REFORM OR REPAIR?

The Tribunals Reforms Bill, 2026, is
therefore best understood as a measure
of correction rather than a fundamental
redesign. It increases tenure, removes
the minimum age and introduces the
National Tribunals Commission. Those
are meaningful changes.

But the basic architecture remains
largely intact. The same tribunal
universe remains, the Executive
continues to occupy an important
position in the appointment structure,
and an unexplained omission from the
2021 framework has been carried into
the 2026 Bill.

Tribunal reform should ultimately be
judged by whether it produces
institutions that can tell the
government, ‘No’. On that test, the 2026
Bill may be a step forward. But whether
it is genuinely a new bottle will depend
on whether Parliament is prepared to
address the structural questions that the
2021 experiment left unresolved.

The writer is a lawyer and former Judicial Member of
the National Company Law Tribunal

Tribunal reform
2026: Old wine
in a new bottle
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NCLAT is included in the

First Schedule. NCLT is

not. The omission is

difficult to reconcile with
the stated objective of
creating a coherent and
uniform framework for
tribunal governance

COSMETIC CHANGE. The 2026 Bill adds an NTC, extends
tenure and removes the minimum age, but leaves the basic
architecture of the 2021 law largely intact
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being eaten but then still living; of having 
walls around you that were soft and 
moved with a creature’s breath; of being 
able to travel underwater for miles with 
the whale even though you couldn’t 
breathe underwater (to take on the prop-
erties of the whale, even though you were 
still human). The Tower of Babel held a 
similar fascination: reaching for the sky 
and beyond, language crisscrossing, 
meaning slipping through the gaps left. 
Decades later, they became the Whale of 
Babel.
In your book, the Museum of Collec-
tive Memory is just what it sounds 
like—an actual place that anyone can 
tap into and access anytime from any-
where. Is it, in any sense, like what we 
understand as artificial intelligence 
(AI) today? 

Oh, it’s nothing like AI. I’m pretty dis-
gusted with AI: how it’s made; its value 
system; what it wrecks in executing that 
value system; how it’s bastardised lan-
guage; how it leeches people of their con-
fidence; how its adoption is predicated on 
hype, bullying, or insecurity; how it’s 
stopped people from recognising that 
they are their bodies as much as their 
minds, and that true change happens at 
the level of our bodies; how it has flattened 

thing in Mad Sisters, we’re making up sto-
ries about a world in which we’re only a 
part. We can’t see the whole—and we 
know it. 
Perhaps the novel’s central concern 
is treating stories as living organisms 
rather than inert objects, and the con-
nections between myth and history. 
What interested you about these 
themes?

It was family, and my cultural history. 
It’s how I grew up. Most of the family sto-
ries told to me changed their details over 
time—and certainly changed according to 
the teller—and there was no desire to fix 
those details. It was assumed they would 
change to suit the moment in which the 
story was being told, to better live in the 
moment and for the person listening. It’s 
the same with any oral storytelling tradi-
tion: the story morphs depending on the 
needs it must serve at the time it’s told.

Orality and Literacy by Walter J. Ong is 
an excellent book that articulated much 
of these unnamed instincts for me. Story-
telling is part of how we keep identity: as 
a Parsi, my grandmother told me Persian 
stories and our history to help me see 
where I came from. I loved them, but as I 
grew up, I saw how that history was closer 
to myth than any objective fact. Similarly, 
the Persian fairytales mingled with the 
Mahabharata and the Ramayana, and 
Biblical stories, and the Grimm’s Fairyta-
les, and Panchatantra; it became this rich, 
muddled mess of folklore in my head. 
When I was writing Mad Sisters, I looked 
at that mess, including the purpose (and 
uselessness) of stories, and I sought to pin 
as much of its slipperiness as I could on 
the page.
Online discussions of your book, 
especially by western readers, often 
reflect the view that it is a departure 
from the norms and forms of western 
spec-fic writing. Would you agree? In 
what ways is your book culturally 
rooted as well as universal?

My book is culturally rooted in India 
and the experience of being from the Parsi 
community. The organisation of it as well 
sidesteps certain traditional western 
forms of how a fantasy novel unfolds. I’m 
hesitant to say it’s a complete departure, of 
course, because there’s incredible experi-
mental spec-fic coming from around the 
globe that does what it wants, when it 
wants, and that’s very much Mad Sisters’’ 
organising principle, too: to be free, and 
follow the shape it needs. 

But when I was writing it, I did chase my 
experience of what it feels to live in India 
and be Indian: the plurality and verdancy 
of everything around us, this surrendering 
to factors outside of our control, this mat-
ter-of-fact acceptance of the mystical and 
unknowable (whether that’s rooted in 
nature, storytelling, or supernatural 
beings), a sense of living being bigger than 
this life. These are the values that run as an 
engine underneath this book, and dictate 
how it flows.

Shrabonti Bagchi is a Bengaluru-based 
writer and editor.

Spec-fic rooted in 
the Parsi experience

Shortlisted for the prestigious 
Ursula Le Guin prize 2026, 
imaginative fiction writer 
Tashan Mehta speaks about 
the role of myth, memory 
and Indianness in her book

Pieter Lastman’s ‘Jonah 

and the Whale’; and 

(left) Tashan Mehta.

I
 can say with absolute truth that until 
July of this year, I have never ever 
seen anyone in the world running 

from the cops in selfie mode. That 
short, hilarious reel has stayed in my 
head as a hallmark of the Cockroach 
Janta Party protests. My schadenfreude 
flourished while watching so many 
puffy-chested patriarchs floundering in 
their response to the protests. It is also 
entertaining to have the protests poke 
holes in my conception of myself as a 
politically engaged person.

When I watched the video of the 
Mumbai students in the backseat of a 
police car making faces and sniggering 
at the ponderous cop in the front seat 
threatening to plant drugs on them and 
ruin their lives, I could only laugh at 
myself. I was remembering how sad I 
had been for Aryan, son of Shah Rukh 
Khan, famously caught in a similar 
dragnet back in 2021. How sad I had 
been for poor SRK. And here were these 
young boys without superstar fathers 
switching the plot from King Lear in the 
storm to Bottom wandering in the mid-
night forest.

Even though our country can feel like 

assault and the ever-expanding ambit 
of raids.

My friends and acquaintances who 
joined the protests at Jantar Mantar in 
July reported a carefully managed pro-
test site flourishing in feeling as well as 
logistics. The cheerful vulgarity of the 
signs was, as a friend likes to say, bring-
ing plenty of kaleje mein thandak (but 
why you want your liver chilled, she has 
never explained). From the get-go, from 
its name onwards, the CJP communica-
tion seems to be uninterested in the 
bulk of purity politics. I am remember-
ing the dry remarks I overheard at the 
height of the Citizenship Amendment 

Act (CAA) protests that Preamble-read-
ing and hum-dekhenge-singing was the 
new lamp-lighting and chief-guesting.

I want to say that the marked lack of 
good behaviour at the protests and on 
Instagram was bracing to me as a recov-
ering people pleaser. But that would be 
silly. I belong to a nation trained in 
Olympic-level people-pleasing. I 
recently learnt a rude term called the 
“fenty bent”. Folks addicted to strong 
synthetic opioids develop a posture 
where their bodies bend sharply for-
ward at the waist, head drooping to 
their feet almost. They stay frozen in 
this uncomfortable pose for hours. 

it is airless from greed (did you know 
that a recent study published in the 
World Bank Economic Review says that 
five business families have held more 
than 60% of income in corporate India 
in the last two decades). India produces 
relentless idealists over and over again, 
using the creaking legal system, the 
once-responsive RTI (right to informa-
tion) channels and their fragile bodies to 
try and make things right, to make 
things just.

Every year, I hear about an idealistic 
Indian who was ready to have their 
home burnt down for the greater good. 
School teachers who have taken loans 
against their homes to sue dangerous 
dam projects. Farmers who have used 
the RTI to demand information on local 
development projects. Sexual assault 
survivors who have gone in the face of 
everyone they knew and admired to 
pursue justice.

When this idealism has appeared in 
the form of political groups and move-
ments, young leaders have typically 
threaded the careful needle of display-
ing the much-in-demand youthful 
vitality while maintaining dignity. (I say 
largely. There was that one glorious 
time in 2015 in Latehar, Jharkhand, 
when members of the National Cam-
paign on Adivasi Rights led by a young 
Abhay Xaxa printed copies of the gov-
ernment’s land acquisition bill, squat-
ted by the roadside to poop on the bill.) 
Yet, where has dignity got anyone? Just 
thoughtful young people spending 
years and years in jail, others facing 

Often it seems to me that the fenty bent 
would be the preferred posture in a 
country deeply shaped by caste and 
class inequality. 

Perhaps it is that I am still raging from 
recent incidents which make me won-
der what the CJP means when they say 
“school theek karo”. A couple of months 
ago a friend in Delhi was told by a 
potential school admissions committee 
that her harmless three-year-old was 
too difficult. Another friend in Benga-
luru was told that her 16-year-old was 
badly behaved and needed to apologise 
for unnamed sins before he could 
return to school for class XI. When chal-
lenged with a simple email, no reply was 
forthcoming and he was back in school. 
How bad could those sins have been? 

Observe this love for humiliation, 
shame and obedience and you get the 
thinking behind the Bar Council of 
India’s recent directions to all the State 
Bar Councils to not admit the 2026 
graduates from Nalsar University of 
Law as advocates. This demand (shock-
ing even in this era) was reversed in 90 
minutes. The named “sin” in this case 
was that the Nalsar students didn’t want 
the Chief Justice of India Surya Kant as 
chief guest at their convocation. Even if 
this was a sin, it would be nice to 
remember that even in actual all-out 
war, collective punishment is banned 
by the Geneva Convention.

Or they remembered and thought, 
“oh no, we are fans of collective punish-
ment over here.” We are united as a 
nation in our fondness of generalised 

blame and shame.
Given the fenty bent of our public 

lives, it has been mostly fun to observe 
the CJP dance. Take the “feud” 
between member of Parliament Kan-
gana Ranaut and CJP co-convenor Sau-
rav Das. Ranaut had called the reels 
made by young protestors “puke-in-
ducing” and the protestors themselves 
members of a “gutter generation”. Talk 
about identity-based profiling. At one 
point in the back-and-forth, Das sug-
gested that it was perhaps his resem-
blance to Hrithik Roshan that was 
annoying Ranaut. I laughed and had a 
moment of sympathy for Ranaut. As the 
poet Arvind Krishna Mehrotra wrote, 
when you approach 50 you see three 
faces in the mirror; you as you are, the 
grey-haired one “whose policy has 
matured as well as the mocking youth’s 
who paid the first premium.”

I am curious for greater understand-
ing of the CJP, their leadership and 
what they believe in. Their policies, 
such as they are, will evolve. They may 
someday acquire a taste for dignity, 
people-pleasing and hiding in the deep 
caves of their caste and class histories 
(not the hills of their convictions, as F. 
Scott Fitzgerald once called it). For now, 
what is spectacular is their unvarnished 
enjoyment of the surface and their 
understanding of how to varnish the 
treacherous surface.

Nisha Susan is the author of The 
Women who Forgot to Invent Facebook 
and Other Stories. 

We are united in our fondness of blame and shame

CJP volunteers at a school in Colaba, Mumbai. RAJU SHINDE/HINDUSTAN TIMES
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Shrabonti Bagchi

N
ominated for the prestig-
ious Ursula K. Le Guin 
Prize for Fiction 2026—an 
annual award for imagina-
tive fiction bestowed in 

honour of the late American writer—Mad 
Sisters of Esi (2023) by Tashan Mehta is 
one of the most ambitious works of specu-
lative fiction to have come out of India in 
recent times. 

Bypassing conventional forms of fan-
tasy storytelling focused on protagonist-
antagonist tensions, Mad Sisters is an 
exploration of myth and memory, told 
through the intertwined histories of two 
pairs of sisters in a strange and fluid uni-
verse. Ahead of the announcement of the 
winner in October, Lounge spoke to Mehta 
about her book, its themes, and why her 
narrative remains rooted to a certain Indi-
an-ness. Edited excerpts. 
The prize committee describes ‘Mad 
Sisters’ as a book that uses “myth, fic-
tional scholarship, alchemy, folktales 
and animism” to “create a quantum 
form of storytelling”. What do you 
understand by “quantum form of sto-
rytelling” and is this something you 
set out to do?

I loved the phrase. I imagine it as a 
bunch of atoms changing positions con-
stantly, remodelling themselves when 
observed and then changing their clothes 
again when not observed—these 
hilariously unruly elements that 
make up our universe, and 
that everyone expects 
some kind of order out 
of, but that don’t really 
have the capability to 
provide that order.

I also loved the 
phrase because it 
captured a thought 
process I had early in 
the creation of Mad 
Sisters, when I was try-
ing to dislodge myself 
from a stuck, rule-based 
way of thinking. And I thought 
precisely of those atoms—chang-
ing when observed, hopping across time, 
with time itself warping across space—
and I thought, “Well, if science itself is a 
bit chaotic, I don’t know why I’m bother-
ing to seek rules. Reality breaks them all 
the time.”
The book’s narrative thrust comes 
from a layered, looping tale of two 
sets of sisters who are separated by 
time, space and story. What are some 
of the themes you explore through 
this?

I was primarily looking at what it felt like 
to be Indian, the intangible experience of 
being me. It’s a bit like having an army of 
ghosts stretching out behind you, back 
into the past, each of them with a clear 
opinion of how you’re living your life and 
what you’re doing right or wrong, and 
consistently very vocal about those opin-
ions. In seeking to capture this, I found 

myself explor-
ing the rela-
t i o n s h i p 
between the 

singular and 
the plural. So, 

the individual 
with the community; 

or one person against 
the chaos of the cosmos; or a 

singular way of thinking against myr-
iad, hopping, changing ways of being. It 
felt right to explore those themes through 
sisters. Sisters—born or chosen—are some 
of the most complex, rewarding and 
thorny relationships we possess. It’s this 
deliciously precious but complicated love 
that moves with you throughout your life. 
It’s ripe for the peeling.
The story begins inside the Whale of 
Babel, a vast mythical creature that 
contains many worlds. The whale is a 
part of many creation myths. Did this 
influence you?

The Whale of Babel is actually two Bib-
lical stories. It’s the Tower of Babel, of 
course. And it’s Jonah and the Whale. I 
heard about Jonah and the Whale as a 
child, and I remember being swept up by 
the idea of living in the belly of a whale. It 
did something to my brain, to imagine 

time to this thing we need to pass through 
as quickly as possible instead of live in; 
how it has stolen from us the understand-
ing that doing a thing is more important 
than having the thing. I could go on. You 
could argue some of these issues have 
been in place before AI and you’d be right, 
but I’ve never encountered a technology, 
and its value system, that so efficiently 
encapsulates everything wrong with how 
we’re choosing to live. 

If we’re reaching for a technology that 
we can access at any time and from any-
where, the closest analogy would be the 
internet, or at least the principles the 
internet began with. But honestly, I wasn’t 
thinking of technology at all. I was think-
ing of museums and libraries, and old 
repositories of knowledge, where the 
finding is as key as the knowing. Then I 
was thinking of those same repositories 
organised in a form we couldn’t under-
stand, and on a logic that’s cosmic—far 
beyond our capabilities, and almost as 
unruly as the atoms I talked about. 

It’s important that the Museum you see 
in the book isn’t the real museum; it’s our 
interpretation of it. There are corridors we 
can’t map at all because they’re the memo-
ries of nonhumans, and they may not 
appear as corridors at all. As with every-

Mad Sisters of Esi: 
By Tashan Mehta, 
HarperCollins India,
424 pages, ₹599.
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A recent experience made me wonder whether, in
our increasing dependence on technology and stan-
dardised processes, we are creating systems in which
everyone performs an assigned role but no one owns
the problem.

Before travelling abroad for a couple of weeks, I
ordered a Realme mobile phone through Amazon. I did
not want to risk travelling with a phone that had begun
troubling me. I followed the instructions to transfer
my data, only to discover that the new phone would
not switch on. I took it to an authorised Realme service
centre. After a long wait on the first day, I was asked
to return the following morning. Eventually, I was told
that the problem was beyond the capabilities of the
centre and that I should return the phone to Amazon.

During my wait, I noticed several other irate cus-
tomers. Some appeared to be daily-wage earners, con-
scious that every hour spent waiting meant lost
income. A few struggled to communicate their prob-
lems and were asked to return another day. I could
afford the time and had the confidence to persist. I
wondered how easily they could.

Amazon scheduled the pickup for the day I was trav-
elling. Since I was leaving early, the customer-service
executive suggested that I leave the phone with a
neighbour. After reaching my destination, I checked
with the neighbour. The phone had been collected.
Later that evening, however, I received a message
saying that the pickup could not be completed
because I was unavailable. From overseas, I tried con-
tacting customer service. Automated calls offered no
opportunity to explain the situation. Emails promised
that an executive would contact me. Nobody did. 

An escalation email directed me back to the same
helpline. On returning to India, I resumed my calls. The
system continued to maintain that the phone had not
been collected. Eventually, I traced the pickup person
through our condominium records. He remembered
collecting it and, after checking, told me that the phone
had been lying in the warehouse for almost a month.
It could not be verified because it could not be switched
on. That was precisely why I had returned it!

I called Amazon again. The executive was categor-
ical that nothing could be done. Even speaking to a

senior, I was told, would make little difference. I then
mentioned that I understood such calls were record-
ed and that, if nobody could resolve the matter, I might
have to consider legal recourse. Things suddenly began
to move. Someone contacted me, the pickup details
were verified, and after another round of follow-up,
my money was refunded. My purpose in recounting
this experience is not merely to complain about a
defective phone or poor service. Each person appeared
constrained by the part of the system visible to them. 

And still, for almost a month, the problem belonged
to nobody. More troubling is what happens to those
who do not have the time, confidence or resources to
persist. Technology and standardised processes allow
large organisations to handle millions of transactions
efficiently. They are indispensable. But systems
inevitably encounter situations they were not designed
to anticipate. At that moment, someone needs both
the willingness and the authority to look beyond the
screen and ask whether what the system is saying actu-
ally makes sense. Perhaps the true test of a good
system is not how smoothly it handles the routine, but
how humanely it responds when something goes
wrong. Ultimately, someone must be willing to own
the problem.

DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 
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disengagement can sometimes signal that a
child is struggling. Teachers need not become
mental-health professionals, but they do need
the awareness to recognise such signs, respond
with empathy and know when professional
support may be required. This also means
rethinking how we interpret behaviour.
Children facing mental-health concerns may be
labelled "lazy", "hyperactive" or "naughty" when
they may actually need understanding and
support. In one school-based intervention, 95%
of teachers reported a positive change in how
they perceived students with mental-health
concerns. Student referrals offer another
important insight: 20% were related to poor aca-
demic performance, while others involved
aggressive behaviour. Such changes should not
automatically be viewed as disciplinary issues;
they can also signal that a child may be strug-
gling emotionally. But recognition is only the
first step. Students must also have access to the
right support, without placing the entire
responsibility on teachers. But recognition must
lead to access. UNICEF India notes that India
has only 0.75 psychiatrists per 100,000 people,
with shortages extending to psychologists
and psychiatric social workers. This is why
strengthening mental wellbeing in education
cannot mean placing another responsibility on
teachers and schools without strengthening the
wider support system.

Schools need clear pathways to profession-
al care, while counselling must be normalized
as a resource rather than viewed as a last resort.
Equally important is bringing parents into the
conversation and strengthening relationships
between students, teachers and families.

Often, meaningful support begins with
something simple: an adult who listens without
immediately comparing, correcting or trying
to solve everything.

The experience of implementing the curricu-
lum demonstrates how strengthening emotion-
al skills and relationships can create a school
environment that is more conducive to learn-
ing, while also contributing to academic out-
comes. Across all grade levels, students became
better at managing their emotions and more
willing to seek help when needed. Both coping
skills and help-seeking behavior improved sig-
nificantly from baseline to endline across
every age group.

The impact was also visible beyond the class-
room, with parents observing positive changes
in how children handled everyday conflicts.
When students are equipped to regulate emo-
tions, seek help and build healthier relation-
ships, classrooms can become more support-
ive spaces where both well-being and learning
can thrive.The approach must also recognise
that wellbeing does not look the same for every
young person. The pressures faced by a school
student may differ from those experienced in
university. Adolescence, young adulthood,
family circumstances, social environments
and individual experiences all shape how
challenges are experienced. A responsive
approach to wellbeing must therefore be
responsive rather than one-size-fits-all.

When a young person is unable to cope, the
consequences can affect attendance, learning,
educational progression and, later, employa-
bility and participation in the workforce.
Supporting wellbeing early is therefore not
merely an investment in individual children. It
is an investment in the country's human
potential. A report card can tell us what a child
has learnt. It cannot tell us whether they have
developed confidence, empathy, adaptability
or the ability to recover from disappoint-
ment. These qualities shape how young people
navigate relationships, decisions, setbacks
and opportunities.

That does not mean lowering academic
expectations. Quite the opposite. We should
want young people who can pursue excellence
without tying their entire sense of worth to
achievement; who can experience failure
without seeing themselves as failures. The next
education reform, therefore, should not ask us
to choose between achievement and wellbe-
ing. It should recognise that the two are
deeply connected. Education has always been
about preparing the mind for what lies ahead.
The next step is to recognise the person
behind that mind, their emotions, relationships,
confidence, vulnerabilities and capacity to
adapt. Perhaps the question for the next edu-
cation reform is no longer only what do we 
want our children to learn?  It is also: what do
we want them to be equipped to handle when
the lesson ends? If the answer includes uncer-
tainty, failure, relationships, change and the
inevitable challenges of life, then emotional
wellbeing cannot remain at the margins of edu-
cation.

Editor’s

On August 20, Defence Minister Rajnath Singh and his
Japanese counterpart Shinjiro Koizumi signed a Memorandum
of Arrangement on Maritime Security Cooperation in New Delhi
— a document with considerable strategic weight. It builds on
Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi's July visit to Delhi, when the two
governments unveiled over $10 billion in agreements
spanning artificial intelligence, clean energy and defence, and
set a target of 10 trillion yen in Japanese investment over the
coming decade.

The new arrangement gives the Indian Navy and Japan's
Maritime Self-Defense Force a formal framework for sharing
maritime domain awareness, conducting search-and-rescue and
disaster-relief operations, exchanging ship visits, and, crucially,
exploring joint warship design and reciprocal repair facilities.
Both countries have watched China's naval footprint expand
across the Indian Ocean even as Beijing presses claims in the
East and South China Seas. Tokyo's calculus has hardened since
Takaichi's remarks last November that Japan could respond
militarily to a Chinese move on Taiwan, comments still
colouring ties with Beijing. Japan's recent easing of decades-
old defence export restrictions, welcomed openly by Singh,
signals a country recalibrating post-war pacifism to build real
production capacity rather than lean solely on American
guarantees. For India, the pact goes well with the ‘Make in
India’ push in defence manufacturing and offers access to
Japanese shipbuilding expertise that could speed naval
modernisation. Both governments describe this as advancing a
"free and open Indo-Pacific" — carefully avoiding the word China
even as everyone understands the signal.

The challenges are real. Beijing's foreign ministry has already
signalled discomfort with the broader partnership, warning that
cooperation between neighbours must not target third parties.
India must walk a tightrope: deepening security cooperation
with a Quad partner while preserving the strategic autonomy
that has long defined its foreign policy, and without  irking
China. The Quad has not held a leaders' summit since 2024,
and doubts about how reliably Washington will stay invested in
the region are precisely why bilateral hedges like this one
matter more. Converting memoranda into genuinely
interoperable navies also takes years — technology absorption,
joint doctrine, and shared threat perception across two very
different theatres — the situation in South China sea is very
different from Indian Ocean. The way forward lies in patient
institutionalisation rather than symbolism. Regular 2+2
ministerial dialogues, expanded logistics-sharing arrangements
on the model of India's agreement with Washington, and
genuine co-production projects — building on the newly
launched UNICORN mast programme — would give this
partnership operational substance. Anchoring bilateral gains
within broader Quad initiatives. India and Japan are not
building an alliance against China but coming closer to
safeguard their own maritime interests, something that must
be reiterated to keep tempers low in Beijing.

India and Japan are now strategic partners,
hedging against a region in flux and China’s

growing influence

Convergence 
amid constraints

Vande Mataram must unite India
The controversy raging across the nation over Vande
Mataram is nothing short of tragic. A song that once united
millions under the banner of freedom now finds itself
entangled in divisive politics. During colonial rule,
Indians sang it with pride; today, in an independent India,
hesitation to sing it feels like a betrayal of that very spirit.

What is perplexing is the Congress party’s decision to
rake up the issue. Once built on Vande Mataram, the party
now faces criticism for fragmenting its legacy. From
Partition and the Syndicate-Indicate split to the division
of Pakistan, critics point to a history of fractures. Now, they
ask: “Is this the same Congress that fought for freedom?”
The shame lies not in debate but in the perception that
the party places itself above the nation. For the common
Indian, the creed is simple: Rashtra Sarvopari — the nation
above all. Mahatma Gandhi himself had warned that
Congress might one day descend into a struggle for power
rather than principle, even suggesting its dissolution after
independence. Had that advice been heeded, perhaps the
spectacle of public disrespect towards the national song
would never have arisen. Every citizen must resist
attempts to divide Vande Mataram. It is more than a song;
it symbolises India’s sacrifice, unity and pride. To dimin-
ish it is to diminish the nation’s soul.

ARVIND TAPKIRE | MUMBAI

Can growth come without integrity?
Amicus curiae and senior advocate Vijay Hansaria has
informed the Supreme Court that serious criminal cases
are pending against the chief ministers of 14 of the 28 states.
Revanth Reddy of Telangana tops the list, while West
Bengal’s Suvendu Adhikari follows close behind.

At the same time, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
speaks proudly of India crossing the $4-trillion GDP mark
and dreams aloud of a "trillion-dollar economy". But is this
financial optimism worth celebrating if constitutional
heads of states themselves stand tainted? Can India afford
to bid adieu to morality in its quest to become a finan-
cial superpower? Economic growth is undoubtedly
important, but prosperity without ethical governance
risks undermining public trust. Political leaders hold
immense responsibility, and allegations of serious crim-
inality involving those at the highest levels of govern-
ment inevitably raise questions about accountability,
integrity and the standards expected in public life.

What we need is to moralise politics, not politicise
morals. As philosopher Karl Popper warned, ignoring
this distinction comes at our own peril. Development
and ethical governance must go hand in hand. Without
morality, even the most ambitious economic dreams
risk becoming castles built on sand.

AVINASH GODBOLEY | MADHYA PRADESH

TAKE

A SUDDEN
WITHDRAWAL,
BEHAVIOURAL

CHANGE OR
DISENGAGEMENT
CAN SOMETIMES
SIGNAL THAT A

CHILD IS
STRUGGLING.

TEACHERS NEED
NOT BECOME

MENTAL-HEALTH
PROFESSIONALS,

BUT THEY DO NEED
THE AWARENESS
TO RECOGNISE
SUCH SIGNS,

RESPOND WITH
EMPATHY AND
KNOW WHEN

PROFESSIONAL
SUPPORT MAY BE

REQUIRED

Artists perform during a ‘Kalash Yatra' during the holy month of Shravan, at Badi
Chaupar, in Jaipur. PHOTO: PTI

PIC TALK

As an octogenarian from a

freedom-fighter family, though

apolitical, I extend my full support

to the Congress Working

Committee’s reaffirmation that

only the first two stanzas of Vande

Mataram should be sung at party

programmes.

As a true patriot and free-

minded citizen, how can I accept

the last four stanzas, which the

Modi Government has politically

added to the patriotic narrative?

Previous BJP governments under

Atal Bihari Vajpayee and Lal

Krishna Advani did not pursue this

issue in the same manner.

Patriotic Indians are shocked,

though not surprised, by the

changing position of Prime

Minister Narendra Modi. The RSS,

the BJP’s ideological parent, did

not participate in the freedom

movement and, until 2002, did not

fly the Tricolour at its

headquarters.

The attempt to impose a

particular interpretation of

patriotism also ignores the

historical context surrounding

Vande Mataram. In 1937,

Rabindranath Tagore advised that

the first two stanzas could be

treated separately because they

had a broader national character,

while the later verses contained

imagery that could be unsuitable

for inclusive national gatherings.

Mahatma Gandhi, Jawaharlal

Nehru, Subhas Chandra Bose and

Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel were also

part of that larger national

movement.

India’s patriotism cannot be

reduced to political ownership.

Vande Mataram belongs to the

entire nation, and no political party

should issue certificates of

patriotism.

BIDYUT K CHATTERJEE | FARIDABAD

VANDE MATARAM BELONGS TO EVERY
INDIAN CITIZEN
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

As classrooms evolve with new curricula, technology and changing approaches to assessment, emotional wellbeing can no
longer remain a peripheral concern. A child’s ability to handle anxiety, failure, relationships and uncertainty is as fundamental

to preparing for life as academic achievement — and it is time education reform recognised that

Education reform must factor in well-being

The author is Founder and
Chairperson, Aditya Birla

Education Trust, and Founder,
Mpower

Sanctions tighten pressure on Iran
The United States is preparing its toughest sanctions
in history against Iran, seeking to squeeze Tehran eco-
nomically and cut off the financial lifelines sustaining
it. Washington has also urged other countries, partic-
ularly China, a major buyer of Iranian oil, to join the
effort. The proposed sanctions come alongside a
revived US naval blockade, creating a pincer-like strat-
egy designed to restrict Iran’s access to trade, energy
revenues and international markets. For Iran, the con-
sequences could extend far beyond government cor-
ridors. Years of sanctions have already strained its
economy, while the latest measures threaten to
deepen Tehran’s isolation amid heightened regional ten-
sions. Iranian Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi has dis-
missed the US campaign as a failed strategy, arguing
that intensifying economic pressure will not force
Tehran into submission.

China, meanwhile, has rejected the premise that
greater economic pressure will resolve the dispute,
calling instead for diplomatic efforts. Its position
could prove consequential as Washington seeks to
restrict one of Iran’s most important economic outlets.

The confrontation risks becoming a struggle over
Iran’s economic survival and its government’s future.

BHAGWAN THADANI | MUMBAI
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We have spent decades asking what our children
need to learn. Perhaps it is time to ask another
question: what do they need in order to learn
well? Education in India has changed significant-
ly. Curricula have become more progressive; tech-
nology has expanded access to knowledge and
assessment is gradually moving beyond rote
learning. These changes reflect a larger shift in
how we think about preparing young people for
an uncertain future. Yet one part of that prepa-
ration is still often treated as secondary: the emo-
tional experience of learning.

A child does not leave their worries at the class-
room door. Pressure to perform, fear of disap-
pointing parents, friendship struggles, loneliness
or uncertainty about the future can influence how
they concentrate, participate and respond to chal-
lenges. If education is meant to prepare young
people for life, then how they feel while learning
cannot remain separate from what they learn.

This is why I believe the next chapter of edu-
cation reform must place emotional wellbeing
alongside academic development. Not instead of
excellence, but as an essential part of enabling
it. The need is increasingly visible. An NCERT survey
conducted in 2022, cited by UNICEF India, found
that 11% of students reported anxiety, 14% expe-
rienced extreme emotions, and 43% reported
mood swings. The importance of early interven-
tion is equally clear half of all mental health dis-
orders begin by age 14, and 75% by the mid-20s.
These figures should prompt us to look beyond
whether a child is keeping up academically and
consider whether they are developing the emo-
tional resources to cope with the demands placed
upon them. Emotional literacy is not a soft skill.
It is a life skill. It begins with giving children the
vocabulary to understand what they are experi-
encing. A child who can recognise frustration
before it becomes anger, understand anxiety
rather than simply fear it, or articulate that they
need help is developing a capacity that will remain
valuable far beyond school. 

A psychologically safe classroom allows chil-
dren to question, disagree, make mistakes and
try again without feeling diminished.   If children
associate mistakes with embarrassment or
failure with loss of worth, they may become more
focused on avoiding errors than on discovering,
experimenting and learning. The role of the
teacher is therefore changing too; not into that
of a mental-health professional, but into that of
an informed and observant adult within a child's
support system.

A sudden withdrawal, behavioural change or

When no one owns the problem
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BIRLA



As India marks
Reforms Utsav,
celebrating 12
years of gover-
nance reforms
under the leader-
ship of the
Hon’ble Prime
Minister Shri
Narendra Modi,
agriculture stands
out as a major
success. The

Government’s farmer-first approach has focused
on raising incomes, reducing cultivation costs,
strengthening risk protection and bringing modern
infrastructure and services from farm to market.
Direct benefit transfers, crop insurance, institution-
al credit, irrigation, digital markets, farm infrastruc-
ture, soil health, mechanisation and technology-
enabled advisories have together improved the
operating environment for farmers.

The results are visible. India’s total foodgrain pro-
duction is estimated at 376.56 million tonnes in
2025-26, the highest ever in the country’s history.
Agricultural exports, which stood at USD 32.08
billion in FY 2014-15, are projected to reach a record
USD 52.55 billion in FY 2025-26. Recent GST ratio-
nalisation has also supported this direction by
reducing rates on tractors below 1800 cc, several
bio-pesticides, micronutrients and other farm-
linked inputs. On the farm advisory side, initiatives
such as the National Pest Surveillance System and
Bharat-VISTAAR are helping improve pest intelli-

gence and decision-making. These initiatives are
laying the foundation for an integrated ecosys-
tem where production, pest surveillance and
market access are increasingly interconnected.

This is why crop protection should become a
central part of the next phase of reform. A country
producing and exporting at record levels needs
a modern system to protect crops and preserve
its competitive edge in global markets. Crop pro-
tection sits at the intersection of productivity,
farmer income, food safety and export readiness.
A pest outbreak can reduce yield. The wrong
product or improper application can jeopardise
residue compliance. A spurious input can damage
the farmer’s crop and weaken trust across the value
chain.

These pressures are intensifying. Climate vari-
ability is changing pest behaviour and infestation
windows. A study published in Science estimated
that for wheat, rice and maize, yield losses from
insect pests could increase by 10-25% for every
degree Celsius of warming. Official estimates
placed before Parliament suggest that pests, dis-
eases and weeds account for about 10-35% of
annual crop losses in India, depending on the crop
and season. Separately, a CropLife India and YES
Bank knowledge report estimates that nearly ?2
lakh crore worth of crop yield is lost annually due
to pests.

Pests are creating a market-access challenge as
well. The EU RASFF system, the US FDA import
refusal system and APEDA’s export advisories show
that residue compliance has become a recurring
concern across high-value markets. APEDA’s advi-

sory on rice exports to Lebanon illustrates how
quickly residue-related concerns in one market can
influence requirements elsewhere. Assam tea faces
a similar challenge, with reports warning that
tighter European residue limits could affect
around 40 million kg of high-end Assam tea exports
to Europe and the UK.

India’s response must begin at the production
stage. Compliance depends on farmers knowing
which product is approved for which crop, how
it should be applied, when it should be applied and
how long the crop must wait before harvest.
Integrated Pest Management must become more
central in practice. Surveillance, correct diagnosis,
economic thresholds, resistant varieties, field
hygiene and responsible use of crop protection
products all have a role. Better pest management
is ultimately about correct use, not more use.

Access to a wider basket of crop protection tech-
nologies enables farmers to choose the most effec-

tive solutions for their crops and pest pressures.
Yet India has only around 380 registered molecules,
compared with nearly 1,200 available globally, lim-
iting access to newer tools needed to manage resis-
tance, improve productivity and meet evolving
export standards. One reason for this gap is the
absence of Protection of Regulatory Data (PRD) in
India. A well-designed PRD framework can encour-
age innovation and facilitate faster access to newer,
more selective and lower-dose crop protection
solutions with improved stewardship practices.
When used in accordance with approved labels
and Good Agricultural Practices, these technolo-
gies can help farmers manage pests pressure more
effectively, optimise spray intensity and better align
with the increasingly stringent residue require-
ments of international markets. At the same time,
farmer training, adherence to approved uses and
pre-harvest intervals, along with robust testing and
traceability systems, remain critical for ensuring
compliance with prescribed Maximum Residue
Limits (MRLs).  Major agricultural economies,
including the EU, the US and China, provide time-
bound regulatory data protection to encourage
innovation. India too can design a calibrated frame-
work for new molecules that promotes earlier
access to advanced technologies while preserv-
ing competition through independent data gen-
eration and eventual generic entry. Such a model
would benefit farmers today and expand oppor-
tunities for domestic manufacturing and exports
over time. Reforms Utsav should be seen not as
the culmination of agricultural reforms, but as a
call for the next phase. India has strengthened its

production base, built export-oriented systems and
embraced digital agriculture. Crop protection reg-
ulation must now keep pace with this transforma-
tion. A Protection of Regulatory Data (PRD) frame-
work can accelerate access to newer crop protec-
tion technologies and enhance the competitive-
ness of Indian agriculture. The proposed Pesticides
Management Bill, 2025 presents a timely oppor-
tunity to provide the regulatory foundation for this
transition by replacing the framework established
under the Insecticides Act, 1968. Its focus on digi-
tisation, stronger action against spurious products,
improved compliance and enhanced regulatory
oversight is a welcome step. To serve farmers in
the next decade, the legislation should also
enable faster registration pathways for innovative
molecules, lower-risk products and new uses,
alongside greater emphasis on label expansion for
export-oriented and minor crops. As global
markets become more demanding, these reforms
are essential to protect yields, raise farm incomes
and reinforce India’s position as a trusted suppli-
er in global agricultural trade.

The next milestone should be an ecosystem
where crop protection decisions are guided by
science, traceability, timely advice and access to
modern tools, all geared towards improving out-
comes for farmers. That is how India can secure
farmer incomes, enhance food safety and build
high-value agricultural exports that meet the stan-
dards of increasingly discerning global markets.

Look at him on the road to Parliament. Twenty-two,
hoarse from sloganeering, phone held high, live
streaming his defiance to the nation, background
music perfectly chosen. The country has decided
he is a revolution.

Now look at the same phone an hour later, on the
bus home. The astrology app is open, because a job
interview is coming and the stars must be consulted.
There are three messages from his mother about a girl
his parents have shortlisted; he will oblige. And there
is the spicy reel served by a machine that knows him
better than he knows himself.

Both screens are real. The country has chosen to see only the first, and has begun
garlanding it. I have spent more than twenty years looking at the second, in direct
question and answer with the young, one person at a time, in lakhs. I am writing
this to say: withdraw the garland. It is the surest way to make certain the young man
never changes.

Every generation is certain that the next one is more rebellious. Hardly anyone
asks: rebellious against what, and from where? The rebel himself has been assem-
bled, by school, media, peer pressure, religion and culture. What they have pro-
duced is a type, and notice the type’s very name: “Gen Z” was coined not by this
generation but by marketers, people who slice the population into cohorts to
sell to. A generation that wears its price sticker as its identity has already told
you something about its condition.

I do not think anything has arrived. Leave the placards aside and see where this
generation actually stands in line.

The astrology app market, worth some fourteen hundred crore rupees in 2024,
is projected to grow tenfold by 2030; investors call it faith tech. Who pays? By
the industry’s own account, eighty-five per cent of users are under thirty-five.
The market for superstition is being sponsored by the generation that calls itself
forward-looking. And a person who cannot even beat imaginary stories will not
stand up to a living oppressor.

The Lokniti-CSDS youth surveys
complete the picture: more than half
the young want a government job
against a quarter who want to build
their own; six in ten want a film
banned if it hurts religious senti-
ment; eighty-four per cent of married
youth had arranged marriages, over-
whelmingly within caste.

I know the private face behind the
placard; it sits before me daily. The
questions are not about transforming
the system. They are: my parents
want me married, what do I do? The
caste is different, how do I tell my
father? A generation whose most
urgent private question is how to find
the courage to speak to its own
father is being garlanded as the
force that will confront the State!

Then there is love, the oldest school of intensity. A revolutionary is first a lover;
both run on the capacity to stake everything on one thing. The heart that will not
burn for a beloved is not about to burn for a nation.

The crowd wanted one minister to go. He went. And the education system that
exists for the sake of “placements”, and the social system that pressures youth into
suicides, stand exactly where they stood.

The grievances are legitimate: the queues for institutions and government jobs
are long, and somebody breaking a queue is a fraud, and fraud deserves anger. But
the anger was not against the queue; it was for the queue. A rebellion whose maximum
demand is better admission into the machine is not a rebellion against the machine.
It is the machine’s own quality-control department, staffed free of cost.

Rebellion here is a mood one puts on, an aesthetic, what they themselves would
call a vibe. And a vibe does not make a revolution. A vibe lifts when the weather
changes. A revolution is what remains when the weather turns against you, and the
weather turned the day one minister resigned.

There is a name for the root of all this: ahankaar, the ego. The ego is the first super-
stition. So long as there is an I here that must be secured at any cost, everything else
follows. The ego is not afraid of revolutions; it steps into them happily. It is afraid
of reality. Bring down one system, and the same centre hands you a brand new insti-
tution the next morning. Iran threw out the Shah in 1979 and put its women in the
veil. Change of generation changes nothing. Change of centre is everything.

So, my young friends: everything above was said about you; now something to
you. I am being blunt because I am your well-wisher, not your enemy. The ones cel-
ebrating you have known you for one news cycle; I have heard your silent wails for
twenty years. Your restlessness is real, and it is the truest thing about you. My com-
plaint is only with where you have been taught to fire from it: at the minister, at the
system, at everything except the place it comes from.

Do not accept those coming to garland you; flattery is the cheapest salary ever
invented, and it is paid to keep you asleep. The revolution you are capable of is nearer
and harder: telling your father the truth this evening, deleting the app you consult
before you dare to live, asking, when the anger rises, who exactly is burning in here.
Stay with the question, because you will see your falseness on Tuesday and be back
inside it by Friday, unless the seeing is joined by the intent to be free of it. That intent
is the only thing entirely yours to give.

You have been cheated, yes, but the exam leaks and the rest are the small cheat-
ing. The big cheating is that in all your years of education, nobody ever turned your
attention toward the one doing all the wanting and fearing. That education was your
birthright, and it was withheld. Go get it: it requires one honest person, and you are
allowed to be the first one you meet.

So drop the tag; it was never your name. You are not
Gen Z or any fancy thing. You are not special, and hear
that as the liberation it is. The work is the work it has
always been.

It is open. It has always been open. Come.
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indeed chilling. If these allegations are proved true, will they
not make every teacher-including me-feel ashamed?

One must repeatedly recall the observations of the late Chief
Justice of India, Justice J. S. Verma, made in 2012 and subsequent-
ly cited in the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, paragraph
15.2: “...a majority of stand-alone TEIs [Teacher Education
Institutions]-over 10,000 in number-are not even attempting
serious teacher education but are essentially selling degrees
for a price.” This observation was made fourteen years ago by
one of the most distinguished legal minds of contemporary India.
Sadly, however, not only public perception but also the view
among many concerned academics remains clear: nothing sub-
stantial has changed. The truth is that India is going to be seri-
ously affected by the deterioration in the quality of education
at practically every stage. The learners cannot be blamed. The
systems of policy formulation, implementation and resource
allocation must accept responsibility for permitting such a sit-
uation to develop. Those who matter in decision-making on such
issues rarely send their own children to government schools.
For them, there are private schools offering what they consid-
er high-quality education. Subsequently, the children of fortu-
nate families have access to foreign universities. If this were not
so, media reports would not have appeared around the cele-
brations of the 80th Independence Day indicating that, in one
state, five government-established universities reportedly
had not a single regular faculty member. Will such a situation
not make the hearts of investors in higher education flutter with
the prospect of an obvious increase in their dividends? The great-
est damage being inflicted on future generations is the failure
to provide them with the necessary knowledge, skills and spirit
to tackle the challenges of their working lives. I can put this on
record on the basis of my personal interactions extending over
six decades with children in schools, young people in colleges
and universities, and those being trained to become school
teachers: the fear of an uncertain future has gripped a major-
ity of our learners-exceptions apart-across the country.

The anxiety and tension cast their dark clouds painfully over
parents and families as well. The political class, particularly those
who have been ousted from power, often focuses almost entire-
ly on collecting political brownie points without offering alter-
native strategies for setting things right. Those in power, on the
other hand, sometimes take solace in recalling similar mishaps
of the past, when their political adversaries were in power.

One wonders: how does this help the nation or the aggriev-
ed young people? Why cannot India think seriously and delib-
erate upon how to spare generations ahead from the genuine
fear of an uncertain future? Young people in schools and higher
education institutions are increasingly apprehensive about the
manipulation of systems by mafias and corrupt elements, both
within and outside the education system. Is it not time to recall
the great dialogical tradition that we encountered while becom-
ing acquainted with that great divine song, the Bhagavad Gita?
Dialogue, reflection and reasoned deliberation have always been
integral to India’s intellectual tradition. They could once again
help us move beyond confrontation towards solutions.

There are certain simple steps that need no lengthy delib-
eration. The Central Advisory Board of Education (CABE) should
be revamped at the earliest and given an appropriate statuto-
ry status. Its recommendations and decisions should be followed
by effective mechanisms for implementation and accountabil-
ity. There is also a long-pending need for serious reconsidera-
tion of the nature and quality of leadership in academic insti-
tutions. Is it not incongruous that a civil servant could head even
a textbook corporation? The appointment of heads of acade-
mic institutions, including Vice-Chancellors, requires in-depth
scrutiny and a fresh approach based on academic leadership,
institutional vision, integrity and professional competence.

If we are serious about becoming a knowledge-driven nation,
the first question we must ask ourselves is simple but profound:
Are we really being fair to the young of India? 

Are we fair to the young of India?

The author is an educationist, a
Padma Shri awardee, and works in
religious amity and social cohesion

Gen Z: A vibe is 

not a revolution
India cannot afford to treat education merely as another administrative department. It is the principal instrument

through which the nation prepares its future. And none should ignore the fundamental truth that the future of
India is initially being shaped primarily in its classrooms, and only afterwards in other places

The next farm reform must protect India’s harvest

There are occasions in
the life of every nation
when generational tran-
sition suddenly attracts
far greater attention than
it usually receives. People
tend to take the growing
up of the next generation
as a routine process,
overlooking the fact that
this process is profound-
ly influenced by the rapid
changes in knowledge
and technology, which in
turn affect the psyche of

every human being. The transition of a child from inno-
cence to a fully developed personality depends significant-
ly on the external socio-cultural environment, which, too,
is changing dramatically and continuously.

The beginning of the academic year 2026-27 has been
disturbed in several ways. One is not referring only to the
agitations witnessed at Jantar Mantar in New Delhi and
in Ranchi, Jharkhand. There are also reports from several
places of school students protesting against the absence
of basic amenities such as functional toilets and drink-
ing water, as well as the shortage of teachers. One often
wonders whether the Right to Education Act has truly deliv-
ered what it promised to the children of India. Needless
to repeat, it is the quality of school education that ulti-
mately determines the quality and level of excellence in
higher education. Education systems that nurture students’
ideas and imagination-the two divine gifts that every child
receives at birth-are obviously destined to excel in inno-
vation. If the power of ideas and imagination is not
impeded by the uncritical pursuit of routine, outdated ped-
agogies and assessment systems, and is not further weak-
ened by inadequacies in basic support structures, creativ-
ity would become evident everywhere and in every field.
Such an environment would also provide fertile ground
for curiosity, which is again a common human posses-
sion. It serves no professional or academic purpose if the
establishment simply blames “outsiders” for agitations
such as those witnessed at Jantar Mantar and Ranchi.

It is a hard fact that external elements sometimes
intrude with borrowed agendas of disruption and sabo-
tage, often with political support from those who have
been ousted from power and are eager to return. They
attempt to push their own hidden agendas into otherwise
genuine movements. The presence of politicians and
known disruptors in large numbers at Jantar Mantar was
evident to everyone. The general perception is that the
presence of antisocial elements and political proxies con-
tributed to the escalation of the situation and the subse-
quent use of force and unacceptable violence. The
young students and ideologically unconstrained citizens
have also noticed how some of the most vocal politicians
and intellectuals have maintained silence over the
student agitation in Jharkhand.

Over the years, agitations, demonstrations and protests
in India have often followed a familiar pattern. There is
sufficient evidence from numerous instances of external
elements intruding into movements and attempting to
destroy their original purpose, even when the cause is
entirely genuine. An agitation may begin with sincerity
of purpose and raise an issue that deserves the serious
attention of those in power and of the nation at large. Yet
the intrusion of politicians-particularly unscrupulous politi-
cians seeking to score political points-sometimes assist-
ed by criminal elements, can deprive a genuine agitation
of its positive intent.

In a democratic system, there is no need to convert every
protest into a political tug-of-war between the govern-
ment and the Opposition. When this happens, the orig-
inal goal is gradually lost. This appears to be what hap-
pened during the Delhi agitation. The education minis-
ter resigned. But so what? Was the resignation the only
goal identified by the students? Certainly not. The polit-
ical class may naturally have been pleased with the devel-
opment, but the criticality of the issues raised by the stu-
dents was lost in the political contest. Such political manip-
ulation leaves young students in a state of confusion and
dilemma. The ghosts of paper leaks and the cancellation
of examinations continue to keep future aspirants on ten-
terhooks. The role of the coaching mafia is not unknown.
It is extremely depressing to observe that teachers and
paper-setters-the very people entrusted with the respon-
sibility of protecting the integrity of examinations-have,
in some cases, been charge-sheeted for betraying the con-
fidence reposed in them by the nation. The details of how
such operations were allegedly planned and executed are
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A 16-day hunger strike ending after the Jharkhand 
government agreed to scrap a controversial 
recruitment examination may look like the conclusion
of a protest. It is not. The more consequential 

question is whether the government can now restore something 
far harder to legislate: the confidence of young people in the 
fairness of the state. The Jharkhand protests began with 
allegations of irregularities in competitive examinations, but 
their significance extends well beyond one examination or one 
state. For thousands of young Indians, government 
employment represents security in an economy where stable 
jobs remain scarce. Years are spent preparing for examinations, 
often after spending substantial amounts on coaching. When 
an examination is cancelled, delayed or suspected of being 
compromised, the loss is not simply administrative. Time, 
money and expectations disappear with it.  

That explains why cancelling an examination is not enough. 
The Hemant Soren government has now agreed to scrap the 
JSSC-CGL examination, cancel examinations conducted by the 
private agency TDPL and investigate recruitment examinations 
dating back to 2014. It has also promised reforms to the 
examination system. These are significant concessions. Yet 
protesters continue to demand a probe by the Central Bureau of 
Investigation. That demand deserves attention, even if a CBI 
investigation is not the answer to every administrative failure, 
or if the agency’s record is spotty at best. Its persistence 
demonstrates the central problem: the protesters want an 
investigation whose credibility they can accept, even if this may 
have a political tinge. This is where the episode becomes a test 
of governance.  

A government can announce an inquiry, appoint a committee 
and cancel an examination. But if citizens believe that the 
institutions investigating alleged wrongdoing are themselves 
insufficiently independent, each response risks becoming 
another reason for suspicion. The cycle is particularly 
dangerous in recruitment, where the state is effectively asking 
young citizens to accept that merit will be recognised through a 
system they can trust. There is also a difficult problem behind 
the government's latest announcement. If investigations into 
examinations conducted since 2014 uncover irregularities, what 
happens to those who cleared them without wrongdoing and 
have already entered government service? Correcting one 
injustice cannot create another. Reform must distinguish 
between institutional malpractice and individual culpability. 

The episode therefore cannot be judged simply by whether 
the protesters return home. The hunger strike ending is 
welcome because prolonged fasting should never become a 
necessary instrument for obtaining accountability. But a protest 
ending and a grievance being resolved are not the same thing. 

Jharkhand now has an opportunity to demonstrate that it 
understands the distinction. A credible investigation, 
transparent publication of findings, protection of genuinely 
affected candidates and meaningful reform of the examination 
machinery would begin repairing institutional trust. For India’s 
young job aspirants, that is the real issue. The ending of the 
16-day fast is welcome, but it does not mark the end of the 
agitation. A section of the protesters continues to demand a CBI 
inquiry, with some still fasting. The government has won 
breathing space, not closure. 

Breast milk is referred to as the gold 
standard of nutrition. For infants, it 
is the safest and the most complete 
nourishment with a unique 

composition ~ 87 per cent water, and the rest 
being macro-and micronutrients ~ seven per 
cent carbohydrates (mainly lactogen), four 
per cent lipids, and 1 per cent protein and 
others (vitamins and minerals).   

Its composition changes with lactation 
periods, which is caused by physiological 
factors as well as the corresponding needs 
of infants. At the beginning of the lactation 
period, during the initial 3-4 days, colostrum 
is produced. The first milk is packed with 
antibodies that protect babies from diseases 
and death, then immature milk (for about 2 
weeks) and finally mature milk. 

Colostrum is intended to provide immune 
protection to babies against numerous 
environmental pathogens. In mature milk, 
the concentration of lipids is higher than in 
colostrum. Even if mothers get sick, their 
bodies automatically create antibodies in 
breast milk to fight infections, which then 
protect their babies from the same illness, 
creating what experts call “the most personalized 
form of medicine” that adapts uniquely to 
each baby’s health needs and environment. 
Scientists and public health authorities, 
including the World Health Organization 
(WHO), have aptly described breast milk as 
a newborn’s first vaccine and primary defense 
against diseases. 

Honed by evolution, its composition ~ 
macronutrients and micronutrients, bioactive 
molecules and even stem cells ~ supports 
optimal growth, strengthens immune defenses 
and aids neurodevelopment. Breast milk 
dampens inflammation, neutralizes pathogens 
and shapes the gut microbiome of infants. 
By promoting the maturation of mucous 
membranes, it lowers the risk of allergies, 
autoimmune disorders and also contributes 
to the proper development of the gastrointestinal, 
nervous, endocrine and immune systems. It 
protects against obesity and respiratory 
infection as well. 

Above all, components of breast milk are 
now being explored as potential therapies 
for adult conditions, from cancer and 

cardiovascular diseases to arthritis and 
irritable bowel syndrome.  In 2015, a long-term 
study published in The Lancet Global Health 
provided evidence that long duration of 
breastfeeding is intimately associated with 
higher intelligence in adulthood, more years 
of schooling and greater earnings. 

Indeed, for all practical purposes, “breast 
milk is nature’s nectar.” But this nectar is 
also a biofluid which gets affected by 
environmental pollution. A growing body of 
studies are now detecting environmental 
contaminants in breast milk across India. 
Persistent fat-soluble organic chemicals 
present in a woman’s body tend to 
accumulate in her adipose tissue. When 
lactation begins and fat stores are mobilized 
to produce milk, a fraction of those lifetime 
accumulations of environmental contaminants 
can pass to the infant. During lactation, 
specialized transporters in mammary 
epithelial cells, whose activity increases 
markedly, draw these components including 
pollutants from the mother’s bloodstream 
into the alveolar lumen of the mammary 
gland, from which milk is secreted. Fearfully, 
transfer of many environmental pollutants 
traced in breast milk follow the biological 
pathways followed by essential elements. 

Consequences of indiscriminate use of 
pesticides in agriculture and food to control 
pests, and widespread use of polychlorinated 
biphenyls (PCBs) in paints, lubricating and 
hydraulic fluids, and also as plasticizers, are 
posing serious threats to the living organisms. 
Trace amounts of these compounds that 
enter the body get accumulated due to their 
solubility in body fat. Those chemicals refuse 
to degrade. They even undergo biomagnification, 
the process through which the concentration 
of these pesticides multiples as they move 
up the food chain. Several studies worldwide 
confirm the presence of DDT and its metabolites 
(DDE) in breast milk. Business Inside India 
(9 February 2023) reported over 100 infants’ 
deaths from pesticide exposure in breast 
milk. A study by Lucknow’s Queen Mary 
Hospital linked pesticides in breast milk to 
the death of around 111 newborns in Maharajganj 
district of Uttar Pradesh during a period of 
ten months. 

Another problem is the presence of heavy 
metals ~ arsenic, lead, cadmium, and even 
mercury ~ in breast milk. These metals are 
ubiquitous in nature. Human exposure to 

metals usually occurs during occupational 
activities, mainly through inhalation and 
dermal routes in mining and industry, and 
over a lifetime, from water and food consumption 
and exposure to soil, dust and air. For the 
general population, exposure comes mainly 
from water and food consumption. 

As many as 75 studies published since 
2000 reporting levels of toxic metals like 
arsenic, lead, mercury and cadmium in breast 
milk were reviewed. Lead was the metal 

most investigated in breast 
milk (43 studies), and for 
which the highest levels were 
reported (up to 1515 micrograms 
per litre). Arsenic was the 
least investigated (18 studies), 
with highest levels reported 
for breast milk (up to 149 
micrograms per litre) collected 
from regions using high-arsenic 
contaminated drinking water. 

Data from 34 studies showed 
high levels of mercury in 
breast milk of women living 
among high sea fish-consuming 
communities. Cadmium levels 

in breast milk were lowest, with mean value 
less than two micrograms per litre in 29 
studies. Results of risk assessments indicated 
that the intake of arsenic, lead and mercury 
by infants through breastfeeding can be 
considered a health concern in most regions 
of the world.  These toxic metals cross the 
placenta and the blood brain barrier, and are 
excreted through breast milk. Exposure to 
lead and mercury has been related to neurotoxic 
problems later in life.  

The presence of microplastics (MP) in 
breast milk raises serious concerns about 
their potential impact on the health of the 
baby. Defined as plastic particles smaller 
than 5 mm, MPs have been detected in 
various environmental matrices, including 
water, air, and soil.  Those are also found in 
various food and beverage products and can 
enter the human body through ingestion, or 
inhalation leading to bioaccumulation in 
tissues such as blood, lungs, placenta and 
feces. After entering the bloodstream, they 
can cross the blood-milk barrier. The barrier 
allows a wider range of particle sizes to pass 
compared to the placenta barrier. Infants 
are also exposed to MPs from using plastic 
baby products like breast pumps, storage 

bags and bottles. MPs are known to carry 
toxic additives such as bisphenol A (BPA) 
and phthalates which have potential impacts 
on the body of infants because of their 
immature developing organs and weak 
immune system.  Deleterious impacts of 
some pollutants found in breast milk on 
infants have been mentioned in the Table 
published alongside. (see table above). 

Uranium-238 is the most abundant 
(accounting for about 99 per cent) isotope 
of the naturally occurring radioactive element 
uranium. Presence of U-238 in breast milk is 
the latest threat. Uranium is found widely in 
granite and other rocks. It can enter groundwater 
through natural processes, especially in 
oxygen-rich environments, and also due to 
human activities like mining, burning of 
coal and use of phosphate fertilizers which 
contain a trace amount of uranium. 

A scientific study evaluated breast milk of 
randomly selected 40 lactating mothers 
living in regions of different districts along 
the Gangetic plain in Bihar where people 
use uranium contaminated groundwater. 
The study revealed significantly high uranium 
content in breast milk of lactating mothers. 
Exposure to uranium can pose significant 
health risks including kidney damage, bone 
damage and an increased risk of cancer. 
Around 70 per cent of the infant population 
faced non-carcinogenic health effects. Usually, 
infants are highly vulnerable to potential 
non-carcinogenic in comparison to their 
mothers due to their real time of elimination 
of U-238 from their bodies. In India, some 18 
states and 151 districts are affected by uranium 
poisoning. 

A general solution to breast milk pollution 
lies in strengthening environmental regulation, 
monitoring the quality of groundwater, 
reassessing fertilizer production, rationalization 
of agricultural practices, and expansion of 
biomonitoring research. Regular testing of 
water sources and nationwide studies on 
breast milk contamination could provide a 
solution. A famous American proverb goes: 
“We do not inherit the earth from our ancestors; 
we borrow it from our children.” It is our 
moral responsibility to ensure that we 
bequeath a healthy planet “in no worse 
condition than we receive it.” But shamefully 
we have polluted the planet to such an extent 
that the first food of the next generation has 
been put under threat.

It is difficult not to feel both dismayed 
and disappointed by the series of 
election management failures recently 
revealed at South Korea’s National 

Election Commission.  
During the local elections in June, some 

polling stations ran short of ballots, forcing 
voters to wait for extended periods and, 
in some cases, disrupting their ability to 
vote as scheduled. Problems have also 
surfaced in the handling of the reporting 
of voter turnout and vote-counting results. 

The term “K-democracy” reflects the 
pride Koreans take in the country’s 
remarkable democratic development.  

South Korea overcame decades of 
authoritarian rule and has achieved 
repeated peaceful transfers of power, 
developing into one of the world’s advanced 
democracies.  

That makes the failures in election 
management, one of the basic elements 

of democracy, particularly disturbing. If 
public confidence in election results begins 
to erode, trust in democracy itself can 
also be shaken, along with an important 
source of national pride. 

Disappointment and anger, however, 
will not solve the problem. 
The current controversy should 
instead become an opportunity 
to examine weaknesses in 
Korean democracy and 
strengthen the institutions 
that protect it. In addressing 
the problem, at least three 
principles should be kept firmly 
in mind. 

First, administrative failures in election 
management must be clearly distinguished 
from conspiracy theories alleging systematic 
election fraud.  

Claims of organized nationwide election 
manipulation had largely faded from 

mainstream South Korean politics after 
the massive election fraud of 1960, but 
resurfaced after the April 2020 parliamentary 
elections. Allegations emerged that Chinese 
hackers had infiltrated the NEC’s computer 
system to manipulate election results, 

that counterfeit ballots had been used, 
and that early-voting results had been 
fabricated.  

Yet no credible evidence has been 
presented to substantiate these claims. 
The Supreme Court rejected allegations 
of systematic fraud in lawsuits seeking 
to invalidate election results.  

Security inspections of the NEC’s 
information systems involving the National 
Intelligence Service and the Korea Internet 
& Security Agency likewise found no 
evidence that North Korea or another 
outside actor had intruded into the NEC’s 
computer systems. The structure of Korean 
elections itself makes large-scale manipulation 

extraordinarily difficult. More than 14,000 
polling stations and roughly 250 counting 
centers operate nationwide, involving 
hundreds of thousands of public officials, 
temporary election workers, party-appointed 
observers and ordinary citizens.  

Ballot-sorting machines operate offline 
rather than through external internet 
connections, and the final verification 
process involves human inspection. 
Systematically manipulating a nationwide 
election under such circumstances would 
require extensive coordination and silence 
among a vast number of people. 

Britain’s response to Russia’s latest warning over 
British-made drones used in strikes inside Russian 
territory is more consequential than the exchange of 
threats might suggest. It marks another step towards 

an uncomfortable reality of the Ukraine war: Western countries 
are becoming increasingly involved in shaping not merely 
Ukraine’s ability to resist Russia, but its ability to take the war to 
Russia. Britain’s position is understandable. Russia invaded 
Ukraine and continues to occupy a substantial part of its 
territory. Kyiv cannot realistically be expected to fight a war of 
self-defence while accepting a permanent geographical 
limitation on where it may strike the military infrastructure 
sustaining Russia’s aggression. Oil refineries, logistics centres, 
weapons facilities and other strategic targets inside Russia are 
legitimate components of Ukraine’s war effort if they contribute 
directly to Russia’s capacity to wage war. Yet legitimacy does 
not eliminate risk. 

The more sophisticated Ukraine’s Western-supplied weapons 
become, the harder it will be for Moscow to regard Britain 
simply as an arms supplier standing outside the conflict. 
Long-range drones, cruise missiles and electronic-warfare 
systems do not merely add to Ukraine’s arsenal. They alter the 
strategic reach of the Ukrainian military. And when such 
systems are used against targets hundreds of kilometres inside 
Russia, Moscow has an obvious incentive to hold the countries 
providing them responsible. This is precisely why Britain’s 
refusal to be intimidated matters. If every Russian warning 
could force a Western government to impose its own 
restrictions on Ukraine, Moscow would possess an indirect veto 
over Western policy. The Kremlin would have an incentive to 
threaten escalation whenever Ukraine acquired a new 
capability. But there is a difference between refusing to be 
intimidated and refusing to recognise danger. Britain must do 
both things simultaneously: maintain support for Ukraine 
while ensuring that the conflict does not drift into a direct 
confrontation between Nato states and Russia. 

That requires political clarity. Western governments should 
be explicit about what assistance they are providing, what 
objectives they seek and what limits they recognise. Ukraine 
should retain the ability to degrade Russia’s military capacity, 
but its allies must also understand that every technological 
advance carries strategic consequences. The Russian warning 
should therefore neither be dismissed as empty bluster nor 
treated as an instruction to retreat. Russia has repeatedly used 
the threat of escalation to discourage Western assistance to 
Ukraine. At the same time, Moscow has demonstrated that it is 
prepared to retaliate in unpredictable ways, including through 
cyber operations, sabotage and other forms of pressure below 
the threshold of open war. The real test for Britain is not 
whether it can sound defiant. It is whether it can remain 
steadfast without becoming reckless. Supporting Ukraine for as 
long as necessary is a legitimate strategic commitment. But the 
longer the war continues, the more important it becomes to 
distinguish resolve from escalation. Britain must help Ukraine 
change the balance of the war without allowing the balance 
between war and wider European conflict to disappear. 

Trust  Test 

Escalation  Test 

A study evaluated breast milk of 
randomly selected 40 lactating 
mothers living in regions of 
different districts along the 
Gangetic plain in Bihar where 
people use uranium 
contaminated groundwater. 
The study revealed significantly 
high uranium content in breast 
milk of lactating mothers. 
Exposure to uranium can pose 
significant health risks 
including kidney damage, bone 
damage and an increased  risk 
of cancer 
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IN MEMORIAM

Mining tax 
Sir, The proposed amendments to the 

Mines and Minerals (Development and 
Regulation) Act, 1957 (MMDR Act) seek to 
bring greater transparency, uniformity and 
predictability to mineral taxation, an objective 
that deserves broad support. However, the 
attempt to restrict State taxation of 
“mineral-bearing land” raises a legitimate 
constitutional and federal concern. 

The Supreme Court’s 2024 MADA judgment 
clearly recognised the States’ power under 
Entry 49 of the State List to tax land, 
including mineral-bearing land. Parliament’s 
power under Entry 54 to regulate mines 
and mineral development cannot automatically 
extinguish this constitutionally assigned 
fiscal power. Any such restriction should 
therefore be carefully examined to avoid 
upsetting the federal balance. 

A more durable solution could emerge 
through consultation and consensus under 
Article 252, as demonstrated in the field of 
water pollution legislation. States and the 
Centre should jointly evolve a transparent 
framework that rationalises royalties, cesses 
and other levies while adequately accounting 
for environmental and carbon costs. 

Yours, etc., Sanjay Chopra, 
Mohali, 19 August. 

 

Plug the holes 
Sir, Apropos “West Bengal launches 

Ayushman Bharat, WB health insurance 
scheme” (17 August), neither the list of 
empanelled hospitals nor measures to check 
refusal of patients with Ayushman cards 
has been announced.  

Video recording of corporate admission 
desks, display of bed occupancy and the 

hidden costs as in the case of the former 
“Swasthya sathi” need to be addressed.  

Corruption related to joint replacement 
surgery, cataract surgery, cancer and high-value 
cardiac cases should be given a fresh look. 
Media glare on a colourful rollout programme 
should not overshadow the sustenance of 
the scheme.  

Yours, etc., Basudeb Dutta, 
Santipur, 17 August. 

 

Banking 
Sir, The Finance Minister’s initiative to 

constitute a panel to examine the future of 
banking in the context of Viksit Bharat is 
both timely and necessary. India’s ambitions 
for faster economic growth and broader 
prosperity will require a banking system 
that can efficiently mobilise capital and 
provide reliable financial support to every 

productive sector. 
The panel should focus on making banks 

more resilient, innovative and responsive 
to changing economic needs. Digital platforms, 
artificial intelligence and fintech solutions 
can improve the delivery of banking services, 
particularly in underserved areas. However, 
rapid technological expansion must be 
supported by strong cybersecurity, data 
protection and effective regulation. 

Special attention should also be given to 
the credit needs of farmers, MSMEs, 
entrepreneurs and startups. Affordable and 
timely finance can encourage investment, 
innovation and employment. At the same 
time, banks must strengthen due diligence, 
corporate governance and risk-management 
practices to minimise the possibility of 
fresh non-performing assets. 

Yours, etc., Rukma Sharma, 
Jalandhar, 18 August.
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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.
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Jharkhand’s recruitment process 
had been a source of frustration for 
thousands of young aspirants, caught 
between competitive examinations, 

repeated delays and allegations of malpractice. 
What began as individual disappointment 
gradually turned into a collective movement 
demanding greater transparency and 
accountability. 

The JPSC-JSSC Reform Manch emerged 
as the public face of that agitation. Its 
sustained campaign eventually culminated 
in the state government’s decision to 
cancel the JSSC-CGL examination and 
examinations conducted through TDPL, 
along with announcing a broader inquiry 
and recruitment reforms. In this 
conversation with Shashi Singh, prominent 
voices of the JPSC-JSSC Reform Manch 
- Piyush Kumar and Ravindra Paswan 
- reflect on their journey.   

 
Q: Before the JPSC-JSSC Reform 

Manch made you a public figure, 
who was Piyush Kumar? What 
kind of life were you preparing 
for, and what did a government 
job mean to you and your family? 

Piyush: Like any other aspirant in 
Jharkhand, I am also an ordinary 
aspirant. I come from Chouparan in 
Hazaribagh district and have a rural 
background. My father is a farmer, and 
my mother is a homemaker.   

I was trying to build a life where, 
through my education, I could secure 
a decent job, become a source of support 
for my family, and make a meaningful 
contribution to society. 

 
Q: And Ravindra, what about 

you? What brought you to competitive 
examinations, what kind of future 
were you preparing for, and when 
did personal frustration turn into 
a  d e c i s i o n  t o  c h a l l e n ge  t h e 
recruitment system itself ? 

Ravindra: My story is much like 
Piyush’s. I also come from a simple 

rural background. I am from Padma, 
near Hazaribagh. We kept filling out 
form after form and appearing for 
exam after exam, but in this corrupt 
system, our efforts were going to waste. 

That was when I realised we first 
had to fight this corruption. I found 
support from friends who were facing 
the same challenges, and together we 
moved forward with this campaign. 

 
Q: Many aspirants face delays 

and irregularities but return to 
their books and prepare for the 
next exam. You chose to take to 
the streets, knowing it could cost 
you time, career opportunities 
and personal stability. What made 
you take that risk? 

Piyush: We knew that irregularities 
in examinations were common in Jharkhand, 
but I had no idea they were happening 
on such a large scale. Even after putting 
in a lot of preparation, when I could not 
get selected, I initially thought there must 
be some shortcoming on my part. 

But gradually, with every examination, 
I began seeing more instances of 
irregularities and malpractice. I saw 
people around me clear JPSC examinations 
despite being convinced that, given 
their level of preparation and ability, 
they could not have genuinely done 
so. Some were even selected without 
knowing basic facts, such as how many 
districts Jharkhand has. 

That was the moment I realised this 
was no longer just about me. It connected 
me to the shared pain and frustration 
of lakhs of young people in Jharkhand. 

 
Q :  W h a t ,  i n  yo u r  v i ew,  i s 

f u n d a m e n t a l ly  w r o n g  w i t h 
Jharkhand�s recruitment system? 
You have made serious allegations. 
What is the strongest evidence you 
can place, and what, in your view, 
still needs to be established through 
an independent investigation? 

Ravindra: Malpractice has taken 
place under the government’s watch. 
And this was not limited to minor 
favours or isolated irregularities. There 
were large-scale financial transactions 
involved as well. 

The government is talking about a 
CID investigation, but these are allegations 
and concerns that we had already 
raised. So, what is new in the CID 
investigation? We have serious doubts 
about whether the CID can conduct 
an impartial investigation in this matter. 

Given the allegations, we believe the 
matter should be investigated by the 
CBI, and since there are allegations of 
financial transactions, the ED should 
also examine the money trail. Only an 
independent investigation can get to 
the bottom of the systemic irregularities. 

 
Q: How did this shared frustration 

eventually turn into a platform? 
Piyush: A group of like-minded 

people first came together in Hazaribagh. 
We then felt that this issue needed to 
be taken to aspirants across the state. 

So, we came to Ranchi, and gradually, 
students who had been fighting their 
individual battles, either on their own 
or through small groups like ours, 
began coming together. 

One important development, which 
was also widely discussed, was the charter 
of our movement. It helped reinforce its 
non-political character and made it clear 
that our fight was about the recruitment 
system and the rights of aspirants, not 
about any political party. 

The rest, as they say, is history. 
 
Q: The government cancelled 

the JSSC-CGL and the examinations 
conducted through TDPL, and 
announced a broader inquiry and 
recruitment reforms. When you 
heard the decision, what was your 
first thought? Did you feel the 
movement had won, and if so, 
what exactly had you won? 

Ravindra: It felt good. It felt like 
student unity had achieved an important 
milestone. But at the same time, there 
was a sense of regret that it took the 
government so long to understand the 
situation and make a decision.  

I  also see this decision as an 
acknowledgement by the government 
that irregularities did take place, something 
it had been denying until now. 

 
Q: Some candidates who cleared 

the JSSC-CGL say the cancellation 
has punished them despite having 
passed the exam fairly. What do 
you say to them, and what would 
be a fair remedy for candidates who 
were not involved in any wrongdoing? 

Piyush: I have complete sympathy 
for those who were genuinely selected 
on merit, and I have no doubt that their 
talent will help them succeed again. 
But under the circumstances, cancelling 
these examinations was the right option. 

When a disease is serious and an 
operation is necessary, the incision 

has to be made. The scale of malpractice 
in these examinations is so extensive 
that it has become almost impossible 
to distinguish genuine merit from 
manipulation. 

This cancellation also sets an important 
precedent for the future. Anyone thinking 
of securing a government job through 
malpractice will think a thousand times 
before attempting such a fraud. Ultimately, 
that is important for the future of Jharkhand. 

 
Q: The movement has shown 

that organised students can compel 
a government to reverse a major 
r e c r u i t m e n t  d e c i s i o n .  W h a t 
responsibility comes with that 
influence, and how will you ensure 
t h e  Re f o r m  M a n c h  r e m a i n s 
independent of political parties 
and does not become a vehicle for 
political mobilisation? 

Piyush: I want to reiterate that the 
Reform Manch is fundamentally 
non-political, and it will remain so. We 
have neither any special affinity for 
nor any hostility towards any political 
leader. Our focus has always been on 
reforming the system. The Reform 
Manch will continue to work in that 
direction. We welcome moral support 
and solidarity from every section of 
society, but the movement itself will 
remain independent and non-political. 

 
Q: But there was a point when 

the movement saw you burn effigies 
of Rahul Gandhi, Hemant Soren 
and Tejashwi Yadav, and you also 
demanded the Chief Minister�s 
resignation. How do you reconcile 
those actions with your claim that 
the movement is non-political? 

Piyush: It was not our intention to 
politicise the movement, but we did take 
that step. Rahul Gandhi had assured us 
that the Jharkhand government, in which 
his party is also a coalition partner, would 
act on our demands within a specific 

timeframe. When that deadline passed, 
we felt that we were being led on. 

We did this to remind him of his 
commitment to us. You cannot, on the 
one hand, assure us that you stand 
with our cause and, on the other, 
continue to remain part of a government 
that is not listening to our demands. 

Our action was about holding people 
accountable for their commitments, 
not about aligning the movement with 
any political party. 

 
Q: Jharkhand is now seeing the 

government�s decision as a major 
victory for your movement. After 
this long journey, what additional 
responsibility do you now feel 
you carry? 

Ravindra: We fought a purposeful 
battle, and everyone made a meaningful 
contribution. This is not about any 
individual, but about collective strength. 

Our goal is to ensure that examinations 
in the state are conducted fairly, the 
system is reformed, no one is treated 
unjustly, and everyone gets an equal 
opportunity. 

 
Q :  I f  yo u  we r e  g ive n  t h e 

responsibility of reforming JPSC 
and JSSC tomorrow, what are the 
three changes you would make 
immediately? 

Piyush: First, I would end the practice 
of outsourcing the conduct of competitive 
examinations to private agencies. 

Second, I would ensure that no 
political person or politically motivated 
individual is ever appointed as the 
chairman of the commission. 

Third, there should be a pre-announced 
recruitment and examination calendar, 
and it must be strictly followed. 

These three changes would be an 
immediate starting point for restoring 
credibility and ensuring that young 
people in Jharkhand do not have to 
fight the same battle again.

ACROSS 
 

7    Players of games 

put on half-length 

legwear (6) 

8    Several gods � the 

acting god of nature 

to the fore (8) 

9    Fielding � possibly 

with new spinning 

stars (4) 

10  Worker works with 

skilful movements 

(10) 

11  Trained pear lies 

against the wall?  

(8) 

13  See 19 

15  Incidents of 

motorway madness? 

They�re insubstantial 

(7) 

16  Fatigue turning into 

bout of fever  

(4-3) 

19/13  Booker Prize 

winner in demand 

before university 

called foul  

(5,2,3) 

21  Iron Duke not due to 

appear in high-class 

gathering after 

having gone 

downhill (5-3) 

22  Progressive increase 

of delight about 

regular social 

appearances  

(10) 

24  Seven from Paris 

quietly going for 

more time in 

subterranean home 

(4) 

25  Conventional way of 

reaching country 

home kept by the 

French?  

(4-4) 

26  Gold accepted by 

first person to get 

gold for acting great 

(6) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    Fletcher has designs 

on prison uniforms 

with Mackay 

innocently trusting 

him at first (10) 

2    Invalid entrance to 

nightclub gets 

jammed, not 

opening (4) 

3    End sentence with 

period children are 

taught (4-4) 

4    Definitely where Sir 

should go to be 

loved! (6) 

5    French noblemen�s  

�à votre santé�, 
drinking a litre 

between six (10) 

6    Slowly run out of 

unopened alcohol (4) 

8    Need peer to crush a 

Parisian uprising (6) 

12  Alt-Right advantage 

for Left-Bankers?  

(5-5) 

14  Night-time predator 

pursuing insect into 

willow (7,3) 

17  Nothing trivial, 

perhaps, upset tribal 

leader (8) 

18  Start a Ximenean 

section for A to Z 

connoisseurs?  

(7) 

20  Escort fuel once had 

this? (4,2) 

23  Take time out to 

obtain closure (4) 

24  Paris summit 

proscribed synthetic 

dress (4)

1 2 3 4 5 6

7 8

9 10

11 12 13 14

15 16 17

18

19 20 21

22 23 24

25 26
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YESTERDAY'S SOLUTION

P E R S P E C T I V E

100 Years Ago

SATURDAY INTERVIEW

‘Disease serious, operation a must’

News Items

OCCASIONAL NOTE 

A STATEMENT of general interest to 
railway passengers was made by Mr. 
Parsons in the Assembly on Friday in 
answer to a question regarding the desirability 
of introducing third class week-end tickets 
between large towns. Mr. Parsons said 
that the matter was within the competence 
of the Agents of the railways concerned. 
The impression has been very general 
hitherto that the Railway Board alone had 
the power to make concessions in any 
matter in which fares were concerned. 
However, now that the responsibility, so 
far as week-end tickets are concerned has 
been placed upon Agents those individuals 
who in Bombay and elsewhere have been 
busy at all seasons in the Press ventilating 
this very grievance of third-class passengers 
will know exactly where to address their 
letters and petitions. That the concession 
asked for will if granted, add largely to the 
traffic returns there is no doubt. The only 
reason why it has not been made seems to 
be that a beginning would involve a certain 
amount of departure from routine and 
railway officials, like the officials of all big 
public bodies, are rather afraid of that.

PRAMOD BORO 
 

There are people who pass 
through our lives, and there 
are rare souls who leave a light 
behind. They do not merely 

teach us how to live; they awaken 
something within us that we did not 
know existed. They do not simply offer 
answers; they teach us how to ask the 
questions that matter most. 

Niketu Iralu was such a soul, his 
departure has left a silence that words 
cannot adequately embrace. The hills 
of Nagaland may continue to stand in 
their timeless prettiness, the winds 
may still move through the valleys, and 
the world may continue its restless 
journey, but for those who knew him, 
something profoundly precious has 
gone quiet. 

For me, Niketu Iralu was far more 
than a mentor, guide or philosopher. 
He was a mirror in which I learned to 
see myself. He helped me know myself, 
find myself and understand the many 
colours of human society: the colours 
of courage and fear, compassion and 
cruelty, truth and deception, love and 
prejudice. He taught me that the most 
difficult journey is not the journey 
across mountains or borders, but the 
journey from the self towards the truth 
within oneself. Through his wisdom 
and his example, he encouraged me to 
examine what is right and what is 
wrong according to the enduring 
principles of human dignity and 

conscience, and not according to 
convenience, power or circumstance. 
He taught me that doing the right thing 
is not always the easiest path, but it is 
the path that gives meaning to human 
life. 

Above all, he taught me the sacred 
idea of selfless service. In a world 
increasingly measured by achievement, 
possession, influence and recognition, 
Niketu reminded us that the highest 
measure of a human being is how much 
one can give without asking what one 
will receive in return. Service, for him, 
was not charity from one person to 
another. It was an expression of our 
shared humanity. 

His life belonged neither to one 
community nor to one geography. 
Though deeply rooted in Nagaland and 
the Northeast of India, his vision reached 
far beyond mountains, borders and 
identities. His work through Initiatives 
of Change and Asia Plateau reflected a 
conviction that humanity's deepest 
wounds cannot be healed by power 
alone. They require listening, humility, 
truth, courage and reconciliation. 

He had the extraordinary ability to 
speak truth without hatred, listen 
without prejudice, and disagree without 
diminishing another human being. He 
listened to people's pain, their fears, 
their dreams. And he listened not merely 
to respond, but to understand and that 
quality is even more rare in our world. 
We live in an age of extraordinary 
scientific and technological progress, 

yet humanity continues to struggle 
with conflict, intolerance, loneliness, 
inequality, mistrust and violence. We 
can communicate across continents in 
seconds, yet we often fail to communicate 
with the human being sitting beside 
us. He understood this paradox deeply 
and he believed that reconciliation does 
not mean forgetting injustice. Peace 
does not mean surrendering truth. 
Living together does not require us to 
obliterate our differences rather, peace 
begins when we recognise the dignity 
of another human being even when 
we disagree with them. 

That is why his message belongs not 
only to Nagaland, not only to India, 
and not only to Asia. It belongs to the 
world. His contribution was recognised 
through several honours, including the 
8th Soldier of Humanity Award presented 
by UNBT, Kokrajhar. But I believe the 
deepest honour of his life was the 
invisible one - the trust placed in him 
by people who found courage, reconciliation 
and hope through his presence. Today, 
his passing has created a profound 
emptiness. The hills of Nagaland mourn.  
The IofC family and Asia Plateau mourn. 
The Northeast mourns. Bodoland 
mourns. All those, across different parts 
of India and the world, who were 
fortunate enough to come into his circle 
of influence feel the weight of this loss. 

For a moment, we are speechless 
and thoughtless and perhaps, in such 
moments, silence itself becomes a 
language of grief. Yet I do not wish to 

remember Niketu only through sorrow. 
I wish to remember him through the 
light he left behind. A candle does not 
become smaller because another candle 
is lit from its flame. It becomes part of 
a greater light. In the same way, Niketu's 
life will continue wherever someone 
chooses truth over falsehood, reconciliation 
over revenge, dialogue over hatred, 
service over selfishness and compassion 
over indifference. His physical journey 
has ended, but his moral journey 
continues through all of us who carry 
something of his wisdom in our hearts. 

I often think that the greatest teachers 
do not give us a map of life. They give 
us a compass. Niketu gave me such a 
compass. It will remain with me for 
the rest of my life. Whenever I face 
difficult choices, I will remember his 
insistence on truth. Whenever I encounter 
disagreement, I will remember his 
patience in listening. Whenever I witness 
suffering, I will remember his call to 
serve. Whenever humanity appears 
divided, I will remember his faith in 
reconciliation. 

And whenever power or position 
threatens to overshadow the human 
being within us, I will remember the 
simple but profound lesson he embodied: 
to remain human is itself the highest 
responsibility. I pray to the Almighty 
to receive his noble soul with infinite 
grace and eternal peace. I pray that his 
spirit may continue to guide us from 
beyond this earthly existence - to help 
us face the immense human crises of 

our age with compassion rather than 
anger, courage rather than fear, reconciliation 
rather than revenge, and love rather 
than hatred. 

The world today does not merely 
need more powerful people. It needs 
more humane people. It needs more 
listeners and bridge-builders. More 
truth-seekers and servants of humanity. 
More people willing to carry another 
person's pain as though it were their 
own. Niketu Iralu showed us that such 
a life is possible. I will remain deeply 
and eternally grateful to him for helping 
me know myself, find myself and 
understand my responsibility towards 
humanity. The ideas he shared with 
me, and the values I have tried to share 
with others, will remain with me as a 
guiding spirit for the rest of my life. 

Perhaps this is the most beautiful 
way a human being can defeat death - 
not by living forever in the body, but by 
continuing to live in the conscience of 
others. Niketu Iralu will live there. In 
our conscience. In our courage and 
compassion. In our commitment to 
peace and in every act of selfless service 
offered to another human being. 

May his soul rest in eternal peace. 
May his light never fade. And may we, 
who remain behind, have the courage 
to carry that light into a world that 
needs it more than ever. With profound 
gratitude, reverence and love. 

 
 

The writer is a Member of the Rajya Sabha.

Iralu’s life a message for the world
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B
ANGLADESH’s new
President, the once
Left-leaning Mirza
Fakhrul Islam Alamgir,
was all of 23 years old

back in March 1971, at home in
Thakurgaon in northern East Pak-
istan, when he heard that Pak-
istani military officers had
unleashed Operation Searchlight
all over the country and were mas-
sacring unarmed Bangladeshi
nationalists, intellectuals and
politicians. Two days later, on
March 27, Alamgir and friends
heard Major Ziaur Rahman, a
serving Major in the Pakistan
Army, give the rousing call for an
independent Bangladesh over
radio, on behalf of Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman, from his hideout in
Chattogram (then Chittagong) —
a message that was picked up by
BBC and Radio Australia and
relayed across the world. 

“Joy Bangla!” said Major Zia as
he ended his speech, unleashing
for the first time a cry that would
transform into a freedom chant in
the coming weeks and months —
admired by celebrities as diverse
as Indira Gandhi and George
Harrison, and equally disliked by
Yahya Khan and Henry
Kissinger — rallying the entire
nation to join hands with India
and forge the Mukti Bahini,
which would lead by the end of
the year to the India-Pakistan war
and the liberation of Bangladesh.

As the situation deteriorated in
April 1971 in Thakurgaon --
named for a Chakraborty family
with large lands, with a twin town
called Thakurganj only 55 km
away, across the border in Kis-
hanganj district of Bihar — Alam-
gir and his family crossed the
Nagar river into India’s West
Dinajpur district, part of a swelling
flood of refugees. There, in Islam-

pur, a cycle repair shop man called
Dilip allowed the family of seven
to sleep in a room behind an almi-
rah. Jyoti Basu’s West Bengal and
Karpoori Thakur’s Bihar offered
clothes to the refugees and “train-
ing” to able-bodied men in youth
camps. Weeks later, Indira Gand-
hi’s government got properly
involved and Alamgir, amongst
others, received “training” in
earnest in Dehradun.

More than 55 years later, if the
Dhaka elite is to be believed, sen-
ior Bangladesh Nationalist Party
(BNP) leader and now President
Alamgir has advised Prime Min-
ister Tarique Rahman, son of the
selfsame Major Zia whose cry of
“Joy Bangla” electrified the
world — and gave its name to
many things, including the con-
tagious fevers then sweeping
India as a result of the hundreds
of refugee camps set up across
the Bengal-Bihar-Tripura-Assam
borderlands — that he should
travel to Delhi to meet Prime
Minister Modi, notwithstanding
the Sheikh Hasina brouhaha.

Alamgir is believed to have
pointed out that one woman,
Sheikh Hasina, even if she was
Bangabandhu’s daughter with
whom India continued to have the
closest ties, cannot hold the India-
Bangladesh relationship hostage.

That the 1971 War of Liberation
remained an umbilical cord
between the people of both coun-
tries, not just between leaders.

For the time being, though,
Tarique’s proposed August 23-25
visit has been postponed, as both
sides sort out the nitty-gritty. But
the significance of PM Modi’s
conciliatory message, in the
wake of Bangladesh hardening
its stance last week and making
Tarique’s visit to India condi-
tional on the extradition of Hasi-
na, has not been lost on Dhaka. 

It needed the PM to make that
overture — come, we will give you an
“honourable reception”, he said in a
message to Tarique, keenly aware
that Sheikh Hasina’s August 5 press
conference had seriously upset him. 

Modi understood quickly that
only he could save the situation.
That Bangabandhu’s daughter,

a VVIP who could do no wrong
because her father had helped
India break up Pakistan, could
not be allowed to hijack the rela-
tionship. That the world had
changed. That Bangladesh was
again swimming in a dangerous
sea, surrounded by sharks with
names like China and Pakistan.
That Tarique’s first visit as PM had
been to Beijing and Kuala Lumpur,
not Delhi. That the Bangladeshis,
after all these decades, were
being wooed by the military
establishment in Rawalpindi —
that Dhaka was crawling, once
again, with ISI spies.

Certainly, the PM knows that
India’s eastern flank needs pro-
tecting — that it remains not just
the gateway to South-East Asia,
but is key to security in India’s
eight North-East states;
Bangladesh shares common bor-
ders with five Indian states; last
time there was a BNP govern-
ment in power, 2001-2006, when
Tarique’s mother Khaleda Zia
was PM, a huge arms haul in Chit-
tagong was seized just in time.

There’s also the realisation that
India’s neighbourhood is in a bit
of a churn. Pakistan remains in
deep freeze, despite pleas by sen-
ior RSS leaders like Mohan Bhag-
wat and Dattatreya Hosabale to
repair ties. Nepal’s PM has final-

ly met the Indian ambassador, but
continues to mutter threatening-
ly about China. Bhutan, Sri Lan-
ka and Maldives are quiet, but
China’s shadow looms large. Cer-
tainly, India cannot afford to lose
Bangladesh. It must find ways to
revamp the old connect.

The one big difference between
1971 and 2026, of course, is that
India’s hugely improved tie with
the US has meant that India
works much more closely today
with the Americans in all parts
of its neighbourhood, not just
in Bangladesh — back in 1971,
the US and Pakistan were a
cinch. The rest of the story
doesn’t need retelling.

Perhaps, PM Modi should take
a leaf out of how big powers like
the US and China play the game,
both hedging and reaching out
to smaller powers at the same
time. India’s unique civilisation-
al strength, meanwhile,
demands that it punch much
above its economic weight, espe-
cially in its neighbourhood,
where ties are weighted down by
language, religion, culture and
ethnicity, imparting a continu-
um to the ends of India.

That’s why PM Modi has done
well by absorbing Tarique Rah-
man’s Sheikh Hasina tantrum,
and for the time being, putting it
on the backburner — where it will
be definitely resolved soon, a prob-
able quid pro quo being that when
she returns home to Bangladesh
in December, which she has pub-
licly promised to do, no harm will
be allowed to come to her person
and that of her family — and fore-
grounding the all-important tie
between Delhi and Dhaka.

That’s why the sky must be the
limit between India and all her
neighbours, from the Karakorams
to Cox’s Bazar — India First, yes,
on the part of the neighbours, but
also Neighbourhood First, on the
part of India, signifying both an
open wallet and an open heart.
Certainly, a neighbourhood as
diverse as this one is no child’s
play. Restoring trust will take
time. With the ‘Arthashastra’ by
his side, the PM has taken the first
move with Bangladesh. He must
now steer the course.

Delhi can’t afford to lose Dhaka connect

The sky must be the
limit between India

and all her neighbours,
from the Karakorams

to Cox’s Bazar.

PM Modi has done well by absorbing Tarique Rahman’s Sheikh Hasina tantrum
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Industrial disputes
Employers, workers need clarity about rights

T
HE Supreme Court’s ruling on the definition
of “industry” is a watershed for India’s labour
law framework. A nine-judge Constitution
Bench has held that the expansive interpreta-
tion adopted in the Bangalore Water Supply

and Sewerage Board v. R Rajappa judgment of 1978 will
not govern fresh disputes under the Industrial Relations
Code (IRC), 2020. The ruling separates the new labour
regime from a precedent that shaped industrial jurispru-
dence for nearly half a century. The 48-year-old judgment
gave “industry” a broad meaning, which was regarded as
“worker-friendly”. Its triple test covered systematic activ-
ities involving employer-employee cooperation in pro-
ducing or distributing goods and services, irrespective of
profit motive. As a result, workers in institutions such as
hospitals, educational establishments, clubs and govern-
ment welfare bodies could claim protection under the
Industrial Disputes Act, 1947. 

The new judgment does not erase that legacy. The
Court has retained the core of the triple test for disputes
governed by the repealed 1947 Act, including pending
proceedings. It has, however, refined aspects of the test
and made it clear that the 1978 ruling cannot serve as
the controlling interpretation of “industry” under Sec-
tion 2(p) of the IRC. Future cases must therefore be
decided according to the new law’s “text and context”.

This distinction provides courts and employers with a
fresh statutory framework, while preserving existing expec-
tations in disputes arising under the old Act. At the same
time, the transition could cause uncertainty until courts
develop a consistent body of precedent under the IRC. Jus-
tice BV Nagarathna’s dissent raises a vital concern: legal
certainty is itself a component of industrial peace. Statuto-
ry change should not lead to a dilution of labour protection.
Employers and workers need clarity about their respective
rights. Against the backdrop of the industrial unrest in
Uttar Pradesh and Haryana earlier this year, the new legal
landscape must ensure a level playing field.

Sweet dilemma
Ethanol ambitions face sugar reality

I
NDIA’s decision to allow the duty-free import of 10
lakh tonnes of raw sugar is more than a response to
soaring prices; it is a reality check for its ambitious
ethanol policy. Less than two years after celebrating
the nationwide rollout of E20 petrol, the govern-

ment now finds itself balancing two competing impera-
tives — reducing oil imports and ensuring affordable
sugar for consumers. The episode underscores a classic
policy dilemma: when food and fuel compete for the
same crop, neither objective can be pursued in isolation.

The ethanol blending programme has delivered unde-
niable gains. By achieving 20% blending ahead of sched-
ule, India has reduced its dependence on imported crude,
supported sugar mills and created an additional income
stream for cane farmers. For a country that imports
around 85% of its oil, these are significant achievements.
Yet the programme has also exposed structural vulnera-
bilities. Sugarcane is among India’s most water-intensive
crops and its diversion towards ethanol has coincided
with weak harvests in Maharashtra and Karnataka due to
erratic weather and disease. The resulting supply squeeze
has pushed sugar prices sharply higher, forcing the gov-
ernment to halt exports, consider limiting cane for
ethanol and now permit imports.

The lesson is not that ethanol blending has failed.
Rather, rigid targets cannot override agricultural reali-
ties. A resilient biofuel strategy must be flexible enough
to respond to crop conditions and domestic food needs.
Greater investment in second-generation ethanol made
from crop residues and agricultural waste would reduce
dependence on sugarcane while advancing climate
goals. India’s energy transition deserves applause, but it
cannot come at the cost of food inflation or unsustainable
water use. The sweetest policy is one that keeps both fuel
tanks and kitchen shelves adequately stocked.

on this day...100 years ago

Indian Currency Bill
AT Wednesday’s meeting of the Assembly, Sir Basil Blackett,
Finance Member of the Government of India, formally intro-
duced the bill further to amend the Indian Coinage Act of 1906
and the Indian Paper Currency Act of 1928. The Bill was to be tak-
en up for discussion on the 23rd instant, that is, two weeks after
its publication in the Gazette of India. The statement of objects
and reasons says that the Bill has been framed to give effect to
those recommendations of the Royal Commission on Indian Cur-
rency and Finance which relate to the immediate stabilisation of
the rupee in relation to gold and to the interim measures required
during the transition period pending the bringing into operation
of their proposals for the transfer to a Reserve Bank of the control
of note issue and other functions at present performed by the Sec-
retary of State and the Government of India. The Bill consists of
five clauses, of which the second and the third give effect to the
recommendation about the ratio of 18 pence gold for the rupee.
Another clause gives effect to the recommendation of the Com-
mission that sovereigns and half sovereigns, which have been
recognised as legal tender coins, should cease to be so recognised.
The remaining clauses give effect to the government’s obligation
to buy or sell gold or gold exchange at the accepted gold parity of
the rupee. If the Bill is passed, it will come into force from Novem-
ber 1, 1926. The report of the Commission having been severely
criticised in India on the ground that the recommendations are
injurious to the country, the government’s attempt at passing the
Bill with such haste is to be deprecated.

lahore, sunday,august 22, 1926 

thought for the day

Strict adherence to rules crucial  
Refer to ‘Cast(e)ing the Census’; as a fellow
democracy, India can learn key practical lessons
from the US to address deep-seated gaps in
health, education and public safety. The US Cen-
sus Bureau tracks race and ethnicity effectively
using standardised categories, along with data
from the American Community Survey. The US
links racial data directly to health trends, gradu-
ation rates, average incomes, and crime rates.
This combined data helps leaders pinpoint spe-
cific problems — like local healthcare shortages,
high dropout rates and high-crime areas — and
send targeted help where it is needed most.  To
make sure a caste census promotes social jus-
tice, instead of creating a bureaucratic mess,
India needs strict adherence.

MADHURI SHARMA, PHILADELPHIA (US)

Affordable education, not quota
Apropos of ‘Cast(e)ing the Census’; the enu-
meration of castes will generate data that
could be misused for political gains. After
Independence, only Scheduled Castes were
enumerated separately to facilitate their social
uplift. Even after 79 years of Independence,
the majority of members of these historically
disadvantaged communities have been
unable to climb the social ladder. It is common
knowledge that the benefits of reservation are
cornered by the creamy layer, comprising rel-
atively better-off families that have benefited
from it across generations. Instead of dividing
society along caste lines, education should be
made affordable and accessible to everyone.

RAJESH GOYAL, CHANDIGARH

Greater role in decision-making
Refer to ‘Youth’s fight for stake in the present’;
the article captures the growing frustration
among young people and challenges the ten-
dency to label them as impatient.   However, the
argument could be made stronger by connect-
ing their protests with the ground realities they
face — unemployment, expensive education,
intense competition, examination pressures,
inequality and limited opportunities. Do young
people have any genuine role in decision-mak-
ing? The central issue is not merely youth
unrest; it is the widening gap between their aspi-
rations and the system’s willingness to respond.

SIKANDAR BANSAL, SHIMLA

Communicate with lower ranks 
Apropos of ‘Preventing fratricide in CAPFs’;
regular meaningful communication between
commanders and the troops is the most effec-
tive preventive measure. A commander who
remains in close touch with his men can assess
their morale, personal problems and stress lev-
els before these turn into serious problems.
Frustration and mental stress may set in
among personnel living away from their fami-
lies. Adequate recreational and welfare facili-
ties can help release tension and promote
camaraderie. Equally important are a respon-
sive chain of command, clearly laid down SOPs
and transparent promotion procedures. A com-
bination of humane leadership, effective com-
munication and a sound institutional system
can significantly reduce such incidents.

COL SS CHAUHAN (RETD), ZIRAKPUR

Strengthen public healthcare
With reference to ‘Healthcare pangs’; the
widening gap between private and public
health care systems is hitting the middle class
hard. The expansion of private healthcare at
the expense of public facilities has added fuel
to the fire. The overemphasis on insurance
models rather than directly upgrading public
infrastructure leaves poorer sections highly
vulnerable. Public healthcare is marred by
overcrowding, equipment shortages and
severe staff crunch. Excessive commercialisa-
tion of medical education has turned health-
care into a profit-driven business. India must
robustly fund and strengthen public health-
care instead of relying on private market
mechanisms and insurance schemes.

VITULL K. GUPTA, BATHINDA

Viksit Bharat a distant dream
With reference to ‘Healthcare pangs’; health
and education are not on the priority list of Cen-
tral and state governments. Healthcare facilities
in government hospitals of the country are
cheaper, but meagre. State-of-the-art private hos-
pitals are extremely expensive. In the absence of
quality education for students and good health-
care facilities for patients, Viksit Bharat 2047 is a
distant dream. We must work hard with sinceri-
ty, without taking shortcuts, stop raising imprac-
tical slogans and making castles in the air.

SUNIL CHOPRA, LUDHIANA
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letters to the editor

CVR Joga Rao 

Iwas posted in Baghdad (Iraq) from 1984 to 1988 for a build-
ing project. Saddam Hussein was then the undisputed
leader of the country, holding the posts of President, Prime

Minister and Chairman of the Revolutionary Command Coun-
cil, the supreme policymaking body. He was also a regional
strongman — Sheikhs and Emirs from Gulf countries fre-
quently visited Baghdad to keep him in good humour.

Working with the Iraqi client organisation had its own chal-
lenges. We Indians knew no Arabic, while many of their engi-
neers were not particularly comfortable with English. 

We corresponded with the client in English, but every letter
had to be accompanied by its Arabic translation. The client
communicated with us entirely in Arabic. We engaged a part-
time Arabic translator, who translated the client’s messages
into English and translated and typed out the Arabic versions
of our letters. We signed only the English versions.

Our translator was always in a tearing hurry as he worked for
several Indian companies engaged in construction projects in
Iraq. One day, the Iraqi project-in-charge (PIC) urgently sum-
moned me to his office. I hurried there and found him pacing
up and down the room. He thrust a piece of paper into my
hands and exclaimed, “It’s jail for you and me!”

Puzzled, I looked at the letter. It was our routine response to
a directive about a defective batch of reinforced cement con-
crete (RCC). We had written that, as instructed, we would soon
begin dismantling the cast-on-site RCC.

The translator had expanded “RCC” as the Revolutionary
Command Council. In writing, we had just promised to dis-
mantle Iraq’s ruling political council! Once I explained the
mix-up, the PIC broke into a relieved laugh. He promptly fed
the letter into the shredder and said, “The concrete can wait,
but you need to get rid of your translator immediately.”

When the project was nearing completion, Saddam Hussein
paid an unannounced visit, accompanied by members of the RCC
and the Iraqi project authorities. After touring the premises, he
looked back at the building and remarked in Arabic, “The lady is
well built and has good features, but she lacks makeup.” This
elicited sycophantic giggles from the officers surrounding him.

That seemingly casual remark was enough to send the Iraqi proj-
ect authorities back to the drawing board. The building, which was
almost ready for handover, suddenly needed a makeover.

A French architectural consultant was appointed and a
new project report was prepared, proposing improvements
to the façade of the building and its surroundings. We sub-
mitted our quotation for the modifications. The proposal
was approved, and we were awarded a $20-million contract.
The “makeup” not only cost a fortune but also extended our
stay in Baghdad by 18 months.

The writer is a retired engineer based in Bengaluru

A close shave in
Saddam’s Iraq

OUTREACH : If the Dhaka elite is to be believed, Bangladesh President Mirza Alamgir (right) has advised 
PM Tarique Rahman to travel to Delhi for a meeting with PM Modi. PTI AND REUTERS

Whatever fate awaits me, I will return to my people. — Sheikh Hasina

THE GREAT GAME
JYOTI MALHOTRA 
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The real battle inside Tata Sons

O
N July 12, 2026,
thousands of
people gathered
in Phagwara,
Punjab, under

the banner of a new identity
called Ravidassia, demanding
that their caste-religious identi-
ty be recognised in the upcom-
ing 2027 Census under a sepa-
rate column. This was a case of
history repeating itself, but
with a tinge of irony. The Doaba
region of Punjab witnessed
this kind of mobilisation about
a century ago when Babu Man-
goo Ram, the great Ghadarite
revolutionary from the region,
had led the Ad-Dharm move-
ment in the 1920s.  

He had articulated a similar
demand: that their communi-
ty, comprising Dalits and sub-
altern castes of Punjab, was
distinct from both Hindus
and Sikhs and it should be
recognised as independent of
the others as Ad-Dharmis or
the original religion. Mangoo
Ram's efforts paid quick
political dividends. The gov-
ernment recognised Ad-
Dharmis as a separate reli-
gion and caste community in
the 1931 Census.  

The British regime in India

introduced the idea of a decen-
nial census towards the second
half of the 19th century. This
was part of the colonial project
of governmentality seeking to
freeze the diverse demograph-
ic constituents into numbers,
essentially to serve its wider
civilising mission. The exercise
included identifying various
castes and religious groups and
putting them on a register
under neat categories present-
ed as tick boxes. Many anthro-
pologists later described this
classification as a form of epis-
temic violence inaugurated via
the politics of numbers.  

The problem was that this
massive cartographic exercise
was being undertaken to set in
stone a landscape that was
inherently fluid, borderless
and porous. The peculiar and
vexatious interlocking
between caste and religious
identities in India, particularly
in Punjab, and its immense
diversity and local/regional
metamorphosis baffled the
British Census officials. 

People and communities
moved across religious tradi-
tions and yet their caste iden-
tities persisted. A religious
landscape made up of
diverse, overlapping tradi-
tions was forced into neat
identity boxes by the Census,
much to the bewilderment of
the people and confusion
among Census officials. 

By the second decade of the
20th century, as India entered
into the phase of politics of rep-
resentation, numerical
strength became a major polit-

ical capital and rallying point
for each community in the bar-
gaining for power with the gov-
ernment. Mangoo Ram sensed
the significance of this power
struggle and the Ad-Dharm

Mandal was founded in 1926.
The Ad-Dharm movement
essentially wanted to create a
larger, independent Dalit for-
mation in Punjab. Though the
movement and its leadership

were largely dominated by a
caste group whose traditional
occupation was linked to work-
ing with leather and was con-
sidered polluting, it was
attempting to forge a unified
umbrella organisation of the
Dalits and subaltern groups
under the banner of a new reli-
gion called Ad-Dharm.  

After Independence, though
the Ad-Dharmi movement
petered out owing to such fac-
tors as the rise of Ambedkar
and his pan-Indian appeal,
cooption by the Congress and
internal bickering among vari-
ous fragments, it remained a
shining example of subaltern
resistance to caste in Punjab.  

Many decades later, in 2010, a
new movement came into
prominence, which has been
referred to as the Ravidassia
Movement, from the same
region in Punjab. This time, it
was led by a prominent Ravi-
dassia dera called Dera Sach
Khand Ballan or Dera Ballan.
The irony is that the new iden-
tity articulation emerges from
the same Ad-Dharmi cultural
matrix. The dream of a unified,
larger umbrella organisation of
Dalits of Punjab, as envisaged
by Mangoo Ram, metamor-
phosed into a rather communi-
ty-specific project. Unlike the
Ad-Dharm movement that had
a universal appeal for the Dal-
its, the Ravidassia Movement
was articulated via a dera that
imagined a community exclu-
sively under the banner of a
15th century Bhakti poet and
sant, Guru Ravidas.  

Dera Ballan of Jalandhar,

whose leader, Sant Niranjan
Das, has been conferred with
the Padma Shri, is one of the
most prominent deras of Pun-
jab. Though it has historically
drawn influence from multiple
traditions, including the Udasi
tradition, which broadly func-
tions in reverence to the Rahit
Maryada of Sikhism, it has also
been according prominence to
Guru Ravidas’s bani as he
belonged to the same caste-
community as dera followers.  

However, the persistence of
caste in Punjab society has cre-
ated a strain in the syncretic
template of Dera Ballan. As one
of the most influential among
the Dalit groups, both numeri-
cally and economically, follow-
ers of the dera drifted away
from the Ad-Dharmi model of
Dalit collectivisation. Other
subaltern caste groups such as
Balmikis, found it unaccept-
able when the dera started
foisting the name of Guru
Ravidas in its identity under
the new insignia of Hari.

Things changed with an inci-
dent in Vienna, Austria, in
2009, where during a religious
congregation, two sants of Dera
Ballan were attacked by some
extremist elements, in which
Sant Ramanand was killed,
while the current Gaddi
Nashin, Sant Niranjan Das,
was injured. This proved to be
the trigger for the demand for
a separate religious identity
under the banner of Ravidas-
sia. Since the 1970s, the dera
has built a Guru Ravidas
Janam Asthan Mandir in
Benaras. In 2010, the dera

sants, in the presence of lakhs
of followers, announced the
founding of the new religion of
Ravidassia. In 2012, the book
'Amritbani Ravidas Maharaj',
was launched. It is a compila-
tion of shabads and banis of
Guru Ravidas.   

Since then, the effort to get
the name recognised has been
on the dera agenda. With the
Census 2027 on the anvil, it is
campaigning for a separate
identity. There is hope, given
Prime Minister Modi's visit to
the dera and a slew of initia-
tives taken, including the con-
ferment of the Padma Shri to
the dera Sant, the dedication of
the Adampur airport in the
name of Guru Ravidas and the
start of a train called Guru
Ravidas Express between
Jalandhar and Benaras.  

But the crucial question is
whether Dera Ballan repre-
sents all Ravidassias. And
importantly, whether all fol-
lowers of Guru Ravidas would
like to be identified as Ravi-
dassia. The answer is com-
plex. A significant number of
people still cling to the Ad-
Dharmi model of Dalit poli-
tics. Some deras and organi-
sations do not subscribe to
the Dera Ballan model.
Some, like the Charan Chhoh
Ganga, disapprove of the use
of the word Ravidassia. 

It remains to be seen how
the demand evolves. With
the Punjab Assembly elec-
tions due in 2027 alongside
the Census, identity politics
is likely to become even
more consequential.

T
ATA SONS is fac-
ing an existential
crisis. The legal
battles and person-
ality conflicts with-

in Tata Sons and the Tata
Trusts cannot be resolved by
the prevailing laws governing
charities, financial institutions
and business corporations.
Tata Sons is getting tied up in
knots by different laws. 

Before selecting its next
Chairperson, the board must
ask itself fundamental ques-
tions: Is Tata Sons a philan-
thropic enterprise, an invest-
ment manager or a builder of
industry? How should it be gov-
erned to fulfil the purpose of the
existence of the Tata group?
Should the quality of gover-
nance of Tata Sons be meas-
ured by stock market valua-
tions or adherence to the 'Tata
values' of service to the nation
and fairness to all stakeholders? 

George Santayana said:
"Those who forget history will
repeat it." It is worthwhile to
remember the history of con-
flicts between stakeholder and
shareholder capitalism and
between socialism and capital-
ism as competing ideologies

for economic governance in
the last century. The Tata
group's evolution is tied with it.   

In the first half of the 20th
century, Lord Keynes, the
founder of Keynesian econom-
ics, advocated for government
intervention whenever an
insufficiency of citizens'
incomes creates societal and
economic crises. He helped US
and European economies
recover from their depressions. 

Later, when the economic
growth of Britain and US
became sluggish, Milton
Friedman convinced Margaret
Thatcher and Ronald Reagan
to adopt his ideas of free mar-
kets and private capitalism.
Reagan declared, "Govern-
ment is not the solution; it is
the problem." Friedman elabo-
rated: "The business of busi-
ness must be only business."
And the purpose of a business
corporation is only to make
profits for its investors, unfet-
tered by regulations. Thus,
Keynes advocated for the ease
of living of the common man
and Friedman for investors'
ease of making profits. 

When the Washington Con-
sensus prevailed over the Sovi-
et Union in 1991, Francis
Fukuyama declared it as the
end of ideological history: cap-
italism had vanquished social-
ism forever. India's history
took a turn when India was
compelled to accept a loan
from the IMF in 1991 with con-
ditions attached.

India was forced to open its
borders for imports and disman-
tle its policies for building self-
reliant industries. These

changes impacted the Tata
group. The group had built sev-
eral companies that had devel-
oped their own technological
capabilities while being open to
learning from others: in steel-
making (Tata Steel), vehicles
(TELCO — now Tata Motors)
and chemicals (Tata Chemicals). 

Before 1991, TELCO com-
peted with Japanese and Euro-
pean producers and exported
Tata-made trucks and buses to
50 countries. Manufacturing
technology is embedded in the
hardware of manufacturing.
Pioneering Tata companies
built their own machines, tools
and equipment. TELCO was a
global pioneer in the use of
CNC machines in the 1980s,
some of which it designed and
built inhouse. 

However, the hard work of
building manufacturing's hard-
ware and the skilled manpower
needed became unnecessary
with imports of equipment and

technology following the liberal-
isation in 1991. That year
marked a transition in the Indi-
an economy and the Tata group. 

Ratan Tata took over the
reins of the group from JRD
Tata in 1991. Liberalisation
opened the markets for long-
and short-term foreign
investors. Import of finance
was necessary for resolving
India's financial crisis. Along
with the money came
demands of foreign investors
for ease-of-doing business. 

This put pressure on the gov-
ernment to ease regulation of
labour markets and investors'
acquisition of land and envi-
ronmental resources for their
businesses. Stakeholder capi-
talism with accountability to
societal stakeholders in the
business, which the Tata group
had practised for 100 years,
came under pressure from
shareholder capitalism. 

Ratan Tata transformed

Tatas into India's first interna-
tional business group. Large
Tata companies went global.
With Tata's reputation for
trustworthiness, they could
access capital abroad more
easily than other companies. 

Tata Steel had a slogan — ‘We
also make steel’— to explain
that Tata Steel was not just a
manufacturing business; it was
a societally responsible enter-
prise that also provided health-
care, education and assistance
for improving livelihoods of
many communities in villages
and forests around the compa-
ny's mines and factories. Point-
ing to Tata Steel's slogan, a
young Wall Street analyst sar-
castically asked its CEO, in 2000,
when Tata Steel would stop
being a socialist company and
become a proper capitalist one! 

Tata Sons is the custodian of
the Tata values of fairness for all
stakeholders in a business
enterprise. It remains a minori-
ty shareholder in most compa-
nies it promotes, which contin-
ue to carry the Tata name.
Every company has an inde-
pendent board. Its CEO is
appointed by its own share-
holders and the board. 

The Tata name connotes trust
and reliability. It gives the com-
panies business benefits. The
Tata name helps them obtain
finance more easily; and recruit
talented employees who want
to work in companies that will
provide them  with opportuni-
ties to continue learning; even
governments expect that Tata
companies will be more honest
than the others. 

Tata Sons' cash flow is bleed-

ing with the enormous amounts
of money required to bail out
the new service ventures that
Natarajan Chandrasekaran pro-
moted: the reacquisition of an
ailing Air India from the gov-
ernment — basically a senti-
mental idea to bring Air India
back into the Tata fold 70 years
after its nationalisation in 1953.
Tata Digital, Chandrasekaran’s
big digital bet, is draining cash.

Meanwhile, Tata Sons has
also gone back to its roots in pre-
cision manufacturing to design
and manufacture computer
chips in India. The hardware
projects need CEOs with experi-
ence in building deep tech man-
ufacturing industries. They will
need a lot of patient capital. For-
tunately, the government will
provide it now that the industri-
al policy is back in fashion.  

Tata Sons must make two big
decisions soon. One, it must
prune its portfolio to reduce its
financial burden. Whenever
JRD Tata had to make a tough
decision, he would ask two
questions: what would be good
for India and what would be
good for Tata. When in doubt,
he would choose India over
Tata because, in the long run,
that would be good for Tata too. 

Second, the roles of the
Chairman of the Board of Tata
Sons and the CEO should be
separated. The Chairman, a
Tata or not, should be the cus-
todian of Tata values and set
the strategic direction of the
group. The CEO, who must
also subscribe to Tata values,
should manage Tata Sons'
investment portfolio under
the board's guidance. 

ARUN MAIRA
FORMER MEMBER, TATA 

ADMINISTRATIVE SERVICE, &
EX-DIRECTOR, TELCO

SANTOSH K SINGH  
SOCIOLOGIST & AUTHOR

Tata Sons must
prune its portfolio 

to reduce its
financial burden.

With the Assembly elections due in 2027
alongside the Census, identity politics is

likely to become even more consequential.

CRUCIAL : The persistence of caste in Punjab society has created a
strain in the syncretic template of Dera Ballan. FILE PHOTO

Census politics revives Punjab’s Ad-Dharm legacy

DRAIN : Tata Sons' cash flow is bleeding with the enormous amounts of money required to bail out the
new service ventures that Natarajan Chandrasekaran promoted. REUTERS

ACROSS
1 Having unpredictable

outcome (5-3-2)
8 Thoroughly unpleasant (5)
9 An invented story (7)
10 Beginner (7)
11 Shining with heat (5)
12 New York’s 

river (6)
14 Buy back (6)
17 Brown photographic

tint (5)
19 Postpone (7)
21 Significance (7)
22 Rubbish (5)
23Hard-headed (2-8)

DOWN
2 Without prior

consideration (7)
3 A punctuation mark (5)
4 Have enough 

money for (6)
5 Prescribe authoritatively (7)
6 Type of projecting

window (5)
7 Wavering (2,3,5)
8 Nonetheless (3,3,4)
13Formal speech (7)
15Eager to surpass (7)
16Technical terminology (6)
18A marine crustacean (5)
20Appraise (5)

Yesterday’s Solution
Across: 1 Ravage, 4 Hamper, 9 Pertain, 10 Gloat, 11 Speed, 12 En
route, 13 Downtrodden, 18 Outgrow, 20 Eager, 22 Thing, 23 Come
off, 24 Wallet, 25 Appeal.

Down: 1 Repose, 2 Verge, 3 Gladden, 5 Augur, 6 Procure,
7 Rather, 8 Once or twice, 14 On trial, 15 Dream up, 16
Kowtow, 17 Artful, 19 Rogue, 21 Gnome.

AUGUST 22, 2026, SATURDAY   
■ Shaka Samvat 1948

■ Shravan Shaka 31

■ Bhadrapad Parvishte 6

■ Hijari 1448

■ Shukla Paksha Tithi 10, up to 2:01 am

■ Vishkumbha Yoga 

■ Jyeshtha Nakshatra up to 2:50 pm

■ Moon enters Sagittarius sign 2:50 pm

calendar

YESTERDAY’S SOLUTION

forecastsu do ku quick crossword

HARD

8 5 2 4
5 6

7 2 6
2 9 5 4

1 7 4 2
4 6 8

6 9
3 9 7 5

2 9 6 4 1 7 3 8 5

4 8 7 6 3 5 1 9 2

5 1 3 9 8 2 4 7 6

6 3 5 8 2 4 9 1 7

1 4 8 7 6 9 5 2 3

7 2 9 1 5 3 8 6 4

9 5 2 3 7 8 6 4 1

3 6 4 2 9 1 7 5 8

8 7 1 5 4 6 2 3 9

CITY MAX MIN
Chandigarh 36 25
New Delhi 33 25
Amritsar 34 27
Bathinda 38 24
Jalandhar 35 26
Ludhiana 35 26
Bhiwani 37 26
Hisar 37 26
Sirsa 38 26
Dharamsala 28 19
Manali 26 17
Shimla 24 17
Srinagar 28 21
Jammu 33 27

Kargil 32 15
Leh 25 14

Dehradun 32 23
Mussoorie 23 18

SUNSET: SATURDAY 18:57 HRS
SUNRISE: SUNDAY 05:54 HRS

TEMPERATURE IN OC
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OPINION

GAZA SEED BANK 
REBUILDS AFTER 
WARTIME 
DESTRUCTION
From a small makeshift tent in the central Gaza 
Strip, a dedicated team works to carefully store and 
document some of the war-shattered territory’s 
most precious commodities: local seeds.

Shelves of unassuming plastic tubs line the 
walls of the Al Qarara Seed Bank, each holding 
indigenous seeds seen as a way of reviving Gaza’s 
devastated farming sector and preserving its 
agricultural heritage.

The seed bank in Deir el Balah is rebuilding its 
stocks of Gaza’s heirloom seeds that were destroyed 
during the war which erupted in October 2023.

Unlike hybrid varieties often sold commercially, 
heirloom seeds can be saved and used year after 
year and are often better adapted to their local 
environment.

“During the war, they were what helped us 
survive,” said Salem Muhanna, who manages the 
project which was founded in 2017 with support 
from the International Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC). “Heirloom seeds give continuity. 
They provide 80 to 90 per cent of the same yield 
repeatedly. That is why we relied on heirloom 
seeds,” he said. The bank holds seeds for wheat 
and barley; leafy crops such as Swiss chard, 
spinach and parsley, as well as some vegetables like 
courgette and okra.

The war that erupted following Hamas’s attack 
on Israel in October 2023 took an immensely 
heavy toll. The fighting “completely destroyed the 
bank and led to the loss of many seed varieties,” 
explained 27-year-old Hanadi Muhanna, Salem 
Muhanna’s daughter who also manages the 
project. “Eventually we settled in Deir el Balah and 
managed, thankfully, to establish a small tent. We 
created something simple using basic means”.

A collection of large hessian sacks, plastic 
barrels, and smaller mismatched tubs now hold 
what remain of the stocks, each carefully labelled 
and protected from pests with plastic sheets.

Like the rest of life in the coastal Palestinian 
territory, Gaza’s agricultural sector was shattered 
by the conflict.

Israel says it now controls more than 60 per 
cent of the Gaza Strip, up from about half when 
the ceasefire took effect, and has refused to start 
withdrawing until Hamas fully disarms.

Before the war, agriculture including crop 
production, herding and fishing, accounted for 
approximately 10 per cent of Gaza’s economy, 
according to the United Nations’ Food and 
Agricultural Organisation (FAO). — AFP

Xu Jiayin: From real-estate 
tycoon to life in prison

“I WANT 
to listen to Enrique 
Iglesias or Celine Dion, 
please auntie,” insists 
my eldest niece, who 
sometimes has this 

cute, childish presence, as she touches the pin 
that holds together her tightly wrapped black 
embellished headscarf. I look at her chubby 
cheeks and now slightly pouty mouth in my 
rearview mirror after asking what song she 
prefers.

We are driving through a part of Muscat 
that has a hold on me as we listen to the BBC 
World Service on the radio.

My own kid wants to listen to Bowie, but 
I decide to indulge my niece first and put 
on the one song by Iglesias that I can sort of 
tolerate. I tell her a story about how when I 
was on holiday with my parents in the South 
of Spain as a teenager, someone at the table 
tried to impress me by claiming he was 
friends with a Spanish guy whose father was 
Julio Iglesias, the tanned singer.

Not entertained by my story or the song, 
my niece is now starting to give me a certain 
look from the back seat, the one she usually 
gives when she starts to get visibly annoyed.

“I am sorry, but I am not going to play 
Celine inside my car. What if someone 
overhears her singing? I have a reputation 
to protect, habibti,” I jokingly tell her as the 
inner snob in me smiles.

Although I am just pulling her leg, I do 
suddenly remember the complaints from 
while watching Titanic with two of my 
friends in a cinema in Amsterdam after its 
premiere in the nineties.

I think back then, while feeling bored 
and slouching on these big leather seats, we 
actually coined the term ‘cringing’. After all, 
it means “a strong feeling of secondhand 
embarrassment or awkwardness, the kind 
where you physically recoil or wince because 
something is so cheesy, sentimental, or 
uncool that it is painful to watch.” I got that 
definition from EcoGPT, the only AI my own 
kid allows me to use, because “all the others 
harm the environment, mama!” This one 
apparently uses way less computer power 
while its energy comes from clean sources 
in Finland. Plus, every time someone uses 
EcoGPT, real trees get planted.

Thinking of the environment, I decide to 
shift my niece’s area of focus once again, and 
ask her to and get her to look at a picture 
on my phone of a beach in Oman that has 
recently been covered in black oil spilled by a 
stranded tanker.

I tell her to send the image to a few certain 
contacts and ask them to guess where it is.

“Ras Madrakah,” several replied, to my 
surprise. I was expecting “LMK” (short for I 
do not know) as not all Omanis have visited 
this coastal area known for its biodiversity 

Turtles, trash and Iglesias
but that is an eight-hour drive away from 
Muscat. My husband and his friends used 
to go fishing at these relatively untouched 
beaches.

No longer thinking of Celine, Iglesias, 
and Bowie, and back to reality, we all start 
worrying about the turtles, the fish, and the 
rare and already endangered Arabian Sea 
humpback whale.

The image of the oil spill sits right next to 
a picture taken by me of a beach in Al Seeb 
where a family having a picnic left behind 
plastic ice cream containers and bottles, 
waiting for someone else to clean up their 
mess.

But instead of a cleaner, tides, waves, 
and coastal winds will probably carry 
their trash out to sea, where it will further 
harm marine life through ingestion or 
entanglement, and break down into 
microplastics that may pollute our water or 
food.

As I look at my eldest niece and my own 
child, I think of something another world 
leader once said: “When our children look 
back on this time and this place, they will 
be pleased with the intentions stated and 
the commitments made [towards a better 
environment]. But they will judge us by 
the actions we take from this day forward.” 
Indeed, they have the right to judge our 
actions, inactions and to do better.

ONCE 
China’s richest man, 
disgraced property 
tycoon Xu Jiayin 
looked worn as a 
court in China handed 

the now white-haired Evergrande 
founder a life sentence on Thursday.

The 67-year-old, known as Hui 
Ka Yan in Cantonese, was convicted 
of a list of crimes including fraud, 
bribery and embezzlement relating 
to his leadership of Evergrande 
Group, the country’s biggest real 
estate conglomerate before it 
defaulted in 2021.

Xu’s rags-to-riches ascent 
mirrored the country’s economic 
rise. And his fall comes as China 
is still struggling to recover from 
a housing slump triggered by 
Evergrande’s collapse. Xu was born 
into a poor family in rural Henan 
province in 1958, the year leader 
Mao Zedong launched his “Great 
Leap Forward” -- an industrialisation 
plan that led to mass starvation.

Xu, whose mother died when he 
was a year old, recalled in a speech 
how he ate only sweet potato and 
steamed bread in his school years.

“The sheets I laid, the quilts I 
covered, and the clothes I wore 
were all covered with piles of 
patches,” said Xu. “At that time, my 
greatest wish was to go out of the 
countryside, find a job and be able 
to eat better food.” After leaving 
school in 1976 — the end of the 
decade-long Cultural Revolution 
— he struggled to find work. As 
colleges reopened, Xu studied 
metallurgy and was later assigned to 
a state-run steel factory.

He left in 1992 for Shenzhen, the 
buzzing heart of China’s reform and 
opening-up experiment in the 1990s.

He ended up working in real 
estate, and in 1996 founded 
Evergrande, which threw itself into 
mass development, building in-

demand apartments across China 
and capitalising on its rapid wealth 
accumulation.

The group listed in Hong Kong 
in 2009, raising $729 million in its 
initial public offering, at the time 
making it China’s largest private 
real-estate company and Xu the 
mainland’s richest man.In 2010, Xu 
bought the struggling Guangzhou 
football team, renaming it 
Guangzhou Evergrande and pouring 
money into world-class players and 
coaches. He also became known for 
a love of luxury labels, particularly 
French brand Hermes — earning 
him the nickname “Belt Xu” after 
being spotted wearing a Hermes belt 
to the national political congress.

Some speculated his success came 
from useful close relationships, 
including with the brother of former 
premier Wen Jiabao.

But Xu attributed his success to 
education — and the Communist 
Party. “Everything of Evergrande is 
given by the Party, the state and the 

society,” he said.
Over the years, however, Xu’s taste 

for yachts and luxury clashed with 
President Xi Jinping’s crackdown on 
extreme wealth as Beijing tightened 
its watch over corruption within the 
financial sector.

The tide turned in 2020, when 
regulations from Beijing seeking 
to limit excessive borrowing in 
the real-estate sector complicated 
Evergrande’s ability to make 
payments.

It started to falter under the new 
“three red lines” — caps for three 
different debt ratios — which forced 
the group to offload properties at 
increasingly steep discounts.

Evergrande struggled to appease 
angry homebuyers and investors, 
as the firm’s crisis triggered rare 
protests outside its offices in China.

Seeking to reassure his employees 
in September 2021, Xu told staff in a 
letter he believed the group would 
“step out of the darkest moment 
soon”.  — AFP

“When our children 
look back on this 

time and this place, 
they will be pleased 
with the intentions 

stated and the 
commitments made 

[towards a better 
environment]. But 
they will judge us 
by the actions we 
take from this day 

forward”
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in 2020, when 

regulations from 
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to limit excessive 
borrowing in the 
real-estate sector 

complicated 
Evergrande’s ability 
to make payments.
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EDITORIALS

The vocabulary of the ideologues of the left was in 
extreme danger of dying of fatigue and overuse when a 
rescuer happily appeared on the scene. … For many a year 
the advance men for the New Deal, Fair Deal, and New 
Frontier could think of nothing more biting to say than 
that their adversaries were troglodytes, or throwbacks to 
the Pleistocene, or bent on hauling the country back to the 
days of McKinley, tho sometimes they might be merely 
“the greatest minds of the 14th century.” …

Well, Prof. Arthur Schlesinger Jr. of Harvard has now 
lumbered up on a milk white charger, doubtless stolen 
from between the shafts of a milk wagon dating from the 
era of the senior Taft. … In his confidential pouch he carries 
a new epithet to rejoice the boys in the back room at Amer-
icans for Democratic Action.

The word, friends, is “fogy.” Anybody who thinks that 
the New Frontier, Sen. Jack Kennedy, and Prof. John K. 
Galbraith don’t make sense is, by Schlesinger’s definition, 
a “fogy.” Necessarily, almost all fogies are Republicans, tho 
an occasional Democratic exception may be allowed, such 
as, perhaps, Senators Harry Byrd and Frank Lausche and 
Rep. Howard Smith.

Republicans, Prof. Schlesinger disclosed in the magazine 
of the New York Times, represent “the party of stiff collars, 
stuffed shirts, and fogies, old and young.”

Now, according to the dictionary, a fogy is “a person 
of antiquated notions and opposed to progress,” so that 
Junior S., in applying this term to everyone obliged to keep 
an eye on the balance in his checkbook, probably thought 
he was saying something just about as nasty as it is possi-
ble for a Harvard professor to say, excepting, always, 
“McCarthyite,” which is the ultimate term of contempt in 
Cambridge.  …

Mr. Alsop picked up Mr. Schlesinger’s epithet within 
nine days, and we have a hunch that Walter Lippmann will 
soon discover it, if he has not already. …

Hasn’t somebody passed him the word? He needs to be 
jerked into the ’60s and acquainted with the fact that these 
Pleistocene dwellers are to be known as “fogies,” except, 
naturally, when they are “senior citizens” and entitled, 
in Sen. Kennedy’s view, to … great respect as a potentially 
useful voting group.

Tribune editorial board, Aug. 21, 1960

ON THIS DAY 66 YEARS AGO    
AN EPITHET FROM THE ‘LIBERALS’

MICHAEL RAMIREZ

EDITORIAL CARTOON

Beef is to 2026 what eggs were to 2025.
Persistent shortages of cattle are leading to substan-

tial increases in prices at the grocery store, losses for beef 
processors and now a meaningful economic blow to a part of 
Illinois that already is hurting — Quad Cities.

Arkansas-based Tyson Foods late last week announced 
plans to close its sprawling beef processing plant in Joslin, 
Illinois, just northeast of the Quad Cities. The company gave 
its mostly unionized workforce of more than 2,500 next to 
no notice, although it said it would pay them for the 60 days 
that Illinois requires at minimum in mass layoffs.

The facility has been a major employer in the area for 
more than 40 years. Mainly serving farms in Illinois and 
Iowa, the plant could process up to 3,000 head of cattle a day.

Tyson also shuttered a smaller meat processing plant in 
Utah and is looking to sell a separate facility in Washington 
state. The company attributed the moves to “one of the most 
historic cattle shortages the country has ever experienced.” 
It said the trend isn’t likely to change anytime soon.

Tyson said it will consolidate its beef processing at exist-
ing plants in Amarillo, Texas; Holcomb, Kansas; and Dakota 
City, Nebraska.

There’s a temptation in such circumstances to ask, why 
us? Why is Joslin closing and not Holcomb? Or Dakota City?

Indeed, Tyson has been shrinking its presence in Illinois 
in recent years. Four years ago, it announced the closure of 
corporate offices in Chicago and Downers Grove, consol-
idating those functions at its Springdale, Arkansas, head-
quarters.

But the rationalization of the beef industry is hitting 
communities all over the country. The better response is for 
public officials and others in the community to determine 
what can be done to help as many of the families devastated 
by such a shock as possible, both in the short and long term.

Case in point: Just outside Philadelphia, in Souderton, 
Pennsylvania, Brazilian company JBS, the world’s largest 
beef processor and also the biggest operating in the U.S., 
announced plans in June to shutter a meatpacking plant 
that employed 1,700. Gov. Josh Shapiro, the local business 
community and the United Food and Commercial Work-
ers, which represented the workers there, got involved, and 
less than two months later JBS said it would transform the 
facility into an operation packaging beef for immediate sale 
to consumers.

The move will preserve 400 jobs, and JBS is investing $30 
million into the plant over the coming decade.

So it was good to see Republican and Democratic lawmak-
ers in Illinois huddling Tuesday with Gov. JB Pritzker’s 
office and state agencies on ways to help the affected fami-
lies and begin thinking about future uses at the site and 
addressing the ripple effects that will be felt by Illinois farm-
ers and businesses dependent in no small part on the plant.

“It is critically important to get these stakeholders all 
working in the same direction to mobilize resources and 
strategies to try to rebound the industry as quickly as possi-
ble,” GOP state Rep. Brad Fritts of Dixon said in a release.

For the Quad Cities, the timing is awful. It’s been one 
of the worst performing parts of the region economically, 
according to the most recent annual economic forecast 
put together by Moody’s Analytics on behalf of the Illinois 
Commission on Government Forecasting & Accountabil-
ity. As of February, when the report was published, it said of 
the Quad Cities, “The labor market has deteriorated, with 
payrolls and household employment falling further, and the 
labor force decline accelerating.”

Much of the drag on the Quad Cities at the time was 
coming from the Trump tariffs’ negative effect on agricul-
ture. About the only reassuring thing the report had to say in 
February was that “payrolls in lower-paying food manufac-
turing are expected to stay steady over the next year.”

So much for that prediction.
Quad Cities needs help. As nasty as this shock is, it’s 

an opportunity for Democrats and Republicans to work 
together productively and demonstrate to Illinoisans that 
partisanship has no place when so many lose their jobs.

Can Quad Cities recover 
from the beefy body blow 

of losing Tyson Foods?

Illinois Republicans are a superminority in the Illi-
nois General Assembly. They haven’t come close in the 
governor’s race for the past two cycles.

Now, at least part of the political apparatus behind 
that losing streak appears to be turning over. As a result, 
Illinois Republicans just received a rare chance to hit 
reset.

The People Who Play By The Rules PAC, operated 
by conservative radio host Dan Proft, has shut down, 
its latest filings with the state show. That after amass-
ing $42 million from GOP megadonor Richard Uihlein, 
primarily during the 2022 election cycle.

Much of the PAC’s money went toward supporting 
gubernatorial candidate Darren Bailey’s bid in 2022. 
Uihlein also donated more than $12 million directly to 
Bailey back then. In 2026, Uihlein bypassed the PAC 
and gave directly to Ted Dabrowski’s gubernatorial 
campaign over Bailey, gifting a significantly smaller 
amount of money — about $250,000. Proft’s consulting 
firm reportedly received more than $1.1 million from the 
PAC over its lifetime.

The results speak for themselves. Bailey lost handily 
in 2022, and Dabrowski failed to advance to the general 
this time around.

Illinois conservatives should grab this moment with 
both hands. More specifically, the Land of Lincoln’s GOP 
should use it as an opportunity to start fresh, empower 
serious leaders, focus on competent government and 
bread-and-butter Illinois issues, and invest in building a 
durable political operation capable of winning compet-
itive races.

Not because Republicans are always good and Demo-
crats are always bad, but because Illinois voters deserve 
a viable political alternative and more balance in the 
running of a state ill-served by so overwhelming a super-
majority.

While Proft’s PAC has closed up shop, it’d be easy 
enough to set up another. The bigger story, in our view, is 
that the torrent of ill-focused Uihlein money into Illinois 
Republican politics appears to have stopped flowing, at 
least for now. And that’s a challenge but also an oppor-
tunity.

Lining up a new benefactor will be tough, undoubt-
edly. Uihlein has spent more than $91 million on Illinois 
candidates and causes alone since 1998, nearly $80 
million in the last 10 years, according to a Tribune analy-
sis of state campaign finance records.

Fiscal conservatives also lost a serious financial 

backer in Citadel CEO Ken Griffin, who announced 
his departure from Illinois in 2022 and now resides in 
Miami. Meanwhile, Florida Republicans are the happy 
recipients of political cash from Griffin, who recently 
gave Republican Byron Donalds a cool $10 million gift.

That Griffin and Uihlein — not to mention former Gov. 
Bruce Rauner, also a major source of Illinois Republican 
cash previously —  have shifted their focus elsewhere is a 
testament to the uphill battle conservatives face here.

Republicans desperately need more money. While 
the Illinois Republican Party has about $225,000 cash 
on hand, the Democrats have about $1.7 million. Like-
wise, House leadership has a wide gap — House Speaker 
Emanuel “Chris” Welch has about $11.5 million on hand, 
while House Minority Leader Tony McCombie has 
about $1.3 million. And, of course, there’s the $65 million 
Gov. JB Pritzker just dumped into his campaign, versus 
the $2.2 million or so Bailey has raised this time around 
for his much-improved effort.

So the money gap is a glaring weakness for Illi-
nois Republicans. Dwindling Republican turnout in 
well-populated parts of the state is another nagging 
issue laid bare after the March primary.

But nothing is permanent, and money that continues 
to finance losing strategies and campaigns won’t move 
the needle, either.

The new Illinois GOP Chair Bob Grogan is talking 
about party unity, and seems focused on overcoming the 
party’s suburban losses, weak fundraising and internal 
warfare.

There are other Republicans who understand govern-
ing, understand Illinois and know perfectly well that 
perpetual ideological warfare isn’t a substitute for build-
ing a functioning political party.

Sensible voices in the Illinois Republican minority 
include Illinois House Minority Leader Tony McCom-
bie of Savanna and state Rep. Ryan Spain of Peoria, both 
of whom have offered sensible ideas and solutions to 
this board on issues of gerrymandering and tax relief 
in recent months. Views on these matters that many 
moderate Democrats share.

A successful Republican platform here should focus 
on fixing Illinois’ fiscal mess, long-term tax relief, fair 
maps and creating a culture in Springfield that is repel-
lent to corruption.

A moment like this can be viewed as a defeat or as 
a gift. We’d suggest Illinois Republicans view it as the 
latter.

The Illinois GOP just got a chance to hit 
reset. Take it, beleaguered Republicans!

Deputy Minority Leader Ryan Spain and House Republican Leader Tony McCombie give a rebuttal after Gov. JB Pritzker 
gave his State of the State and budget address on Feb. 18 at the Illinois State Capitol in Springfield.   
BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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OPINION

By Willie Wilson
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

The city of Chicago has had its share 
of bad business deals: the 2008 parking 
meter lease, the Chicago Skyway lease, 
taxpayer-backed grocery store failures 
and the Bally’s casino contract.  Losing 
the Chicago Bears, a storied NFL fran-
chise, to Indiana or Arlington Heights 
would be the worst deal of all.

The Bears have been a tremen-
dous driver of economic activity, job 
creation, tax revenue, sales revenue, 
concessions, hospitality and tourism. 
In 2025, the team generated total fran-
chise revenues of $629 million. That 
revenue will increase as the Bears win 
more games and make a push for the 
Super Bowl.

As a businessman, I speak the 
language of the Bears and the commu-
nity at large. It comes down to commu-
nication and a willingness to work with 
the goals laid out by Bears ownership 
and the citizens of Chicago. Accord-
ing to Bears leadership, discussions 
with Illinois and Chicago leaders 
have been “minimal” since the legis-
lature adjourned earlier this summer 
without passing the megaprojects bill. 
In fact, neither Gov. JB Pritzker nor 
Mayor Brandon Johnson has provided 
another offer for the Bears to consider 
staying in Chicago or the state.

With due diligence underway at 
two sites in Hammond, there does 
not appear to be a sense of urgency on 
behalf of Pritzker, Johnson or legis-
lative leaders. Bears leaders during a 

news conference this month reaffirmed 
their focus on moving to Hammond.

“In Indiana, they’ve been very proac-
tive, very communicative and very 
solution-oriented,” team Chairman 
George McCaskey noted.

Perhaps politicians who are not busi-
nesspeople cannot fully appreciate the 
importance of property tax certainty, 
infrastructure needs and a domed 
stadium. Indiana Gov. Mike Braun is 
a businessman. Before politics, he ran 
logistics and distribution enterprises, 
so he knows how transformative the 
Bears moving to Indiana could be. This 
is why he urged his legislature to move 
quickly and offer $1 billion in public 
incentives toward a new Bears stadium.

Illinois leaders seem to be sleepwalk-
ing as it relates to the Bears. Maybe 
they think the Bears are bluffing about 
Indiana and the real play is Arlington 
Heights?

The city of Chicago has too much 
at stake to allow the Bears to leave. 
Economic impact to hospitality, hotels, 
tourism and jobs would be astronomi-
cal. I equate the Bears leaving Chicago 
to families that have lost their homes 
and been forced to leave the city. Those 
families take with them their talents 
and resources.

Chicago and the Park District would 
lose tens of millions in annual lease 
payments, admissions taxes and local 
economic activity generated by game-
day crowds. Local businesses that 
support Bears games might be forced 
to close. Additionally, the state would 
lose $32.5 million per year in state-

level tax revenues.
The Dallas Cowboys generate $1.3 

billion in annual total team revenue, 
the highest in the NFL. Estimated 
economic impact for their host city of 
Arlington, Texas, is $9.7 billion over the 
life of their extended lease agreement.

Cowboys’ ownership and Arling-
ton officials work together, and it is a 
win-win for the team and city. Owner-
ship of the stadium remains with the 
city.

Illinois leaders should work day 
and night on a deal to keep the Bears 
in Chicago. A domed stadium would 
allow Chicago to host a Super Bowl and 
year-round concert events. This could 
triple the current revenue from the 
Bears.

As a businessman, I believe we could 
negotiate a deal to keep the Bears in 
Chicago. It would take creativity and 
an incentive package that includes tax 
relief, outside investments, naming 
rights and other ad opportunities.

After watching the Bears’ first 
preseason game, I am more convinced 
that elected leaders need to do more to 
keep the team in Chicago.

The following are suggestions to 
keep the Bears in town:

 �  Pritzker and Johnson should offer 
the Bears a win-win-type proposal 
that would allow them to build a new 
stadium in Chicago along the lakefront. 
They should use the former Michael 
Reese Hospital site.

 �  Pritzker and the Illinois legislature 
should cap property taxes for citizens 
of Chicago and provide tax certainty 

to the Bears.
 �  Johnson should consider additional 

vacant land for a new Bears stadium.
 �  Pritzker and Johnson should 

consider two Chicago professional 
teams sharing a domed stadium.

 �  Johnson should create a task force 
consisting of businesspeople to negoti-
ate with Bears leadership.

 �  Johnson should lead a major 
modernization of Soldier Field that 
includes a dome.

 �  Pritzker should call a special session 
to get a deal done for the Bears and 
people of Chicago.

Bears leaders have indicated that 
they are open to discussions regarding 
a new stadium in Chicago and Arling-
ton Heights.

I urge elected leaders to communi-
cate and find a way to keep the Bears 
in Chicago. It would be good for jobs, 
revenue and our city. Now is the time to 
“Bear” down.

Bears leadership indicated the name 
would not change. Can you imagine the 
Chicago Bears of Arlington Heights? Or 
the Chicago Bears of Hammond?

If the Bears leave Chicago and Illi-
nois, there will be economic carnage. 
Political leaders who failed to act will 
pay a heavy price.

I write this commentary to make 
those comfortable with allowing the 
Chicago Bears to move out of our city 
uncomfortable.

Willie Wilson is a business owner, 
philanthropist and candidate for 
Chicago mayor.

Where is the sense of urgency  
to keep the Chicago Bears in town?

The Chicago Bears take the field before the first preseason game against the Cleveland Browns at Soldier Field on Saturday.  E. JASON WAMBSGANS/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

By Terri J. Sabol
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

One in four childcare seats in 
Chicago, or 25%, are tied to Head 
Start funding. In some neighbor-
hoods, it’s more than 80%.

The U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services launched the 
program more than six decades 
ago, and it has continued to offer 
early childhood education, health, 
nutrition and family services to 
support millions of low-income 
families across the country.

In Chicago, half of the city’s 
Head Start families rely on it so 
their parents can work, accord-
ing to the Early Childhood 
Research Alliance of Chicago 
(EC*REACH). If you don’t have 
a child in the program, it’s easy 
to miss what’s about to happen. 
The federal government is quietly 
proposing changes that would 
hollow out the country’s most 
durable early childhood educa-
tion program — and, with it, the 
local childcare system that keeps 
parents employed and kindergart-
ners ready for school entry.

At first glance, the proposed 
rules from the HHS on Head Start 
regulations and educators’ wages 
and benefits sound almost entic-
ing, even to a longtime researcher 
of Head Start like me.

Two billion dollars in savings 
and reduced administrative 
burden are promised, and an addi-
tional 236,000 Head Start slots. 
It’s almost too good to be true. 
That’s because it is.

The savings largely come on the 
backs of childcare workers, who 
are already among the lowest-paid 
professionals out there, earning 
often only $15 per hour.

HHS has proposed removing 
recent requirements for higher 
wages and benefits, calling them 
“costly and overly prescriptive.” 
In Chicago, Head Start educators 
are already leaving for higher-pay-
ing jobs at places such as Amazon 
fulfillment centers. Cut their pay, 
and the classrooms that remain 
will be staffed by less experienced 
teachers — if they can be staffed 
at all.

Those promised additional 
slots are achieved by increasing 
the number of children in each 
classroom. The proposed rule 
would eliminate all limits on class 
size and child-to-staff ratios and 
instead default to state licensure 
standards.

For example, Head Start 
currently caps classrooms for 

3-year-olds at eight children per 
teacher.  In Illinois, that could rise 
to 10-to-1 — a 25% increase. Other 
states would be much worse.

In Mississippi, for example, it 
could rise to 14-to-1, meaning one 
teacher would be responsible for 
75% more children. As a former 
teacher in Chicago Public Schools, 
I dare anyone who thinks this is a 
good idea to spend a day with 14 
three-year-olds while earning $15 
an hour — the national average for 
childcare workers.

The administration’s goal 
of reducing administrative 
burden goes hand in hand with 
the gutting of the regulations 
that make Head Start special. 
As one example, the proposed 
rules rescind the entire frame-
work for family and community 

engagement — the services that 
make Head Start a whole-family, 
anti-poverty intervention rather 
than just daycare.

Economists in a classic 2013 
study found that Head Start 
increased the time parents spend 
reading and doing math with their 
children.

My own research from 2014 
shows that Head Start raises the 
level of education parents them-
selves attain. Our most recent 
work, from 2024, demonstrates 
that supporting parents through 
enhanced education and training 
does not interfere with the bene-
fits of Head Start for children.

Another recent study finds that 
families whose children begin 
Head Start at age 3 see lasting 
gains in household income. These 
positive effects are likely due to 
Head Start offering a key work 
support (full-day childcare) as 
well as key services, such as GED 
courses and parenting classes.

These beneficial outcomes 
are also because of the deeply 
human-centered approach to 
Head Start, where it functions as a 
place of trust, a source of commu-
nity and a hub for the services that 
low-income families otherwise 
may struggle to piece together.

If the family-engagement 
component is removed, the bene-
fits for parents likely go with it.

Most people would agree Head 
Start could use some changes. 
Reporting requirements are 
burdensome. Some performance 
standards deserve a fresh look. 
But the proposed rule doesn’t trim 
red tape — it strips out the pieces 
that make Head Start work.

It reduces math and literacy 
instruction requirements. It elimi-

nates required medical and dental 
screenings. It removes Spanish 
instruction for English language 
learners. Public comment on the 
proposed rules is telling. What 
remains will be subpar, and likely 
unsafe, daycare for working, 
low-income families.

The $2 billion in short-term 
savings will be paid back, with 
interest, over decades in lost 
human potential. Six decades of 
research show that strong invest-
ment in young children produces 
some of the highest returns in 
public policy.

Head Start was launched in 
1965 as part of President Lyndon 
Johnson’s War on Poverty, 
designed by developmental scien-
tists in collaboration with policy-
makers. The story of Head Start 
has never been a fairy tale. There 
have been missteps and disap-
pointments, but it is one of the few 
federal programs that has taken 
the best available evidence and 
built a nationwide delivery system 
around it.

Policymakers, researchers 
and experts need to use the best 
evidence to discover ways to 
improve Head Start, not disman-
tle it.

Head Start has always shown 
what happens when science, 
humanity and smart policy meet. 
In Chicago and beyond, we can’t 
afford to let that go and lose our 
head start.

Terri J. Sobol is associate 
professor in the School of 
Education and Social Policy and 
faculty co-director of the Early 
Childhood Research Alliance 
of Chicago (EC*REACH) at 
Northwestern University.

The US cannot afford to lose what makes Head Start work for families

Jasmine Ortiz picks up her children, Dharious, 4, left, and Yeimy, 15 
months, from Brightpoint’s Mitzi Freidheim Child & Family Center on 
Aug. 7. BrightPoint operates six early learning centers in the state that 
provide Head Start services, including this Englewood location. 
CHRIS SWEDA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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OPINION

Board of Education elections
On Nov. 3, Chicago voters will 

be voting for a Chicago Board 
of Education president and all 
school board candidates, a folly 
created in the name of democ-
racy. Ballots will show the district 
and candidates, but before that 
moment, many, if not most, voters 
will have no idea who these 
people are.

Fewer voters may mark the 
ballot, giving the edge to candi-
dates backed by self-serving 
groups. The new board will 
be controlled by one of them, 
most likely the Chicago Teach-
ers Union, by definition a group 
concerned about teacher bene-
fits and rights. That’s not to say 
that others such as the Illinois 
Network of Charter Schools and 
the Service Employees Interna-
tional Union, which, like the CTU, 
are putting money and campaign 
workers into this election, have 
schoolchildren as their primary 
concern.

Any group that bargains with 
the school district should not be 
running it.

A smaller school board elected 
in a citywide election would have 
made sense. Mayors and their 
chosen board members have often 
failed the schools, but at least we 
knew who to blame for failures.

Member X from District X? Not 
likely.
— Roger Flaherty, Chicago

Stacy Davis Gates’ myopia
Chicago Teachers Union Pres-

ident Stacy Davis Gates appears 
bound and determined to extract 
as much as she can from the city 
of Chicago and the state of Illi-
nois at the expense of, well, pretty 
much everything else. She doesn’t 
seem concerned that the system 
for which she continually presses 
for more money may well even-
tually buckle and collapse under 
her demands. In fact, she’s all but 
encouraging it to happen. Nor 
does she seem to give the slight-
est thought to souring the public’s 
perception of the CTU and by 
proxy (although unfairly) the 

teachers it represents.
On one hand, you can almost 

respect the job she’s done up to 
this point. She’s in a position with 
a clear mandate to secure the best 
possible benefits for the folks she 
represents, and by any measure, 
she’s delivered in spades. But, 
to continually push, refuse to 
compromise, and frequently 
alienate potential allies and 
supporters is not just politically 
short-sighted; it’s also exhausting 
for all Chicagoans who care about 
the future of our city.

When I read headlines about 
Davis Gates and the CTU, I often 
find myself remembering the 
union’s rallying cry “First We 
Get the Money.” I just wish for 
the sake of the city that someone 
knew what comes next.
— Bobby Burk, Chicago

Hold CPS, CTU accountable
Regarding the editorial “Forget 

Springfield bailout talk. Here’s 
how state should help Chicago 
Public Schools” (Aug. 7): Spring-
field, this is your time to help 
the taxpayers of Chicago hold 
Chicago Public Schools (and the 
Chicago Teachers Union) fiscally 
accountable. And improve the 
bond rating and increase confi-

dence that will help attract new 
private money donors.

Is it too optimistic to dream 
that CPS knows how to manage 
money, that the CTU respects 
parents and taxpayers, and that 
high net-worth individuals and 
corporations are so confident 
in CPS’ ability to execute that 
they want to donate large sums 
of money to CPS to build more 
top-performing schools?

Springfield, let’s do it for the 
kids!
— Steve Katz, Chicago

Replacing lead service lines
Chicago has roughly 400,000 

lead service lines, many serving 
homes built before 1986. There is 
no safe level of lead exposure, and 
elevated lead levels were found 
in roughly one-third of Chicago 
homes that voluntarily tested 
their water, according to an Axios 
analysis.

Replacing those lines should be 
an urgent public-health priority. 
Instead, Chicago is paying roughly 
$33,784 per line — about three 
times what Elgin pays.

Think about that: For roughly 
the cost of replacing one lead 
line in Chicago, Elgin can replace 
three.

At Chicago’s current rate, 
replacing all 400,000 lines could 
cost approximately $13.5 billion 
over two decades. Meanwhile, 
Chicago has replaced only about 
15,500 lines in five years and will 
soon face a federal requirement to 
dramatically accelerate that pace.

Mayor Brandon Johnson has 
said he is seeking additional state 
and federal funding. That’s fine, 
but more outside money doesn’t 
answer the most important ques-
tion: Why is Chicago paying so 
much more than nearby commu-
nities for essentially the same 
work?

Chicago has a $16.6 billion 
annual budget and has found 
hundreds of millions of dollars 
for other pressing priorities. So 
Chicagoans have a right to ask: 
What is the mayor focusing on 
that is more important than 
protecting our children and fami-
lies from lead in their drinking 
water?

This isn’t about politics. It’s 
about priorities, accountability 
and basic fiscal responsibility.

If Elgin can replace a lead 
service line for a fraction of what 
Chicago pays, City Hall should be 
able to explain the difference — 
and fix it.

Chicagoans shouldn’t have to 
pay three times more for clean, 
safe drinking water.
— Thomas Schoendorff, Chicago

Communities need this project
Anti-data center activists boo 

Mayor Brandon Johnson for not 
disavowing the massive Illinois 
Quantum & Microelectronics 
Park project in Chicago. If there 
was a vote in these communities, 
perhaps more people would be for 
the quantum computing develop-
ment than not.

South Chicago and the East Side 
were economically and commer-
cially more vibrant in the middle 
of the 20th century. Back then, the 

mills were booming, you could 
see the mill dust from the blast 
furnaces on the car windshields 
and no one really complained 
because of all the jobs.

These communities desperately 
need some development to help 
revitalize them, and you have to 
wonder what is the real agenda 
for these activists. Nothing they’re 
doing is really helping anyone.
— Andrew Kachiroubas, Chicago

Bears leaders are players
Regarding the process of deter-

mining a site for a new stadium, 
Bears management has played 
more games than the players.
— Payson Wild, Evanston

Polish Triangle significance
Regarding the editorial “Let 

the people pee. Just not in the 
Polish Triangle” (Aug. 6): Thank 
you from the bottom of our hearts 
for helping highlight the Polish 
Triangle’s significance as a center 
of Polish immigrant history and 
the literary legacy of Nelson 
Algren.

We believe it has the poten-
tial to be an exciting gateway to 
Wicker Park’s cultural, hospitality 
and economic future.
— Zygmunt Dyrkacz, artistic 
director, and Lela Headd, 
managing director, Chopin 
Theatre

Note to readers
Construction on Chicago streets 
and bridges this summer has 
created headaches for many driv-
ers. We’d like to hear from you 
about your frustrations with the 
delays and the city’s management 
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.

Voice of the People

Candidates line up to submit nomination petitions for the Chicago 
school board outside the Chicago Board of Elections on May 18. 
ANTONIO PEREZ/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

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.

Last month, the tech world was 
shaken by an event that sounded 
like a science fiction plot: Artifi-
cial intelligence agents escaped 
from their closed testing environ-
ment, accessed the open internet 
and hacked into another compa-
ny’s system without human 
knowledge. These AI agents 
from OpenAI, a leading U.S. tech 
company, had been tasked to 
solve an exercise. Apparently, 
they thought they might find the 
answer easier on the outside, so 
they found a way to get there.

AI agents are AI-powered 
systems that can perform tasks 
and make decisions, and they are 
getting more advanced every day. 
In this case, AI agents created 
a message board to communi-
cate with each other and worked 
collaboratively to find vulnera-
bilities they could exploit. The 
episode demonstrates both the 
remarkable capacity of AI and the 
terrifying risks of it.  

AI will likely become the most 
powerful tool that humans have 
ever created. Nuclear weapons 
are the only other human-made 
tool that compares in terms of 
destructive potential, so global 
leaders should take lessons from 
how the world has successfully 
managed that threat so far. The 
AI threat could be even greater, 
since it can operate independent 
of, and even contrary to, human 
action or direction. Nuclear risk 
still relies on human decision or 
error. Some experts argue that an 
AI agent might even wrest control 
of nuclear weapons from human 
leaders and use them against us.

The fact that nuclear weapons 
have not yet destroyed the world 
was not luck or accident. It was 
the success of hard diplomatic 
work and cooperation. This is the 
kind of urgency and collective 
action that the world needs on AI 
now, as many experts have been 
pressing for years.

After the United States dropped 
atomic bombs on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki in 1945, the existential 
threat of nuclear weapons was 
clear. Ironically, it was the United 
States that then took the lead in 
seeking global agreement to curb 
their proliferation and use. Having 

these weapons was not enough to 
protect us from the threats they 
posed. This technology had to 
be closely and collectively moni-
tored so that the civilian benefits of 
nuclear science could be realized 
while the risks were still contained.

The U.S. government first 
proposed an international orga-
nization to limit the proliferation 
of nuclear weapons and manage 
the spread of nuclear technology 
in 1953. This led to the creation 
of the International Atomic 
Energy Agency in 1957, which was 
followed by years of negotiations 
among many countries, both those 
with nuclear weapons and those 
without. Hundreds of multilateral 
meetings were convened to negoti-
ate the scope and terms.

In 1963, President John F. 
Kennedy warned that, if negotia-
tions failed, as many as 25 coun-
tries might have nuclear weapons 
by the 1970s. But this effort led to 
the 1968 Treaty on the Non-Prolif-
eration of Nuclear Weapons. That 
nuclear weapons have not been 

used in warfare again since 1945, 
and that only nine nations possess 
nuclear weapons today, are proof 
of the success of this diplomatic 
feat.

Nuclear fear was greatest when 
nations were racing to develop 
these weapons faster than each 
other at a time when the world 
knew far less about their capac-
ity and how they worked. That 
is where we are with AI today, so 
we should act accordingly. The 
world must shift away from global 
competition and toward coopera-
tion, since this is a threat and tech-
nology that no country can contain 
on its own.

What is happening with AI 
today, however, is the opposite, 
particularly in the United States. 
AI research, development and 
management here are almost 
exclusively in the hands of the 
private sector, with no mean-
ingful regulation yet from the 
government. The AI approach 
of President Donald Trump’s 
administration has been to maxi-

mize national competitiveness 
over safety, avoiding any regula-
tion that might slow down U.S. 
companies in the global AI arms 
race. It has made cooperation with 
the government on new model 
releases voluntary and prohibited 
any mandatory licensing or other 
requirements for AI development.

In effect, these AI companies 
are working with no restraints 
or safety requirements. Imagine 
if the U.S. government had given 
the private sector that kind of free 
hand with nuclear technology. 
Even food companies are subject 
to more scrutiny and standards 
than AI. Three binding interna-
tional agreements govern trade in 
bananas alone. The national and 
global approach to AI just isn’t seri-
ous yet.

This must change, but the 
outlook isn’t promising. Nuclear 
nonproliferation efforts during 
the Cold War would never have 
succeeded without the cooper-
ation of both the United States 
and the Soviet Union. Today’s AI 

landscape requires the coopera-
tion of its two leading players too: 
the United States and China. The 
Trump administration has made 
clear, though, that it prefers to 
act unilaterally and aggressively 
in global affairs and is suspicious 
of multilateral cooperation, so it 
is unlikely to play a constructive 
role here. That fact alone poses a 
massive global threat.  

President Ronald Reagan and 
Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev 
agreed in 1985 that a “nuclear war 
cannot be won and must never be 
fought.” It is time that today’s great 
powers made a similar pact on AI.

If we wait for the AI version of 
Hiroshima before we respond, it 
may be too late.

Elizabeth Shackelford is a foreign 
affairs columnist for the Tribune 
and a lecturer with the Dickey 
Center at Dartmouth College. She 
was previously a U.S. diplomat 
and is the author of “The Dissent 
Channel: American Diplomacy in 
a Dishonest Age.”

AI should be managed  
like nuclear weapons — urgently

OpenAI CEO Sam Altman arrives at a data center event on June 1 in Saline, Michigan. DANIEL MEARS/THE DETROIT NEWS
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The Rescuer
Needed Rescue
A Guide to Open Water Lifesaving
By Virginia Eubanks
FSG, 384 pages, $32

BOOKSHELF | By Barbara Spindel

The ‘Medicare for All’ Math Doesn’t Add Up

T he notion of a “Medicare
for All” system is enjoy-
ing a revival. Democratic

primary victories by candi-
dates who champion single-
payer healthcare, most notably
U.S. Senate candidates Abdul
El-Sayed in Michigan and
Peggy Flanagan in Minnesota,
have pushed the proposal back
into the healthcare debate.

What these candidates fail
to understand—or refuse to
acknowledge—is that applying
Medicare payment rates to all
services provided to all pa-
tients would destroy the
American healthcare system.

The debate usually centers
on taxes and the role of gov-
ernment. But there is a more
fundamental question: Could
America’s hospitals survive if
every patient were reimbursed
at Medicare rates?

The answer is no. This isn’t
ideology; it’s math.

Congress’s Medicare Pay-
ment Advisory Commission es-
timates that hospitals lost
about 12 cents on every Medi-

care dollar they received in
2024 and projects Medicare
margins will remain roughly
10% below the break-even
point in 2026. Those losses are
sustainable only because
Medicare is one part of a
mixed-payer system.

The other main part is com-
mercial insurance. A 2024
Rand study found that private
insurers paid hospitals, on av-
erage, more than 2.5 times

Medicare rates. Those much
higher payments help support
emergency departments,
trauma centers, neonatal in-
tensive-care units, behavioral-
health programs, teaching hos-
pitals and rural facilities, as
well as investment in technol-
ogy, cybersecurity and emer-
gency preparedness.

In effect, America’s hospi-
tals are financed by a combi-

nation of public underpayment
and private overpayment. The
arrangement may not be ele-
gant or even rational, but it
keeps hospitals operating.
Medicare for All would destroy
that balance.

Supporters respond that
hospitals could simply become
more efficient. Greater effi-
ciency is desirable, but it can’t
bridge a reimbursement gap of
this magnitude. Hospitals
aren’t ordinary businesses.
They can’t close the emergency
department on a slow day or
staff an intensive-care unit
only when demand is high.
They must maintain nurses,
physicians, technicians, operat-
ing rooms, diagnostic equip-
ment and emergency readiness
around the clock.

If Congress imposed a re-
gime that paid Medicare rates
for every patient, hospitals
would first freeze hiring, delay
capital projects and postpone
equipment purchases. Then
would come staffing reduc-
tions and closing of money-
losing services such as obstet-
rics and behavioral health.

Rural hospitals, many already
operating on razor-thin mar-
gins, would be especially vul-
nerable. Eventually, many hos-
pitals wouldn’t generate
enough revenue to meet pay-
roll and keep the lights on.

The greatest victims would
be the patients Medicare for
All is intended to help. Uni-
versal insurance means little
if the local maternity ward
has closed, the nearest
trauma center is hours away,
or the community hospital
has disappeared.

A healthcare system can’t
endure if the institutions pro-
viding care consistently lose
money treating their patients.
Medicare for All may promise
universal coverage, but its
payment rates couldn’t sup-
port a sustainable hospital
system.

Mr. Beck is a former execu-
tive with HCA Healthcare. He
served as an adviser to both
Trump presidential transi-
tions and as a consultant to
the Department of Govern-
ment Efficiency.

By Thomas Beck

Care for the elderly is
subsidized by private
insurance payments.

OPINION

T he training manual of the U.S. Lifesaving Association
warns prospective lifeguards that “a panicked victim,
desperate for buoyant support, is a very real threat to

an approaching rescuer.” Virginia Eubanks, an investigative
journalist and political-science professor living in Troy, N.Y.,
faced a similar situation in 2015—though it involved a crisis
on dry land.

In this case, the panicked victim was her partner, who was
violently assaulted, steps from their shared home. In the after-
math he developed post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
which was marked by nightmares, volatility, agoraphobia and
other symptoms. Ms. Eubanks was compelled to assume the
role of rescuer, both because she loved him and because there
was nobody else to fill the position. The task, she found, car-
ried risks of its own.

In her memoir, “A Guide to Open Water Lifesaving,” Ms.
Eubanks recalls that in the years after the attack, she scoured
the literature on PTSD, from clinical studies and self-help texts
to autobiography and fiction. She was desperate for instruc-

tion on how best to support
her partner, whom she calls
J. in the book. But she also
needed help coping with her
own mounting feelings of anxi-
ety and loss.

Most of the advice, Ms.
Eubanks found, was centered
strictly on the PTSD sufferer.
Absent was any acknowledg-
ment of the strain placed on
those trying to help. Some mate-
rials suggested that caregivers
ought to selflessly put their own
needs aside. It was only when she
came across the aquatic-rescue
training resource titled “Open

Water Lifesaving” that she felt her difficulties were recog-
nized. She marvels that “this lifeguarding manual was,
absurdly, the first book I had found that offered practical
advice pertinent to my circumstance.” Its warnings about the
risks a flailing drowning victim poses to a would-be rescuer—
who might be pulled under while trying to offer aid—also
spoke to “the dangers of supporting a distressed loved one in
an environment I couldn’t control.”

The attack immediately overturned life for both Ms.
Eubanks and her partner. The assailants who beat J. uncon-
scious were strangers to him, and no arrests were ever made.
He endured a six-hour surgery to repair his broken jaw and
was discharged from the hospital the same day. “The nurses
had given me a small set of wire cutters,” the author recalls,
“and told me that if the anesthesia or the pain made him sick,
I should cut the wires holding his jaws together so that he
wouldn’t aspirate on his own vomit.” Alarmed, she sat up
with J. all night. Her watchfulness soon shifted to J.’s behav-
ior, as he became paranoid, irritable and withdrawn.

Eager for insights similar to those she had found in the life-
guarding manual, Ms. Eubanks searched for courses on rescue
and survival, around Troy and farther afield. At a local pool
she joined a group of teenagers and received her lifeguard cer-
tification. She enrolled in classes on kayak rescue and wilder-
ness survival. A textbook from the latter warned rescuers not
to “rush to the aid of a person in trouble” but first to “stop,
look around, and assess the risk to yourself and your team.”
Her lifeguarding class emphasized that “communication is a
lifeguard’s most important skill” and that “none of us works
alone.” Such practical guidance for life-or-death emergencies
gave her principles for handling an unpredictable situation at
home. (Her attempts to make such connections are sometimes
overwrought: A course on the use of maps and compasses
prompts the author to reflect that she and J. “tried to keep
moving through the wilderness of PTSD in what we hoped was
the direction of safety.”)

This is the first memoir by Ms. Eubanks, whose earlier
books include “Automating Inequality” (2018). She tackles an
often-neglected side of caregiving with clarity and meticu-
lousness. She is candid about how the attack and its aftermath
left her household in perilous financial shape: J., an artist,
musician and teacher, was largely unable to work afterward,
while Ms. Eubanks cut her teaching load in half to care for
him. She details the exhausting effort of disputing her part-
ner’s medical claims with insurance companies, which required
her to navigate, in her words, “a stingy and Kafkaesque system
of financial and social support.” At a low point several years
after the attack, she and J. looked to get him treatment at an
inpatient psychiatric facility. He was turned away because of a
lack of beds.

After years of managing J.’s practical needs and mercurial
moods, Ms. Eubanks saw a therapist who diagnosed her with
a moderate form of PTSD. The author notes that the Diag-
nostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders recognizes
that those close to PTSD sufferers can develop secondary
traumatic stress. She cites the difficulty of finding consistent
medical care for J., the “threat of debt” that hung over their
lives and the “impenetrable mazes of paperwork” in which
she wandered.

In addition to being a memoir, “A Guide to Open Water Life-
saving” is intended as a resource for caregivers. Two appendi-
ces provide advice and suggestions for further reading. The
National Institute of Mental Health estimates that more than
12 million Americans suffer from PTSD. Ms. Eubanks marshals
statistics to show the physical, emotional and financial toll on
those who love them. She advocates for a variety of reme-
dies—from training to financial support—as well as “opportu-
nities for respite and social connection” to address burnout
and isolation.

Ms. Eubanks calls her failure to remain mentally healthy
while giving J. the help he needed “the single greatest disap-
pointment of my life.” Her revealing, sometimes seething
account makes clear that, rather than being solo affairs, the
safest rescues are accomplished by teams.

Ms. Spindel reviews books frequently for the Journal.

The author scoured the literature on PTSD
in a quest to help her partner. She found that
becoming a caregiver held its own perils.

Alaska’s first
two ranked-
choice elec-
tions were
embarrass -
m e n t s ,
marked by
complexity,
confusion and
delay. But, oh,
for the good
old days of

mere humiliation. This year
operatives finally cracked the
many devious ways the sys-
tem can be outright gamed.
Alaska is now the poster child
for dirty-pool politics.

Alaskans won’t know until
the end of August which “fi-
nal four” candidates for each
office will be on their ranked-
choice November ballot after
this week’s jungle primary.
Residents will need that time
to recover from the trauma of
a monthslong campaign in
which they were not valued
as “we the people,” but duped
and confused, treated as
pawns in a seedy game.

Alaska conducts elections
in two stages under com-
pletely different rules. First,
all candidates, regardless of
party, face off in a primary, in
which each voter casts a sin-
gle vote. The top four finish-
ers advance to the general
election, in which voters can
rank all four and their votes
shift in multiple rounds of
counting in which the bottom
finisher is eliminated and his
votes reassigned.

As with Alaska’s past races
under this system, which be-
gan in 2022, there was the
usual insane complexity: 17
candidates for governor, 16
for the U.S. Senate, 15 for the
state’s lone House seat. This
is in part a function of
Alaska’s silly filing require-

Alaska’s Ranked-Choice Travesty
ments, the loosest in the
country. Anyone can run for
office for a fee of $100—no
need to gather petition signa-
tures. That encourages frivo-
lous candidacies in Alaska’s
system, allowing attention
seekers the guarantee of hav-
ing their name listed next to
prominent people—and free
media.

Alaska’s House contest fea-
tured, again, Eric Hafner, who
is serving a federal prison
term in New York after plead-
ing guilty in connection with
a string of threats against
government officials. He
made the final ballot in 2024,
and may do so this year, too.
The Senate race featured his
mother, Carol Hafner, and
Green candidate Richard
Grayson—neither of whom
lives in the state. Of more
than 30 candidates running
for the Senate and House, few
outside the incumbents or the
main Democratic challenger
even tried to raise money. Mr.
Grayson recently explained
that he was running “for fun,”
that he actually supports
Democrat Mary Peltola, and
that if he makes the final
four, he’ll quit. This is the
contempt RCV encourages
candidates to show Alaska
voters.

At least the felon and the
out-of-staters weren’t deceiv-
ing voters. The Senate race
featured the last-minute entry
of a retired elementary school
teacher with a history of sup-
porting Democrats, including
Mrs. Peltola. He happens to
be named Daniel Sullivan—
the same name as the Repub-
lican incumbent—and filed,
just before the deadline, to
run as a Republican. The de-
coy insists he isn’t trying to
confuse voters, and isn’t

working with Mrs. Peltola or
her supporters. Yet his filing
documents were handled by
an Anchorage Democratic
consultant, and his campaign
logo is a near replica of Sen.
Sullivan’s.

Doppelgangers have run in
other elections but, again,
Alaska’s system dramatically
increases the spoiler poten-
tial. In a jungle primary teem-

ing with candidates, voters
struggle to focus on individu-
als or disputes. Every name is
dropped on one big ballot.
The Sullivans were adjacent
this year, with the decoy can-
didate listed first. How many
Alaskans ticked the first box,
unaware they were voting for
someone other than whom
they intended?

With 80% of the vote
counted, Mrs. Peltola has
64,000 votes and Sen. Sulli-
van has 57,000. No. 3? Decoy
Dan, with 3,200 votes, who
didn’t campaign and has only
12 donors (not including him-
self). Alaskans will be even
more confused when they
have to “rank” the two Dans
in November.

While fringe candidates
didn’t bother raising money,
“pop-up” partisan groups
poured more than $3 million
into Alaska’s tiny media mar-
ket to game the primary. A
group called Right for Alaska
spent $2.2 million in ads sup-
porting little-known conserva-
tives to skim voters from Sen.

Sullivan. Another mystery or-
ganization, Fair Deal Alaska,
ran more than $750,000 to
help the Carol Hafner and
Grayson campaigns draw
votes from Mrs. Peltola. The
American Democracy Project
blew $300,000, in part to
boost David Leslie, a Demo-
crat, also to undermine Mrs.
Peltola. Mr. Leslie said he was
“surprised” when people
starting praising his video ads,
since his campaign never ran
any. Alaska mailboxes were
flooded with flyers encourag-
ing them to vote for spoiler
candidates. While some ma-
nipulation happened in prior
elections, this year there was
little but manipulation. Gam-
ing Alaska’s system is now a
feature—not a bug.

Alaskans won’t even decide
who is on the final ballot. Pol-
iticians are now wise to
Alaska’s RCV game, including
a provision that automatically
moves candidates up if any of
the official “four” drop out.
Candidates are in active back-
room discussions about who
will withdraw, under what cir-
cumstances, to juke the ballot.
Democrats want one Demo-
crat in the final four, against
three Republicans (to split
that vote). Republicans want
the opposite. Voters may ask
why they bother going to the
polls when politicians set the
final field.

There will be at least one
clear choice on November’s
ballot. Alaskans will vote on a
ballot initiative that would
ditch ranked-choice voting. A
similar attempt failed by 700
votes in 2024, after outside
groups invested heavily to re-
tain the failing system. After
this election season, Alaskans
would be crazy to vote no.

Write to kim@wsj.com.

The system isn’t
merely confusing. It
is a game in which
voters are the losers.

POTOMAC
WATCH
By Kimberley
A. Strassel

Coming in BOOKS this weekend
Adam Smith’s ‘The Wealth of Nations’ at 250 • Slavery
in ancient Rome •What to make of offensive art • Three
rivers and the destiny of Europe •Marilyn Monroe’s
library • The style of the tennis court • & much more

Many people
know that
Jews blow
the shofar,
or ram’s

horn, on the holy days of Rosh
Hashana and Yom Kippur. Less
well-known is the custom of
blowing the shofar at the end
of the daily morning prayer
service for the month preced-
ing the High Holy Days to pro-
vide a warning that the days
of judgment are coming.
These days New York Jews
sense a different kind of
warning.

When I was growing up in
Queens in the 1970s, about
2,000 Jews would worship on
Rosh Hashana and Yom Kip-
pur at my synagogue, the Hol-
lis Hills Jewish Center. The
back doors to the main sanc-
tuary would be open, and the
banquet hall behind it would
be filled with seats, going all
the way up to the stage at the
end of the room. If there were
police outside, they were
there only to direct traffic,
not to provide protection from
any kind of “hate crime,” a
term that didn’t exist yet.

This year, as the High Holi-
days approach, the Jewish
community in New York is
thinking about holiday ser-
vices differently. Every syna-
gogue has a security commit-
tee; police presence is a
necessity—not because of
traffic—and in many syna-

New York Isn’t the Same for Jews
gogues the process of passing
through security at the en-
trance reminds me of my time
working in the White House.

In the New York of my
youth, the annual Israel Day
parade was a great celebra-
tion, nearly always attended
by a mayor, who stood in soli-
darity with Israel. This year,
there was no mayor in atten-
dance, and Jessica Tisch, com-
missioner of the New York
City Police Department, said
that the parade required “the
most extensive security plan
that the NYPD has ever put
together.”

While Jews once felt safe
walking the streets of the
city—or at least only as
threatened as everybody
else—now they feel, with good
reason, as if they have targets
on their backs. Most hate
crimes in New York are di-
rected at Jews, even though
they’re nowhere near a major-
ity of the population. In July,
70% of hate crimes targeted
Jews in the city. Last week an
antisemite disrupted a syna-
gogue service and assaulted a
congregant. Last month, a Jew
was stabbed leaving prayer
services on a fast day.

The pervasive threat is a
constant topic of conversation
in a way that crime was when
I was growing up: who had
been mugged, whose apart-
ment had been robbed, whose
car had been stolen. With the

anticrime policies of Mayors
Rudy Giuliani and Michael
Bloomberg, crime receded,
but now discussions with
Jewish New Yorkers are about
the latest hate crime, or
about new communal or per-
sonal security measures, or
about who is no longer com-
fortable taking the subway.

The pervasive nature of the
threat has Jews continually
thinking about it. Before going
out to a kosher restaurant, do
you want to become a target
just to get a burger or a slice
of pizza? When going to syna-
gogue, can you focus on con-
templative prayer knowing
that just being there makes
you vulnerable? When you
visit a Jewish institution, why
don’t comparable non-Jewish
institutions need the same
layers of security?

In my weekly teaching vis-
its to New York from Mary-
land, I choose—for now—to
continue taking the subway,
going to synagogue, eating at
kosher restaurants. But other
Jews may make different
choices. They may stop being

observant, or may stop doing
things that identify them as
Jewish. They may move to
Florida or Texas or out of a
Jewish neighborhood. Put all
those individual choices to-
gether and we lose the things
that for more than a century
made New York such a Jewish
city.

What’s happening in New
York is about more than one
mayor running an adminis-
tration oddly focused on de-
monizing Israel. The atmo-
sphere is changing the
character of what was once
America’s most Jewish city
and making it simply another
place. It feels to many New
York Jews as if something is
being taken away, an atypical
feeling in the American Jew-
ish experience.

In this period before Rosh
Hashana, the daily shofar
blasts are supposed to get
Jews thinking about what
they have done wrong in the
past year and how they could
be better in the next. This
year that sound is also having
them look to the city that has
long been the center of Amer-
ican Jewish life and hoping
against hope that it too can be
better in the year ahead.

Mr. Troy is a senior fellow
at the Ronald Reagan Insti-
tute and a senior scholar at
Yeshiva University’s Straus
Center.

The term ‘hate crime’
didn’t exist when I
was growing up in
Queens in the 1970s.

HOUSES OF
WORSHIP
By Tevi Troy
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What ObamaCare Was Meant to Accomplish
Thank you, Allysia Finley, for point-

ing out the clever ruse behind the Af-
fordable Care Act (“Luigi Mangione
and Democrats’ ObamaCare Deflec-
tion,” Life Science, Aug. 17). Many
well-meaning people mistook Obama-
Care as a means of providing medical
care to the poor and uninsured. The
real objective was the establishment
of national health insurance through
the backdoor.

In eliminating the antitrust exemp-
tions, large hospitals were now allowed
to purchase smaller ones, as well as pri-
mary-care practices, pharmacies, etc.
The 340B federal drug program pro-
vided the cash to accomplish this.
These powerful, vertically integrated
systems were able to squeeze private
specialty practices out of business by
gobbling up all the local primary-care
practices and prohibiting referrals to
physicians outside their system.

Once American healthcare is dom-
inated by a handful of powerful re-
gional medical systems, all that
would be needed to enact a national
healthcare system would be a con-
gressional law nationalizing these
systems and signed by a Democratic

president. Private health insurance
would similarly be outlawed. Voila,
national health insurance.

PETER V. PICKENS, M.D.
Wayne, Pa.

I agree with Ms. Finley. ObamaCare
and Democratic minds created destruc-
tion of the superior medical care that
once existed. These policies led to sicker
patients, higher risks and raised premi-
ums. Essential health benefits—mental
health, addiction, maternity, etc.—forced
all comprehensive plans and healthy
people to pay more, with higher deduct-
ibles to prevent more expensive medica-
tions and healthcare shortages.

In addition to the corporatization
of medicine—which interfered with
physicians’ ability to uphold their Hip-
pocratic oath, imposed strict limits on
the time they could devote to patient
care and increased reliance on non-
physician providers—the administra-
tive control over essential equipment,
resources and innovation was part of
a deeply troubling and diabolical
scheme.

ALAN C. GEISS, M.D.
Glen Cove, N.Y.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

“I think it’s lovely, but I can’t be sure
without any comments to read.”

THEWALL STREET JOURNAL

Letters intended for publication should
be emailed to wsj.ltrs@wsj.com. Please
include your city, state and telephone
number. All letters are subject to
editing, and unpublished letters cannot
be acknowledged.

Ro Khanna Gets a Wealth Tax Education

S ilicon Valley Rep. Ro Khanna is trying to
reconcile his purported support for inno-
vation with his endorsement of a wealth

tax in California. He’s pitching
a way to ameliorate its impact
on entrepreneurs, but his plan
underscores the problemwith
wealth taxes.

Mr. Khanna upset his Sili-
con Valley donors last Decem-
ber when he came out for a ballot initiative that
would impose a one-time (supposedly) 5% tax
on the net worth of state residents with more
than $1 billion in wealth. “It’s a matter of val-
ues,” he said. “We believe billionaires can pay
a modest wealth tax so working-class Califor-
nians have the Medicaid.”

His endorsement did reveal his political val-
ues. But there’s nothingmodest about themea-
sure—championed by the SEIU-United Health-
careWorkersWest—to confiscate wealth from
California’s top job creators.

The tax will punish private startup founders
whose assets mostly consist of illiquid shares
in their companies. Theymay lack cash and liq-
uid assets to pay the tax bill. What are they sup-
posed to do? The initiative would let them
spread the payment over five years, though at
a hefty interest charge.

Theywould also be allowed to defer payment
until they are able to monetize their startup
stake. As the Tax Foundation explains, the state
would then become “a co-investor in the as-
sets.” If they appreciate over time, “California
can tax the additional accumulatedwealth even
if the taxpayer has long since left the state.”
Neither option is appealing.

Last weekend on social media Mr. Khanna
floated another idea. “Allow illiquid founders to
pledge shares with a loan from the government
to pay tax,” he wrote. “The loan period is long
but not infinite (e.g. 10 years)” and “at the end
of the period, the loan is either paid back in cash,
or the government assumes the shares.”

“The governmentwouldmake out if the com-
pany succeeds in terms of collection but found-
erswould not be personally liable if the company
somehow failed,” hewrote. The latter isn’t true,
as others quickly corrected. Hedge fundmanager
Bill Ackmanwrote that a founder could still owe

tax if he takes out a loan against his shares from
the state and if the company fails.

Mr. Khanna later acknowledged as much. “If
the shares go to zero the
founder can still face capital
gains tax on the deemed sale
(basis is often near zero),” he
said. “That’s a real issue.”
Yes, it is.

A more obvious problem:
The statewould be lendingmoney to billionaires
to pay itself. AsMark Cubanmused, if the state
doesn’t receive any incremental revenue, “what’s
the point of that?” Also, what happens if a
founder can’t pay back the loan in 10 years? The
government could then seize the shares.

“I’m sure the investors in those companies
will be thrilled about their new partners,” Mr.
Cuban wryly noted. His point is that the pros-
pect of government taking partial ownership
and control of a startup would chill venture
investment.

Palmer Luckey, who co-founded the defense
tech startup Anduril Industries, shrewdly noted
founders would have a 10-year “speedrun” to
pay back their loans—or else surrender their
shares to the government—which could warp
a business’s incentive to create long-term value
for investors. “The behavioral incentives are so
obviously horrible,” he wrote.

Mr. Khanna apparently didn’t think any of
this through or, for that matter, what will hap-
pen if top earners who pay a large share of Cali-
fornia’s bills flee as a result of the wealth tax.
“We only need this money because the Trump
administration cut $30 billion to our Medicaid
program,” he wrote. “If folks hadn’t supported
Trump and his medicaid cuts, maybe we
wouldn’t need this.”

The state doesn’t need themoney. California’s
federal Medicaid payments have increased 14%
($16.4 billion) over the last year. The left wants
a wealth tax for its own punishing sake.

Ditto a tax on unrealized capital gains,
which could be even more punitive for startup
founders who would have to pay an annual fed-
eral tax of 23.8% on the paper gains of their
shares. If nothing else, Mr. Khanna is doing a
public service by exposing the left’s wealth-tax
follies.

The progressive from
Silicon Valley has a
not-so-bright idea.

How the U.S. Went $40 Trillion in Debt

A fter cheerleading for President Biden’s
spending binge, the liberal intelligentsia
is now ringing alarms about the U.S.

government’s mounting debt,
which surpassed $40 trillion
on Tuesday. Naturally, the left
is blaming the GOP’s tax cuts,
but this argument is like scarf-
ing double cheeseburgers and
then blaming weight gain on
the lettuce and tomato.

The $40 trillion milestone marks “a very
dark day for America’s finances,” Bloomberg
News reported, with debt having “accelerated
faster than predicted in part due to massive
tax cuts under last summer’s Republican tax
and spending bill.” Debt accumulation has ac-
celerated, but the problem is spending by both
political parties, including the Covid blowout
and entitlement programs that keep growing
on autopilot.

Gross national debt has increased $17 trillion
since 2019. That’s about as much debt as the
U.S. added during the entire first 225 years of
its history. While the liberal press blames the
GOP’s 2017 tax cuts, and their extension in last
year’s One Big Beautiful Bill, revenue has in-
creased 68% since 2018. That’s twice the rate
of inflation.

Since 2018, revenue has averaged about 17%
of GDP, roughly the historical norm. Yet spending
has averaged slightly over 24% of GDP, versus a
pre-pandemic historical average of 20%.

Congress’s initial Covid relief bill in March
2020might have been warranted to help miti-
gate the lockdown’s economic damage, but
many provisions, such as extra Medicaid and
food-stamp allotments, didn’t lapse until 2023.
A bipartisan Congress piled onmore spending
that December.

Then after Democrats took over Congress,

they fired off another round inMarch 2021, even
though the economyhadmostly recovered. Then
came the bipartisan infrastructure bonanza, fol-

lowed by a pork-laden bill to
subsidize computer chips and,
to top it off, a climate extrava-
ganza that Democrats hilari-
ously named the Inflation Re-
duction Act.

This largess has cost more
than the Congressional Budget Office originally
estimated. Even so, the biggest contributors to
soaring deficits fall under the category of “man-
datory spending,” including Medicaid, Medi-
care, Social Security, veteran benefits, and
ObamaCare subsidies.

All of this is finally getting noticed now that
the government has to pay higher interest
rates. U.S. debt service payments totaled $963
billion during the first 10 months of this fiscal
year. That’s $200 billion more than spending
on defense, and it’s even slightly more than
Medicare.

Republicans in last year’s tax bill mademod-
est reforms to Medicaid, food stamps and stu-
dent loans, and they also rolled back some
green-energy subsidies. Alas, these changes
don’t go far enough, and the GOP has shrunk
from making bigger reforms.

The press is playing up the $40 trillionmile-
stone and rising interest rates to scare Republi-
cans off further tax cuts to give the economy
a supply-side boost. And to justify tax increases
when Democrats next control Congress.

President Trump’s advisers are reportedly
noodling the good idea of adjusting capital gains
for inflation. But the policy answer on the debt
is spending restraint, and one reason yields on
long-term Treasurys might be going up is that
investors have concluded that neither party in-
tends to quit the double cheeseburgers.

The problem isn’t tax
cuts. Spending is way
above historical norms.

Darline Graham’s Taiwan Mistake

Sen. Darline Graham flubbed an answer on
a South Carolina debate stage Tuesday,
but she’s far from the only politicianwho

could use a refresher on Pacific
geopolitics. Asked if Taiwan is
a national-security issue for the
U.S., Ms. Graham responded:
“I’m just going to be honest. . . .
I’m not that informed on na-
tional security.”

A Republican running for Senate should be
ready to discuss one of this century’smost con-
sequential geopolitical questions. Yet Ms. Gra-
ham’s opponent in next week’s GOP runoff, Rep.
Ralph Norman, hardly impressedwith his reply.
He motioned at “peace through strength” and
semiconductor chips, while suggesting China
would “take it over” if therewere “aweakDemo-
crat in office like Biden or Obama.”

While President Trump imagines himself a
personal deterrent to Chinese President Xi Jin-
ping, whatmatters is military power and awill-
ingness to use it. Republicans do no favorswhen
they flatter Mr. Trump or characterize Taiwan
as a distant question. “Of course Taiwan is our
friend,” Ms. Graham said later on Fox News,
“but I think people in South Carolina are more

worried about making ends meet, they’re con-
cerned about boys in girls’ sports.”

Taiwan confusion isn’t limited to one party.
Recall Alexandria Ocasio-Cor-
tez’s unintelligible remarks this
year in Munich. Asked about
defendingTaiwan, she rambled
about making sure “we are
moving in all of our economic
research and our global posi-

tions to avoid any such confrontation.” And AOC
may run for President.

The free people of Taiwan are on the front
lines against a Chinese Communist Party that
wants to dominate the 21st century. If Beijing
tries to blockade or invade the island, Americans
will notice the economic and strategic damage
that would go far beyond chip fabrication. And
the idea that voters can’t care about both
women’s sports and the fate of the free world is
giving them too little credit.

“If America abandons Taiwan, it will change
theworld fundamentally for theworse,” a nota-
ble GOP Senator said in 2022. “To abandon Tai-
wan is to give in to the rule of gun versus the rule
of law.” The late Lindsey Grahamwouldn’tmind
if his sister—or AOC—borrowed that line.

Her goof wasn’t good,
but neither was Ralph
Norman’s answer.

REVIEW & OUTLOOK

OPINION

Why Get Three MMR Vaccines Instead of One?
Michael Segal advises that the

MMR vaccine should be split into
three shots (“3 Vaccines Are Better
Than 1,” op-ed, Aug. 18). He reasons
this would reduce inflammatory trig-
gers in children with variants of the
SCN1A gene that make them suscep-
tible to seizures and neurological de-
terioration. Mr. Segal cites his 2019
op-ed, “The Complicated Truth About
Vaccines” but then ignores its les-
sons and practical difficulties with
his prescription.

As Mr. Segal noted in 2019, children
with “SCN1A mutations are destined to
develop seizures and regress neurolog-
ically,” regardless of vaccination. Vacci-
nation could trigger a neurologic dete-
rioration, “but had the children not
been vaccinated, the same deteriora-

tion would have occurred anyway the
next time they had a cold.” In fact, in
Dravet syndrome—the most common
disorder associated with pathological
SCN1A mutations—seizures are trig-
gered by low-grade fevers or hot baths.

Moreover, Dravet syndrome is rela-
tively rare. Why advise separate vac-
cines for all children when the combi-
nation MMR is safe for the
overwhelming majority, particularly
when subjecting parents and children
to three separate shot appointments
will likely decrease the number of
children vaccinated?

Three separate shots may triple
the number of complications over a
single combination shot.

JOEL ZINBERG, M.D.
New York

How the Fed Can Make Capital Countercyclical
James Mackintosh is right that cen-

tral banks are caught in a cycle of res-
cues that breed the leverage requiring
the next rescue (“Streetwise: Central
Banks Are Stuck in Cycle of Crises,”
Business & Finance, Aug. 17). One so-
lution has been sitting unused for a
decade.

The countercyclical capital buffer
was designed precisely for this prob-
lem. Raise bank capital requirements
during calm periods, when building
the buffer is cheap and seems unnec-
essary, and release them during a
downturn. The Federal Reserve ad-
opted the framework in 2016 and has
never once set the buffer above zero.
The Bank of England holds its buffer
at 2% in normal times, so it has some-
thing to release when the weather
turns. Ours is a fire extinguisher that
has never been filled.

I sat on the Federal Open Market
Committee for a decade and sup-
ported facilities that did what Mr.
Mackintosh describes. I would support
most of them again. The lesson of the
past 20 years isn’t that we lack tools.
It is that we reach for them only after
the fact, because acting in a calm
manner requires tightening when

nothing appears to be wrong.
The remedy isn’t another emer-

gency facility. It is the discipline to
build margin while the sun is out.

PATRICK T. HARKER
Haddonfield, N.J.

Mr. Harker was president of the
Philadelphia Fed from 2015 to 2025.

The Fed and the others became not
market makers of last resort, but lev-
eraged buy-and-hold investors of last
resort, a completely different thing. A
market maker is constantly buying and
selling. The Fed was only buying, not
selling, in order to push up the price of
the securities and to drive down their
yields. A market maker is in it to make
money on the bid-asked spread; the
Fed created giant leveraged naked long
positions that might, and then did, lose
vast amounts of money.

ALEX J. POLLOCK
Mises Institute
Lake Forest, Ill.

Pepper ...
And Salt

Who’s Teaching Capitalism?
Kimberlee Josephson is right that

the collegiate experience often incul-
cates socialism in students. Beyond
the cost, there’s at least one other
driving factor (“How Colleges Pro-
duce Socialists,” op-ed, Aug. 15).

Elite institutions are increasingly
biased against practitioners, leading
to a professorial class that mostly has
never worked anywhere else. Too
many well-intended faculty members
are ill-equipped to prepare their stu-
dents for capitalism, having never ex-
perienced its opportunities and obli-
gations. And too many trustees and
administrators don’t fight the incen-
tives against hiring practitioners, not
just career academics.

As Jesse Jackson said, “You can’t
teach what you don’t know, and you
can’t lead where you don’t go.”

CHARLES MITCHELL
Open Discourse Coalition

Lewisburg, Pa.

Stop Delaying SNAP Reform
The food stamp program is rife with

waste, fraud and abuse. The U.S. De-
partment of Agriculture reports that
$10.1 billion of food stamp payments in
2025 were improper, which is equiva-
lent to a 10.6% payment error rate.

Your editorial “A Senate Food Fight
on Welfare Waste” (Review & Outlook,
Aug. 17) notes that states with error
rates above 6% will be subject to a
modest cost-sharing requirement be-
ginning in 2028, thanks to President
Trump’s One Big Beautiful Bill.

While some Democrats—and even a
few Republicans—are livid, it’s impor-
tant to note that the state cost-shar-
ing requirement does not reduce total
food stamp expenditures, which have
skyrocketed in recent years. Based on
Congressional Budget Office projec-
tions, combined federal and state food
stamp spending will remain 49%
above the pre-Biden baseline over the
next decade.

This will finally give states skin
in the game in a program they ad-
minister with federal funds, provid-
ing an important incentive to re-
duce payment errors that cost
taxpayers billions each year. Con-
gress should strengthen the cost-
sharing requirement, not further
delay its implementation.

MATTHEW DICKERSON
Senior fellow for budget policy

National Taxpayers Union
Washington
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S aturday marks the 30th
anniversary of the 1996
welfare reform law, the
Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity

Reconciliation Act. A rare biparti-
san domestic-policy achievement, it
began with a simple insight: Gov-
ernment assistance should help
people move toward work and inde-
pendence, not make poverty a per-
manent condition.

With labor-force participation de-
clining, anxiety over job displace-
ment by artificial intelligence, and
millions of families seemingly stuck
in poverty, the principle that guided

the 1996 reform is in danger of being
discarded. States should design a
simpler safety net that rewards
work, using 21st-century technology
to do so.

Instead, technology leaders and
politicians are endorsing universal
basic income—regular cash pay-
ments regardless of work. Local gov-
ernments have already launched at
least 122 guaranteed-income pilots,
which apply income limits but retain
UBI’s defining feature: unconditional
cash.

The appeal is understandable.
America’s safety net is badly bro-
ken. It often punishes families who
make progress toward financial sta-
bility. Parents who work more hours

Americans Are Getting Caught in the Safety Net
or increase their salaries can
lose more in benefits than they
gain in income. In Illinois, a fam-
ily earning an additional $1,000,
at a certain threshold, loses
more than $25,000 in net re-
sources. Researchers at the Fed-
eral Reserve Bank of Atlanta
found that a hypothetical single
parent in the District of Colum-
bia gains nothing financially as
earnings rise from $11,000 to
$65,000. When these “benefit
cliffs” punish parents for earning
more or getting married, they
weaken the foundations of self-
sufficiency and help transmit
poverty from one generation to
the next.

Despite federal welfare spend-
ing reaching $1.6 trillion annu-
ally—1 of every 5 dollars in the
$7.4 trillion federal budget—the
dozens of disconnected programs
remain a web. Families must navi-
gate these complex programs with
conflicting eligibility and report-
ing requirements for food, cash,
health, child care and energy assis-
tance. The result is a wasteful, siloed
system that penalizes families for
taking steps toward independence.

UBI doesn’t solve any of this and
creates another benefit cliff. Rather
than reforming the safety net that
discourages work and marriage, UBI
would make unconditional assistance
a permanent feature.

The record shows that uncondi-
tional cash reduces work. Experi-
ments with a negative income tax in
the 1970s consistently produced
employment and earnings losses.
More recently, an OpenResearch
randomized trial in Illinois and
Texas found that guaranteed in-
come reduced labor-force participa-
tion by 4.1 percentage points and
annual earnings by roughly $1,800.

An American Enterprise Institute
review of the few robust U.S. guar-
anteed-income experiments likewise
found lower employment.

UBI would also be enormously ex-
pensive. Making the 2021 expanded
child tax credit permanent would
have cost about $1.6 trillion over a
decade. Providing every adult
$10,000 annually would cost roughly
$2.5 trillion a year.

Work is more than income—it’s a
source of meaning, and it is central
to family well-being. When parents
don’t work and families are depen-
dent on the safety net, they face
higher rates of intergenerational
poverty, worse physical and mental
health, and shorter life expectancies.
When parents gain employment,
their well-being improves and their

children see better health, behav-
ioral and education outcomes.

The better response to a broken
safety net is to transform it. The
path to the 1996 reform offers the
model. Before Congress acted, gov-
ernors in Iowa, Michigan, Minne-
sota and Wisconsin tested work-fo-
cused policies and proved that
better results were possible for
low-income families. After reform,
employment among single mothers
rose from about 51% in 1992 to 76%
in 2000, while child poverty fell
substantially.

Channeling the bipartisan spirit
of 1996 welfare reform, we are team-
ing up with states, technologists and
nonprofits to launch Resources for
Independence, Stability and Employ-
ment pilot programs.

Through RISE pilots, states
can attempt to address the deep-
est flaws of the current system. A
RISE pilot will combine current
benefits into one trackable, flexi-
ble benefit; phase that benefit
down gradually as earnings rise;
pair families with case manage-
ment to tackle core issues; and
require work, education or train-
ing. RISE pilots won’t assume
success. Results will be assessed
using randomized controlled trial
standards.

States once lacked the technol-
ogy to modernize benefits. Today,
innovative, privacy-protected plat-
forms can replace the patchwork
of cards, vouchers and payments
with one system that distributes
benefits, applies requirements, au-
dits spending and adjusts assis-
tance continuously as incomes
rise—ensuring that every earned
dollar leaves a family better off.
This removes the benefit cliffs and
delivers a safety net designed to
help parents move toward lasting

independence.
Thirty years after welfare reform,

America can build on its legacy by
changing the incentives that trap
families in poverty. Or we can aban-
don the work-first principle and
layer unconditional cash onto an al-
ready failing system.

Our safety net should catch peo-
ple when they fall. It shouldn’t hold
them down or pay them to remain
there.

Mr. Ryan is a partner at Solamere
Capital and a visiting fellow at the
American Enterprise Institute. He
served as House speaker, 2015-19.
Ms. Ford is president of Ford Policy
Solutions. She served on the White
House Domestic Policy Council,
2018-20.

By Paul Ryan
And Les Ford
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The 1996 welfare reform
helped move people from
dependency to work. We
need to do that again. President Clinton signs the welfare reform act, Aug. 22, 1996.

OPINION

The Bond ‘Chaos’ Is a Sign Kevin Warsh’s Plan Is Working
“What an exciting
week for bond
markets” isn’t
generally a phrase
one wants to hear,
but here we are.
Yields on U.S.
Treasurys surged
on Monday and
Tuesday, espe-
cially at the longer
end, with the 30-

year briefly hitting a level last seen
in 2007. Yields fell back down again
on Wednesday after Treasury Secre-
tary Scott Bessent announced an in-
tervention: Starting next month,
Treasury will accelerate its buyback
of longer-dated bonds and issue
shorter-term debt instead.

One of the sillier interpretations
of these events is that somehow Fed-
eral Reserve Chairman Kevin Warsh
is failing at his new job. In this tell-
ing, an excess of dovishness is caus-
ing long yields to rise in expectation
of future inflation. Meanwhile, Mr.
Bessent’s intervention supposedly is
a repudiation of Mr. Warsh’s deter-
mination to keep government hands
off the bond market.

Something much more interesting
is afoot.

The most convincing explanation
for the surge in yields is an uptick in
expectations for future economic
growth. This is manifested by the
willingness of tech companies to bid
up interest rates as they borrow to
invest in artificial intelligence.

It’s the latest sign that “financial
repression” is unwinding, and not a
moment too soon. The term refers to
a suite of economic policies (the de-
tails vary at different times and
places) designed to allow the gov-
ernment to borrow at below-market
rates, at the expense of savers and
with woeful distortions throughout
the economy. This has been the dom-
inant policy mode across the West
since the 2008 financial panic.

Financial repression in the U.S. is
enforced primarily by the Federal
Reserve, via the expansion of its bal-
ance sheet under quantitative eas-
ing. The central bank bought Trea-
surys and mortgage-backed
securities, which it then held as as-
sets on its balance sheet. In ex-
change, it created large new liabili-
ties in the form of commercial
banks’ reserve deposits at the cen-
tral bank. Banks were encouraged to
hoard these reserves both by black-
letter liquidity regulations and by

strenuous winking and nodding by
their supervisors at the Fed. The
central bank also released a constant
stream of forward guidance hinting
at low rates in the future to deter
markets from bidding up yields.

The effect of this on the govern-
ment’s consolidated balance sheet
was to exchange more expensive debt
(Treasurys held by the public) for
much cheaper debt (reserve balances

on which the Fed paid lower inter-
est). The net reduction in effective
borrowing costs was achieved by the
central bank’s remittances to the
Treasury of its profits from this ar-
rangement, which can be understood
as a rebate of some of the interest
Treasury paid to the Fed on the
bonds the Fed now owned.

It was a great deal for spend-
thrifts in Congress, facilitating a
runup in federal debt at interest

rates that hardly seem to represent
the true risks of this situation. And
it may be ending now. Despite the
obvious ways this arrangement en-
tangled the central bank with the
Treasury, the Fed retained enough
independence to raise policy rates
after inflation took hold in 2021 and
2022. By late 2022, the interest rate
paid on reserves started to exceed
the yield on the Fed’s holdings of
Treasury debt, a necessary if not
sufficient condition for ending this
form of financial repression.

Now, perhaps, we’re entering a
new phase. Mr. Warsh is adamant
about shrinking the Fed’s balance
sheet. This would disable the primary
mechanism by which the Fed-Trea-
sury complex has suppressed govern-
ment borrowing costs. And under his
no-forward-guidance rubric, he isn’t
delivering the central bank’s usual
vague reassurances that rates proba-
bly will fall in the future. This has
kicked out another crutch on which
Treasury once could lean.

The result is a world where com-
panies and investors are newly able
to price risk in line with expected
economic growth. For now, that
means interest rates returning to
their level before financial repression

began in earnest in 2008.
The big losers are lawmakers, who

must pay market rates for debt. In-
terest payments are on track to be ei-
ther the second- or third-largest fed-
eral expenditure in this fiscal year,
behind Social Security and maybe
Medicare. Expect that cost to grow as
investors internalize the notion that
the Fed may not always allow itself
to become a backstop.

Whether or when this might be-
come a financial crisis is a matter
of debate. But it will become a po-
litical crisis soon, once Congress
starts confronting some awkward
realities about what constitutes “af-
fordable” fiscal policy if the Fed no
longer is subsidizing lawmakers’
bad decisions.

Seen in this light, Mr. Bessent’s
bond intervention isn’t a challenge
to Mr. Warsh’s hands-off approach
to the government debt market, but
rather a sign that Mr. Warsh’s ap-
proach is starting to work. Mr. Bes-
sent’s move is the first—clumsy and
likely ineffective—attempt by a poli-
tician to grapple with the implica-
tions of interest rates that are al-
lowed to rise in line with economic
growth. There will have to be more
adjustments. Brace yourselves.

The Fed is becoming
less willing to subsidize
spendthrift lawmakers.
This is a good turn.

POLITICAL
ECONOMICS
By Joseph C.
Sternberg
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Dissent Grows Among Russia’s Political Elites

I t is hardly surprising that Rus-
sia’s Supreme Court on Monday
upheld the decision to disqual-

ify the antiwar party Yabloko from
September’s parliamentary elec-
tions. Although Yabloko wasn’t
posed to challenge the overwhelm-
ing dominance of the pro-Kremlin
United Russia Party, the Kremlin
didn’t want votes for Yabloko to
draw further attention to the Rus-
sian public’s growing discontent
with the Ukraine conflict. Vladimir
Putin is also concerned about dis-
sent from members of his elite—
with good cause—as the dismissal
on Sunday of Andrei Klepach, chief
economist at the Russian state-
owned development bank VEB,
demonstrates.

Mr. Klepach is one of Russia’s
most prominent macroeconomists.
He served from 2008 to 2014 as Mr.
Putin’s deputy minister of economic

development, overseeing forecast-
ing, strategic planning and budget-
ing. Then he took the position at
VEB, which finances the state’s na-
tional projects. Reacting to news of
his dismissal, Russian journalist
Elizaveta Osetinskaya wrote: “The
name Andrei Klepach is familiar to
anyone who has followed the Rus-
sian economy over the past 30
years. ‘Call Klepach’ was the mantra
of any economic journalist trying to
make sense of budget news.” Rus-
sian economist Igor Lipsits ob-
served that Mr. Klepach was “dis-
tinguished by the fact that he was
very careful, but very honest in his
assessments.”

Mr. Klepach’s honesty led him to
cross a red line with the Kremlin in
late May, when he spoke at the Ni-
kitsky Club, an exclusive group of
academics and entrepreneurs who
meet monthly to discuss Russia’s
critical issues. The repercussions
came after a transcript of the meet-

ing, as per the club’s protocol, was
recently published on the club’s
website and sent to government
bodies, business organizations and
media outlets.

In his presentation, Mr. Klepach
painted a discouraging picture of
the Russian economy, which he
said was on the brink of stagna-
tion. He predicted that, given the
continuation of the “special mili-
tary operation” (a Kremlin euphe-
mism for the war), a possible new
wave of sanctions, and mounting
losses from Ukrainian strikes on
industrial facilities and transport
infrastructure, gross domestic
product growth in 2027 might not
exceed 1% to 1.5%.

During the discussion that fol-
lowed, Mr. Klepach went further,
committing heresy in the eyes of
Mr. Putin, who insists that Russia’s
war against Ukraine is going splen-
didly. “We are losing the global
race, both technologically and eco-
nomically,” Mr. Klepach said. “We
aren’t just losing to China and the
U.S. In some respects, we are losing
to Ukraine—however unpleasant
that may be for me to admit.” The
Ukrainian economy was surviving,
he went on, because of massive
amounts of Western aid. Thus Rus-
sia wouldn’t win “the competitive
race in this war of attrition.” Mr.
Klepach warned that in Russia “a
social crisis could erupt at a time
when no one is really expecting it”
and noted ominously that in 1917,
“no one expected the February Rev-
olution either.”

Mr. Klepach said that the quality
of the government’s administration
is “in a state of almost constant
degradation” and that state enter-
prises often falsify data. The econo-
mist even took a jab at the Federal

Security Service’s effort against
corruption, Mr. Putin’s main tool
for going after opponents: “The
only thing worse than corruption is
the fight against it. When the pro-
cess reaches a point where you
can’t take a single step without in-
vestigators or prosecutors showing
up—so everyone is terrified and re-
fuses to make any decisions—it
leads to a state of semiparalysis
across many organizations.”

Dissent from Russian elites
won’t go away with Mr. Klepach’s
dismissal. Several participants in
the May discussion—prominent ex-
perts at Russia’s leading academic
institutions—congratulated Mr.
Klepach for his “brilliant” presen-
tation and agreed with what he
said.

Mr. Klepach’s boss at VEB, Igor
Shuvalov, a former deputy prime
minister who reportedly was or-
dered by the Kremlin to fire Mr.
Klepach, also has reservations about
Mr. Putin’s war. At the St. Peters-
burg Economic Forum in June, Mr.
Shuvalov pushed back against hawk-
ish speakers who advocated putting
the country on a war footing with
state management of the economy.
He said that technological leader-
ship is “based on freedom, not on
total state direction.”

Sberbank CEO German Gref, a
former minister of economic devel-
opment who supervised Mr. Klepach

for several years, had the temerity
to say at a June shareholders meet-
ing: “I think we all care about the
same thing. I do not think that
there is a person in the country
who has any other worries, except
for the speedy completion of hostil-
ities, it is obvious.”

More recently, Moscow Mayor
Sergei Sobyanin—frequently touted
as a possible successor to Mr. Pu-
tin—expressed strong opposition to
a war economy in an interview
with the Russian state-owned news
agency TASS: “We constantly hear
talk about the need to mobilize the
entire economy, to gear it toward
the war effort. . . . But if there is
no civilian economy . . . then we
won’t achieve success in the war
either. And to kill off normal life
and the normal economy is to kill
the country itself.” These unusually
outspoken public comments reflect
the strain on Russian officials and
businessmen who have to navigate
the damage to Russia’s economy
caused by the war.

Mr. Putin’s Federal Security Ser-
vice arrests and imprisons ordinary
Russians for expressing even small
signs of opposition to the war. A
Russian court on Monday sentenced
Yabloko leader Lev Shlosberg to 11
years in prison for speaking out
against the war. But similar repri-
sals against high-level officials close
to the Kremlin could backfire and
arouse even more elite discontent.
While Mr. Klepach will doubtless ac-
cept his resignation quietly, he has
spread his bold message to those
who matter.

Ms. Knight is author, most re-
cently, of “The Kremlin’s Noose: Pu-
tin’s Bitter Feud With the Oligarch
Who Made Him Ruler of Russia.”

By Amy Knight

The firing of a high-profile
economist reveals Putin’s
anxiety over insiders’
opposition to the war.
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