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Saving faces

Use of facial recognition equipment at

protest sites is worrisome
l ndia appears to be normalising the technical

ability to subject political gatherings to sear-

chable biometric surveillance without first
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 affidavit to the Supreme
Court of India, the police deployed a facial recog-
nition system (including Artificial 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, unidentified bodies, and so on,
and the Criminal Procedure (Identification) Act
2022 expanded the set of records that the police
may collect from specified persons. However,
these actions are still only allowed vis-a-vis specif-
ic groups of people.

Irrespective of the constitutional validity of the
police’s actions, the chilling effect 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 first 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 effective 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 justified.

Noise annoys

India must enforce noise pollution
regulations uniformly and consistently
l 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 fines, 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 offic-
ers and upbraided boilerplate affidavits, 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. Effectively, 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., five minutes before the law’s
10 p.m. cut-off, effectively 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 fit. Also, go-
vernments have an incentive to tolerate, rather
than antagonise, their constituents. At the same
time, having operators register themselves so
that officials can regulate all of them equally rath-
er than sporadically can also eliminate selective
interventions. In the final analysis, the success of
the High Court’s latest order should be measured
by whether the State develops a consistent habit
of enforcement.
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Ensuring equity amid India’s educational progress

he Unified 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 confirms that significant 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 significant 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 differences 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
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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 influencing students’ performance and
achievement. The PTR varies highly, registering
lowest in Union Territories and highest in densely
populated States. A significant 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
significantly 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
significantly over the years. Most children now
have a school at a suitable distance, but regional
differences continue. Remotely located places,
hilly, tribal and border areas still have limited
schools and transport facilities, where
school-going children face greater difficulties 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 different 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 significantly
influences educational outcomes. The report
shows that many States have recruited qualified
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 affect the learning process. Despite
progress in girls’ schooling, challenges persist in
reducing dropout rates, enhancing transition
from primary to secondary education, and
providing sufficient 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
influence 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.

Unimpeded trade needs IPMDA as the answer

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.

n espite the diplomatic difficulties in United

The Indo-Pacific is a trade artery

The West Asia crisis has demonstrated that the
Indo-Pacific 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 flows 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 finding challenging to address alone.

The Indo-Pacific 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 flow of trade. And its full
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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 deficit

The Indo-Pacific suffers from a persistent and
widening maritime surveillance deficit. As a
multilayered technological assimilation, MDA
provides an effective 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 Pacific, hundreds of vessels routinely
disable their Automatic Identification 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 fishing 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 fishing 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-affiliated actors are
conducting grey-zone operations designed to
intimidate and coerce, while escaping any legal
or conventional military response. The Quad’s
Indo-Pacific 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 beneficiaries

For the U.S., regional cooperation in the Indian
Ocean is essential if it aims to focus on its
immediate neighbourhood in the Pacific 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 sufficient.

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 Pacific 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 benefits of
IPMDA/IPMSC for smaller, capacity-constrained
partners, such as Bangladesh, the Maldives, the
Seychelles, Sri Lanka, and Fiji, are significant.
These countries have independent surveillance
infrastructure, but their waters are frequently
exploited because these systems remain
ineffective at addressing maritime crimes beyond
their jurisdictions. This provides an opportunity
for collaboration.

The strategic environment in the Indo-Pacific
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.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

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

not merely about

punishment. Education is

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

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

a simple enquiry about a
child’s health, difficulties,
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.
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Sowcar Janaki

The passing of veteran actor
Sowcar Janaki has caused a
deep shock and left an even

acting and portraying
diverse characters on the
silver screen. Every scene

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

greater vacuum in the world | a career.
of acting. She left little S. Muthusubramaniyan,
unexplored in the art of Coimbatore
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Afarmer 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 fields remain barren. The competing demands have sharpened tensions between

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

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
fields, 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 flow into
the fields 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 defied offi-
cial advice against sowing water-intensive crops
such as paddy and sugarcane this season, amid a
predicted deficient monsoon and inadequate in-
flows into the basin’s reservoirs.

The optimism of the farmers was fuelled by a
brief revival of the monsoon in the first 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 deficient 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 sufficient 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 fields 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
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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-

Marilingaiah, a farmer from Kuntanahalli in Karnataka, is hoping that water
will reach his fields soon. M.A. SRIRAM
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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
field 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 deficient monsoon has
also cast a shadow over sugarcane fields. 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 fit 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 microfinance 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
microfinance 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
reflected in the occasional protests, staged most-
ly by farmers’ organisations and pro-Kannada
outfits across different 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 different 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 flood 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 fields. “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 fi-
gure. They say there have been instances of stunt-
ed growth and crops showing signs of withering,
making the official figure unreliable. The impact,
they say, extends beyond the fields.

“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 flow 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.
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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

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 offer higher yields.
This crop is largely dependent on groundwater,
with farmers using energised pumpsets to irri-
gate their fields. But declining groundwater levels
and salinity are making even this option increas-
ingly difficult.

“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 flow.

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 flows
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.

Officials 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 official says that as the govern-
ment is closely watching, it will take steps to
safeguard the farmers of the Cauvery delta.

laigh.khan@thehindu.co.in; ramakrishnan.t@thehindu.co.in
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On interestrates, can’t be
both dovish & hawkish

NITSlast meeting, the RBI's Monetary Policy Committee

voted unanimously to keep the benchmark repo rate un-

changed at 5.25 per cent. The tone of the policy was more

dovish than many at that time had expected. Thisled toa
view among analysts that rate hikes were not imminent even
as inflation was projected to be above target. But the minutes
of the same meeting, released a few days ago, suggest that the
current situation is unlikely to be maintained over the near
term. The divergence is striking.

The members from the central bank on the committee dis-
played a distinct hawkishness. As a report by economists at the
SBI says, “the Governor MPC minutes statement shows inclina-
tion towards policy tightening... DG, RBI calls for a possible rate
hike laterin the year, while ED, RBIjust stopsjust short...” Along-
side, external members on the committee like Saugata Bhatta-
charya and Ram Singh have drawn attention to the real interest
rate. The RBI's own inflation projections point towards negative
real interest rates — it has pegged inflation at 5.9 per cent in the
third quarter, 5.5 per cent in the fourth quarter, and 5.3 per cent
inthe first quarter of the next financial year. Thisimplies that real
interest rates are negative on a forward basis. Negative real rates
are for stimulating economic activity, unlike the stated neutral
stance the committee has adopted, which as the RBI Governor
has noted in the past, implies no support for economic activity
or for controlling inflation. Thisis also odd considering the central
bank’sviews on “resilient” growth. “Growth continues to be sup-
ported by resilient domestic demand, sustained expansion in
manufacturingand services activity, and robust exports,” it notes.

Across the world, central banks are grappling with uncer-
tainty over inflation and the course of monetary policy. In the
US, forinstance, even asthe Federal Reserve maintained interest
rates in July, the path of monetary policy remains unclear. Ac-
cordingto the minutes of the Fed meeting, “several participants
favoured an increase of 25 basis points in the target range”. By
the time the MPC meets next in October, there should be more
clarity on agriculture and the trajectory of inflation. The central
bank’s inflation projections will shed light on its expectations of
the underlying price pressures in the economy going forward.
These could lead to adjustments in the policy rate.

Marathi mandate for
cabs, autos is wrong turn

OMING AT atime when public transport is plagued by

pressingissues of affordability and accessibility, the im-

plementation of the Marathilanguage requirement for

auto-rickshaw and taxi drivers in Maharashtra is both
irrational and unconstitutional. It is part of a larger backsliding
into narrow linguistic politics. This has been evident in the state
for some time, from the back and forth on the three-language-
policy in schools, the Hindi “imposition” bogey whipped up by
the Shiv Sena (UBT), to the incidents of hooliganism unleashed
by the Maharashtra Navnirman Sena, which has cast itself as a
“protector” of Marathi pride. The state transport department has
justified the new move on the ground that drivers should be able
tounderstand basicinstructions and communicate with passen-
gers in the state’s native language. Nine years after the Bombay
High Court set aside an attempt to make proficiency in Marathi
compulsory for auto-rickshaw permits, the latest move raises the
same fundamental question: Why should linguistic assimilation
be necessary for employability?

The government has said that drivers found lacking func-
tional knowledge of Marathi will first receive anotice, giving them
a month to learn the language. If they fail, their driving licence
and Public Service Vehicle (PSV) badge may be suspended forup
tothree months, with repeated violations resultingin permanent
cancellation of licences. These penalties are part of the Maha-
rashtra Motor Vehicle (Third Amendment) Rules, 2026, notified
on August 12, with the language proficiency deadline earlier ex-
tended from May 1 to August 15. The amended rules extend the
language requirement to app-based cab drivers and vehicle per-
mit holders. Thelanguage mandate ignores what makes Mumbai
work. Dictating linguistic proficiency, making livelihoods de-
pendent on it, tilts the field against migrants whose labour sus-
tains urban economies. Transport systems, particularly in con-
stantly expanding megacities like Mumbai, depend on flexibility,
scale, and the willingness of workers to follow opportunities
wherever they may be.

More fundamentally, it undermines the constitutional guar-
antee of freedom of mobility, which gives citizens the right to
reside and settle in any part of India and practise any profession
or occupation there. The choice before the state is clear: Pursue
inclusive growth while securing constitutional freedoms, or in-
dulge insular impulses that shrink possibilities of growth and
cramp individual liberties. Maharashtra’s language mandate is
aturn in the wrong direction. It must be rolled back.

Harry and Meghan show
isrelatable. Really?

AKE THEIR words at face value, and it seems like “roy-
alty” isdriven by the same concerns as those who have
to work for a living. Harry Windsor and Meghan
Markle, who left the former’s homeland for the US
after making much ado about the many flaws within the royal
family, have announced that they will return to the UK. Re-
portedly, the ostensible reason for their return is that the “spare”
prince, entering middle age, wants his children to have a con-
nection to their roots. There are also concerns over King Char-
les’s health, and a reconciliation is better sooner than later.
Children and parents, family and culture, the comfort of being
home over an uprooted existence — it’s all very relatable.

But this sense of “they are like us only” goes only so far.
Harry’s naivety is rooted in a unique kind of warped privilege,
a gilded cage always under the spotlight. But that spotlight is
part of the “job” and the royal reality TV circus stops Britons
from asking why, even as public healthcare and housing
crumble, they are subsidising a family. Meghan, who had some
minor successes in Hollywood, should have known that good
content thrives on conflict: People watch when there isdrama.

The couple’s detractors will claim that the “return” is like a
new season of Keeping Up With the Kardashians. That the spot-
light will become brighter if there’s family drama in the UK.
That’s a bit mean-spirited. Their fame and recent dip in for-
tunes do not preclude genuinely emotional reasons for going
back. And, like most people, royals can probably lie to them-
selves about why they do what they do.

gued that there was nojustification for
a Merchant Discount Rate (MDR) on
mobile payments, and thataless-cash
India depended on keepingthem free
(Conditions for aless-cash India, IE, March
4,2017). Thatargument concerned an infant
technology; it now has fresh urgency. Earlier
this month, Parliament passed the Taxation
and Other Laws (Amendment) Bill, 2026, re-
writing Section 10A of the Payment and
Settlement Systems Act. That section barred
any charge on BHIM-UPI and RuPay. The
amendment replaces the bar with an en-
abling provision, allowing the government
to notify in the future which modes can
carry acharge. No charge isimposed today.
But the door has been unlocked, and we
should not walk through it.
Consider what UPI has become. In 2025-
26, it carried over 24,000 crore transactions
— roughly 66 crore — worth about Rs 314
lakh crore, accounting for some 85 per cent
of India’s digital retail payments and nearly
half the world’s real-time payments. It is
overwhelmingly asystem of small sums: The
average transactionisabout Rs1,300,and 86
per cent of merchant payments are below Rs
500.Such transactionsinvolve the vegetable
seller, the autodriver, and the kiranashop. A
charge here is not a charge on commerce in
theabstract;itisalevy onthe smallest trans-
actions of the poorest.
After Aadhaar gave every Indian adigital
identity, UPIis our most visible piece of digi-
tal publicinfrastructure —unlike the ident-

timesaday. Itis not any company’s product ;'- J&,}"\
but an open, protocol-based public good — !
anew common language for money. Before | .
UPI, each bank ran its own closed app; UPI | o
asked banks only to open their APIsto a h__.. ﬁ\
shared protocol, so that any app can move !
money between any two accounts at any
two banks, instantly and free. It is a model
the world is now studying and adopting.

Why, then, is MDR the wrong instru-
ment? It is an inheritance from the card
world, where the issuer, acquirer and net-
work each take aslice, and where a physical
card, terminal and credit-default risk give the
fee somethingtorecover. None of that exists
on UPL: The point-of-sale machine is the cus-
tomer’s own phone, on data he has paid for;
there is no card, no terminal, no credit risk,
and settlement is instant.

Let’s apply the “work-done” principle
telecomregulation uses for interconnection
— anetwork is paid only for the work it per-
forms. When A pays B, Asbank makes a debit
entry, the NPCI a settlement in-
struction, B'sbanka creditentry; no
cash moves. The NPCI runs the
whole switch forabout Rs500 crore
a year — some two paise a transac-
tion. The cost a fee would recover
hasall but vanished.

None of this means the system
runs on air. Banks and payment
providers bear real costs, and
under zero-MDR, they earn no-
thing directly from a UPI transac-

R S SHARMA

If digitisation saves the state
and the banks such sums, the
answer is not to claw money
from merchants and
consumers through MDR. Itis
for the state to return a small,
defined share of its savings to
those who run the rails

with an incentive. But that bridge is being
dismantled even as the traffic multiplies —
the outlay is projected to fall to about Rs 437
crore from about Rs 3,631 crore two years
ago. The gap is real. But MDR is the wrong
way to close it, because the savings UPI cre-
ates accrue not to the merchant we would
tax, but to the state and the banks.

Look at the state first, and conser-
vatively: The Reserve Bank spends some
Rs 5,000-6,400 crore a year merely print-
ing currency notes — more than the gov-
ernment spends keeping UPI free — be-
fore the cost of storing and moving cash is
even counted. Then look at the banks, the
largest beneficiaries. Abank must serve its
customer somehow, and the channels
differ hugely in cost: A counter transac-
tion costs it Rs40-50, an ATM withdrawal
Rs 19 in interchange alone, while a UPI
transaction is a small fraction of either.
And by making an account as usable as
cash, UPI keeps money in accountsrather
than idle in pockets — the low-
cost float on which banks earn
their spread and lend.

Ifdigitisation saves the stateand
thebanks such sums, the answer is
not toclaw money from merchants
and consumers through MDR. It is
forthe state — the steward of asov-
ereign public good, and no longer
obliged to printand move the cash,
which UPI displaces — to return a
small, defined share of its savings

ing subsidy but payment for value delivered,
asthe state pays a transmission company to
carry electricity: A transparent, formula-
based support funded from the savings in
currency management, never a price tagbe-
fore the citizen.

An MDR would also be self-defeating.
Indiaisintensely price-sensitive —if paying
digitally costs even a rupee more than cash,
many will return to cash. A merchant
charged MDR passesitonas “2per centextra
fordigital”, or refuses digital altogether. Even
0.3 per cent on merchant payments would
take some Rs 27000 croreayear outofa thin-
margin retail economy. To tell a hundred
crore users that what was always free now
costs money is the surest way to slow, even
reverse, a transition still forming: We would
collectalittleandlose agreat deal. And con-
fining the charge to large merchants offers
no lasting protection — thresholds slip, and
definitions widen.

Indiahasdone what no other country has
managed —madereal-time digital payment
free, instant and universal, pulling hundreds
of millions into the formal economy. That
rests on a simple bargain — paying digitally
will never cost more than cash. Keep UPI
free, fund it from the savingsit so visibly cre-
ates, and it will repay the country many
times over. That, not MDR, is the road to a
truly cashless India.

The writer is a former secretary,
Government of India. Views are personal

On Vande Mataram, Congress | What we lose when we stop
hasn’tlearnt from its past |

RAMRAJYA

BY RAM
MADHAV

Nehru’s

argument that

it hurt the

sentiments of
Muslims was

facetious
because the

objection never
came fromthe

Muslim

Congressmen

INE DECADES ago, in 1937,

the Congress leadership

committed the blunder of

surrendering before the

communal forces led by
Muhammad Ali Jinnah. Today, it wants
to present that as a virtue in defence of its
defiance against singing ‘“Vande Mataram’
in full.

Before it was truncated in 1937, the
singing of ‘Vande Mataram’ in full, in all
Congress sessions, had a four-decade his-
tory. Taken from Bankim Chandra Chat-
topadhyay’s Anandamath, it was first
sung at the Congress session in 1896 by
Rabindranath Tagore.

The song became the mantra for the
movement launched by the Congress
against the partition of Bengal — it
soon came to be called the Vande
Mataram Movement. Renowned Hindu-
stani musician Vishnu Digambar Palus-
kar used to sing it at the Congress sessions
every year until he died in 1931, a tradition
continued by Pandit Omkarnath Thakur,
another vocalist.

Muslim League leader Maulana
Muhammad Ali, who chaired the
Congress session at Kakinada in 1923,
objected to its singing for the first time.
Paluskar ignored the objection and went
ahead with the singing. The tradition con-
tinued. It was only to pander to Jinnah
that Nehru initiated the debate over its fu-
ture in 1937. It led to a furore in Bengali
circles. Ramananda Chatterjee, re-
nowned editor of the Modern Review pub-
lished from Kolkata, strongly decried the
song’s “trial” by Congress.

Yet Nehru, who once said that the out-
cry against the song was “a manufactured
one by the communalists”, began to insist
that the Muslims had genuine grievances
against it.

Tagore proposed the truncation of the
song on the specious claim that the sec-
ond part of it was against his and his fam-
ily’s “monotheistic ideals™.

That’s how the song itself became a
victim of vivisection.

For Jinnah, it was just an alibi. He
continued to argue even after its
truncation that the song was a “hymn
of hatred to Muslims”. Nehru’s argument
that it hurt the sentiments of Muslims
was facetious because the objection
never came from Muslim Congressmen.
EvenJinnah, in his earlier avatar as a Con-
gress leader, used to rise in reverence
when the song was sung in Congress
sessions. Tagore’s “monotheism” is not
India’s creed.

Asfarastheidolatry complaintis con-
cerned, except for references to Durga,
Kamala (Lakshmi) and Vani (Saraswati),
the song contains the names of no other
Hindu gods.

The argument of idolatry was irra-
tional because the country itself was wor-
shipped as Bharat Mata by all the freedom
fighters. Aurobindo called her “Shakti”;
Gandhi went to Varanasi to inaugurate a
Bharat Mata temple in 1936; and Indira
Gandhi, as prime minister, inaugurated
another Bharat Mata Mandir in Haridwar
in1983.

Primarily, what the Congress
leadership today is trying to defend
was an act of communal appeasement,
which resulted in horrible consequences
for India.

The Congress never stood by national-
ist Muslims during the freedom move-
ment and after.

In hisbook India Wins Freedom, Mau-
lana Azad blames Gandhi for giving
undue importance to Jinnah, and by
implication, reducing the importance of
nationalist Muslims like him. “Jinnah had
lost much of his political importance after
he left the Congress in the 1920s. It was
largely due to Gandhi’s acts of commis-
sion and omission that Jinnah regained
his importance in Indian political life”,
he writes.

Habeebur Rehman wrote to Gandhiin
1944, complaining, “Yesterday, I read
your statement. You are again ready to
give Pakistan to Jinnah. The fact is that
since Jinnah is a Gujarati, you love him
and cannot forget him. You want to see
him victorious despite his being wrong.
This kind of gentle behaviour has
strengthened the reactionary forces.”

The biggest repudiation came from
“Frontier Gandhi” Khan Abdul Ghaffar
Khan. When Congress surrendered before
Jinnah and agreed to Partition, he wept
uncontrollably, asking why the sturdy Pa-
thans, who had fought for freedom in a
united India, were being subjected to this
punishment. “You have thrown us to the
wolves. Which Muslims, who joined you,
will ever trust you?” he agonisingly asked
the Congress leadership.

By resorting to similar dubious
actions, Congress is committing the
blunder of supporting the communal
elements, just as it did during the
freedom movement.

The writer is president, India
Foundation and national
vice-president, BJP
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Listento the
reaction of
much of the
Western
political
establishment
tothe Ceuta
crisis and you
encounter a
vocabulary so
impoverished
that there
appearstobe
little to say
beyond
‘security’ and
‘legality’

grantsas people

PHOTOGRAPH that has been trapped in my mind
for the past few days is of a young woman, around
my age, wearing a jersey that could easily be mis-

taken for Atlético Madrid’s, smiling at the camera

with afootball field stretching out behind herand a
goalpost standing in the distance. Faten Ben Omar El Azizi
drowned last month while trying to cross into the Spanish exclave
of Ceuta. Playing in awomen’s league in Morocco while working
part-time at a cemetery — where she isnowburied — offered little
prospect of a better future, and so she decided the crossing was
worth therisk. El Azizi was among nearly 150 who died at the Mo-
rocco-Ceutaborderlast month. This was noanomaly: In 2025, at
least 3400 people died or went missing while trying to reach Eu-
rope. What is the natural human response toatragedy like Ceuta?
Grief, surely? Shock, perhaps even anger, at the circumstances
that could make thousands decide that risking death was prefer-
able to remaining where they were. But listen to the reaction of
much of the Western political establishment and you encounter
avocabulary soimpoverished that there appearstobelittle tosay
beyond “security” and “legality”.

The obvious claim is that crossing a border illegally is, in fact,
illegal. But an illegal act does not make a human being illegal.
There is, as migration scholar Nicholas De Genova argues, no-
thing matter-of-fact about the “illegality” of a migrant; itisnotan
inherent characteristic of the person but a status produced
through the state’s immigration law and its enforcement. The
natural rights of that person —which John Locke would describe
as pre-political rights that existindependently of any government
—arethe sameasyoursand mine, the so-called “legals”. The sec-
ond common counterargument is that “illegals” make host coun-
triesdangeroustolive in. Empirically, however, the evidence does
not support a relationship between immigration and violent
crime in Europe. And in the US, research finds that immigrants,
includingundocumented ones, generally commit crimes atlower
rates than US-born people.

Why have we come to treat migration as an aberration, and
not as a force that has shaped the course of history and society?
People have been moving for thousands of years, transforming
the linguistic and cultural landscapes of entire continents, long
before the modern nation-state started insisting that everyone
belongs somewhere and therefore requires permission to enter
somewhere else. Migration is an ancient human phenomenon,
butthediscourse around it today is confined within a remarkably
narrow and young framework of borders. The irony is that for
much of modern history, it was the Europeans who were moving.
Their mobility was framed as exploration, opportunity or em-
pire-building, even as colonial expansion wiped out indigenous
peoples across the world. And are we going to gloss over the fact
that European colonialism, disease, wars, and financial and for-
eign-policy decisions created many of the conditions from which
21st-century migration emerges? Syrians, Afghans, Iraqis, Pales-
tinians and Libyans, amongothers, did not simply appear at Eu-
rope’s borders. Theirjourneys cannot be separated entirely from
the history of Western intervention and extraction.

Thelanguage we use to describe migration shapes how we see
migrants. Talking about borders cannot mean switching off our
ability to see the human on the other side. So I keep returning to
El Azizi. Our response to her death cannot begin and end with
whether she was legally entitled to cross aline on a map.

The writer is copy editor, The Indian Express.
saptarishi.basak@expressindia.com
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Revised payscales

ABOUT 5 million central government
employees will draw their salaries from
October 1986 under the revised schedule
announced by the Finance Minister. The
ministry has laid down an interim time-
table to ensure that the government deci-
sion on the recommended cut-off for the
Central Pay Commission is implemented
by the end of October. The commission
report, presented to the government on
June 30. while welcomed by a large sec-
tion of the central staff, was assailed for
what was termed injustice to certain jobs

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

and scales. The Pay Commission received
alarge number of representations from
employees' organisations pointing out the
problems they would face.

Talks onsecurity beltbill

THE UNION Home Minister, Buta Singh, held
consultations with the Gujarat Chief Min-
ister, Amarsinh Choudhary, and the Jammu
and Kashmir Governor, Jagmohan, over the
proposed security-belt bill. He is expected
to hold talks on the subject with the Chief
Minister of Punjab, Surjit Singh Barnala, and
the Rajasthan Chief Minister, Hari Dev Joshi.

Laldengaswornin

LALDENGA, WHO had once spurned and dis-
owned the Constitution of India, assumed the
office of the Chief Minister of Mizoram swear-
ing allegiance toit. The Mizo National Front
chief now heads a nine-member MNF-Con-
gress (I) coalition for six months.

Bihar House gheraoplanflops

THE “GHERAQ" of the Bihar Legislative
Assembly planned at Patna ended in afiasco.
The protest was to be against the police firing
at Arwalinwhich19 persons were killed.




THE INDIAN EXPRESS

® WHAT THE OTHERS SAY | READ. THINK.SHARE.
Today’s China could learn Scan the QR code to
from Jiang and Zhu. ‘ : ‘ : ‘ : explore curated
— Financial Times as a | editorials and opinions
from leading voices
[ SATURDAY, AUGUST 22,2026 9
SIR’ lusi feitiz ' d Dimagi Naxal
. . o . .ol o frames the
possible by complicity of institutions oy
is unfortunate that the ECI does not appear
‘ é to have been seized of the question of inclu- e n e m e I/,I/,l' 0
= sion, the Court’s failure tosufficiently engage ‘ ) t l_ ’ ‘ )
’c E?{.H | with itis also troubling.
) As a general rule, the state’s axe of ex-
k‘ clusion operates randomly. However, both
in the abstract and as an empirical reality,
SUHAS PAILSHIKAR who are most likely to be adversely affected

HE ONGOING special intensive

revision (SIR) of electoral rollsis

proving to be a textbook

example of howtheIndian state

keeps destabilising citizens’
lives. Earlier this week, this newspaper re-
ported that tribunals in West Bengal are
struggling to tackle cases arising out of the
SIR (‘No full stops in Bengal SIR, Those “ex-
cluded” now in dark about what next’, IE, 17
August). There are also reports of growing
numbers of “absent,” “shifted,” “dead” and
“duplicate” citizens from each state where
the exercise is going on. While the ECI may
face the brunt of criticism and media atten-
tion on this count, it is important to re-
member that the Supreme Court has pro-
duced thisimpasse.

The Court’sruling in the SIR case in May
2026isareminder that thejudiciary can, at
times, become an enabler of state practices
that harm citizens. ADR & Others vs ECI &
Others offers a troubling roadmap for such
anoutcome: A refusal to position the judici-
ary as an effective arbiter between the
power of the state and the rights of citizens.
As we mourn the consequences for those
affected by the SIR, we should notlose sight
of the significance of the ruling itself. It may
well prove to be alandmark judgment —
notbecause it strengthened citizens’ rights,
but because it demonstrated how the ju-
diciary can enable the state at the expense
of the citizen.

The ruling not only upholds the ECI’s
power to conduct the SIR; it also records the
Court’s satisfaction with the procedure
adopted by the Commission, stating that the
deletions are within the parameters of that
procedure. In effect, the judgment places
considerable trust in the poll body.

A magnanimous reading of the verdict
could be that the Court was confronted
with two competing approaches. One

LETTERS
To THE EDITOR

Washingtonon J&K

THE CANDID support of US Am-
bassador Sergio Gor for India on
Jammu and Kashmir is significant
(‘OnJ&K, US envoy saysitlikeitis’,
IE, August 21). Given his status as
US President Donald Trump’s
special envoy for South and Cen-
tral Asian affairs, his words also
send a message to Chinain respect
ofits support for Pakistan. After
the removal of Article 370, the US
termed it a matter between India
and Pakistan. Seven yearslater, it
now sees J&K as a settled matter.
However, India should not lower
itsguard vis-a-vis Pakistan, asthe
present US regime is known for its
frequent U-turns.

Y G Chouksey, Pune

No quieting the youth

THE ARTICLE beautifully
explainsthat the end of the 36-day
student protest at Jantar Mantar is
only atemporary pause (‘Thisis
notthe end. They will be back’, IE,
August 21). Even without asingle
bigleader, this movement
successfully brought the govern-
ment under pressure. The NEET
exam leak wasjust a trigger; the
real problems are alack of jobs,
corruption, and a failing exam sys-
tem. The government must fix
these core issues instead of wait-
ing for protests to die down.
Thwayiba A P, Kannur

Brand nostalgia

ALMOST EVERY brand the writer
mentions as having faded into
posterity is one my generation
has known and lived with (‘Why
some brands fade away, why
othersdon’t’, IE, August 21). I par-
ticularly remember Gold Spot,
our childhood favourite orange
soft drink. That sweet, syrupy
drink was an occasional treat, and
I'still remember collecting the
crowns for the stickers tucked in-
side.Isorely miss Binaca tooth-
paste too — the greenish-white,
sweet-smelling paste that was as-
sociated with Binaca Geetmala,
the weekly film-song programme
hosted by the charismatic Ameen
Sayani. Liril, however, is still part
of every morning; its familiar fra-
grance transports me instantly to
another time.
Nawal Thorat,
Chhatrapati Sambhajinagar,

would have been to adopt a posture of
healthy suspicion on behalf of citizens — a
scepticism towards claims of authority by
the ECI, coupled with a recognition that
judicial vigilance is necessary to maintain
a balance between the state’s asserted
powers and reasonable fears about the pro-
tection of citizens’ rights. The alternative
was to repose trust in another constitu-
tional authority, such as the ECI, on the as-
sumption that constitutional institutions
are themselves sufficiently committed to
protecting citizens’ rights, making inten-
sive judicial scrutiny less necessary. The
Court chose the latter approach.

In doing so, it overlooked a crucial possi-
bility: An authority may undermine
citizens’ rights not through any
explicit intention to do so, but
through unreasonable practices.
This is where the error in the SIR
ruling resonates with a broader
contemporary judicial tendency
— one thatincreasingly privileges
“authority” vis-a-vis citizens.

The other error lies in the
Court’s failure to anchor its judg-
mentinthe foundational principle

The Court has neither engaged
with the conceptual question of
exclusion nor adequately
considered the empirical
possibility that the SIR may
disproportionately affect
vulnerable citizens

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

underlying the controversy — representa-
tion. Thelogic of representation does not ap-
pear tohave sufficiently informed the Court’s
interpretation of the ECI’s authority. As
democracy has evolved and the idea of citi-
zenship has expanded, full inclusion has
emerged as one of its central requirements.
This not only means that citizenship should
not be denied or diminished on grounds
such as sex, religion, race, caste or class, but
also that political representation isnot mean-
ingfulif citizens are effectively disabled from
participating in elections as voters.

Leavingeligible electors out of elections
inevitably produces flawed representa-
tion. Having accepted that the ECI has the
power to prepare electoral rolls, and, there-
fore, to examine whether a person
is genuinely entitled to be in-
cluded on them, the Court has
failed to ensure that the Commis-
sion’s power of scrutiny does not
result in the exclusion or harass-
ment of eligible voters.

In a democratic election, the
ECT’sfirst responsibility must be to
include, nottoexclude. Howisthat
principle to be protected? While it

by the insistence on a documentation re-
gime asevidence of citizenship? It hasbeen
repeatedly pointed out that certain social
sections — vast numbers of women, the
poor and the marginalised — are particu-
larly vulnerable to being trapped by such
regimes. The SIR, therefore, risks becoming
a hatchet rather than a purifying proce-
dure. The Court has neither engaged with
the conceptual question of exclusion nor
adequately considered the empirical possi-
bility that the SIR may disproportionately
affect vulnerable citizens and, in doing so,
undermine democratic representation.

This approach leaves citizens vulnerable
to consequences beyond the loss of their
voting rights. The SIR verdict actually di-
rectsthe ECI to report to the Home Ministry
the names of persons whose names have
been deleted, for further adjudication of
their claims. Thus, the judgment not only
permits exclusion from democratic repre-
sentation; it also allows the ECI and the gov-
ernment to potentially weaponise the SIR
exercise, pushingindividualsintoa zone of
doubt, suspicion and harassment. It is strik-
ing that a judgment so cautious about the
judiciary entering the ECI’'sdomain has, ob-
liquely, enabled the Commission to tran-
scend its own domain and become en-
meshed with executive authority.

Asthe SIR leaves a growing number of
voters in limbo, one cannot but rue the
judiciary’s role.

When the exercise is complete, it may
have created a multitude of SADs — Shifted,
Absent, Duplicate — who are then pushed
to the margins of formal existence, as their
passports or claims to various welfare
schemes may also be cast into doubt. From
SIR to SADis aslippery slope that the judici-
ary hasfacilitated, perhaps unintentionally.

The author, based in Pune,
taught Political Science

ABHINAV PRAKASH

PRIME MINISTER Narendra Modi's Inde-
pendence Day address did what Indian
political discourse has avoided for four dec-
ades. The country measured its war against
Naxalism in body counts, arms recoveries
and the district maps that turned green
from red. What it rarely confronted was the
architecture of ideas behind the insur-
gency. By calling out the dimagi Naxal (in-
tellectual Naxal), Modi has forced a final
battle upon the deadliest terror threat to
have plagued India.

Naxalism was always an ideology before
itwasamilitia. Charu Majumdar, theideo-
logue of Naxalbari, did not pick up arifle
out of personal deprivation; he theorised,
organised and incited others toward armed
“revolution”. Naxal leadership across gen-
erations has drawn from comfortable, often
landed or urban intellectual backgrounds.

Naxals seek to overthrow the Republic
of India alongwith its “bourgeois constitu-
tion” and establish a communist state in
which the class enemies will be
liquidated by an armed revol-
ution. These underground Naxals,
their overground members and
sympathisers believe India is an
artificial, illegitimate entity that is
denyingthe right of “self-determi-
nation” to different “nationalities”
and is working at the behest of in-
ternational capital.

After Operation Green Huntin
2009, Maoists decided to expand
aggressively in urban centres and

The Modi government’s
counter-Naxal doctrine has
rested on a triad of security,

rehabilitation, and
development. Becauseit
worked on the ground, the
Naxal intellectual ecosystem
shiftedits attack to
development itself

hide in plain sight by posing as human
rights activists, university professors, jour-
nalists and even corporate employees. They
aim to act as couriers and provide safe
houses for cadres of banned outfits, to stall
any action against the terror groups, wage
an ideological war on the Indian state and
undermine it by promoting anarchy. They
package their propagandain acceptable ter-
minology like human rights, Dalit assertion,
farmer issues and individual rights. Their
aim is ostensibly justice for the marginal-
ised and freedom from hunger and poverty.
But they don’t always publicly state that
their theoretical framework associates free-
dom from hunger and poverty or justice
with the balkanisation of India. This is a
messianic cult masquerading as secular
ideology that seeks nothing but death and
destruction in search of a promised utopia.

The Narendra Modi government’s
counter-Naxal doctrine has rested on a
triad of security, rehabilitation, and devel-
opment. Because it worked on the
ground, the Naxal intellectual
ecosystem shifted itsattack tode-
velopment itself. Nuclear power
projects, agricultural modernisa-
tion programmes and infrastruc-
ture corridors have been opposed
notbecause of genuine local griev-
ances or flaws in the projects
themselves, but by a recurring
cast of “civil society” groups
whose real objection is to the writ
of the Indian state.

If Naxals succeed, there
will be no freedom

History has a cautionary message that
PM Modi’s critics would dowell toheed. The
first wave of Naxalism, crushed by the mid-
1970s, resurfaced two decades later. By the
mid-2000s, nearly a third of the country’s
territory lay in the Red Corridor. While old
ideologues had to organise physically, travel
tovillages, print pamphlets, and hold clan-
destine meetings, their successors use
smartphones and build a following on In-
stagram, YouTube and X by monetising a
persona built around resistance. The
medium has changed, and the incitement
is more diffuse, but the function is un-
changed: Manufacturing moral cover for
anti-state violence and instability.

Unfortunately, several othersjoin them
because of the allure of woke resistance, or
simply for the profit anti-establishment
content can generate. They don’t seem to
realise what they are supporting. If the Na-
xals succeed, there will be no freedom or
liberty. There will be no police, only party
militia. There will be no rule of law or
courts, only kangaroo courts. Intellectuals
and professors will be sent tolabour camps.
Why is such bluntness necessary? Because
people must know what Naxalism stands
for. They must realise the horrors that
could be unleashed on the country if they
aren’t careful. Governments can be voted
outinthenextelection, butastate, whenit
collapses, can’t be voted back.

The writer is national vice-president,
BJP youth wing

o
= /(5““-*
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AXALISM HAS historically referred toan armed in-

surgency — an organised political movement that

used violence against the Indian state. So what

exactly does Narendra Modi mean when he uses

the phrase “dimagi Naxal”? The traditional Naxal
lived in the forests, carried agun, and challenged the state through
violence. The Prime Minister now appears to have relocated the
idea of Naxalism from the forest to the ordinary spaces of demo-
craticlife.

AsBJP MPand former UP DGP Brij Lal putsit, “dimagi Naxals”
are people who use their brains — professors, teachers, intellec-
tuals, activists, poets and writers.

By that definition, the defining characteristic of a Naxal isno
longer the gun, but the uncomfortable question. And by thatlogic,
everyone who isn’t an andhbhakt is a “dimagi Naxal”.

The state has a legitimate duty to confront armed violence,
protect civilians and enforce the law. But what exactly are these
citizens doing to be singled out, on Independence Day, as an in-
ternal enemy?

Thoughtcrimesis aterm famously associated with George Or-
well’s novel Nineteen Eighty-Four, where the authoritarian state
treats independent or politically unacceptable thinking as a
crime. In broader political usage, it is a metaphor for a society or
government treating dissenting ideas as inherently dangerous
or punishable. And if the defining characteristic of a “dimagi
Naxal” is that they use their brains rather than carry guns, then
perhapsthe offenceis the thought itself — and the willingness to
turn that thought into an uncomfortable question for those in
power. The question becomes the crime. The person asking it be-
comes a threat.

Perhaps the “dimagi Naxal” is simply someone who looks at
the vast sums of money and state capacity devoted to construc-
ting the image of a leader, and asks: If the great man is so extra-
ordinary, why does he need Rs 1.5 crore a day to maintain that
image? Or: Isimage-buildingstill part of the job — or hasitbecome
the entire job?

Perhaps the “dimagi Naxal” watches Modi embrace Donald
Trump, Vladimir Putin, Xi Jinping, and asks whether spectacle
should be mistaken for statesmanship. Perhaps they read the
growing body of commentary on Modi’s India and see not ideol-
ogy, but an argument about the country India might have been
—richer, freer, more equal and less corrupt. Perhaps they pay at-
tention to the growing reports of corruption in sacred temples
and watch the PM drag his feet when it comes to answering for
such theft. And perhaps the ghor apradh — the cardinal sin — of
the “dimagi Naxal” is simply refusing to applaud on command.
The crime is not rebellion, but independent judgment.

For years, Modi’s political persona has been built around a
series of extraordinary claims: Master strategist, scholar, civilisa-
tional thinker, decisive statesman, saviour, a man of exceptional
destiny. But political mythology eventually encounters reality.
“Unserious diplomacy”. “Image over substance”. “Can’t take a
joke”. “Hollow rhetoric”. These may begin as political attacks. But
when they acquire the force of public perception, they become
harder to dismiss. And perhaps this is Modi’s vulnerability. He
haslived inside an echo chamber of admiration. It is difficult for
apolitical leader accustomed to controlling the narrative to dis-
cover that the audience is no longer accepting the script. He
thrives on choreographed reels, and now watches the youth of
India mock him. He mocked the “shehzada” — and now watches
Rahul Gandhi generate attention and enthusiasm organically.

“Dimagi Naxal” is the rhetorical response of a political es-
tablishment confronted by citizens whose respect cannot be
manufactured through propaganda. A confident leader says:
“Here is my record. Judge it.” An insecure leader asks: “Why
are you judging me at all?”

This is ultimately the tragicomedy of the “dimagi Naxal”. A
PMwho hasbuilt his political identity around intelligence, deci-
siveness and exceptionalism now appears threatened by the most
ordinary exercise of intelligence: Thinking independently. The
dissentingmind is presented as a contaminant. The question be-
comes suspicious. The critic becomes pathological. The citizen
becomes the problem.

Yet democracy was never designed to produce unanimous
applause. A healthy republic needs universities that question,
journalists who investigate, courts that scrutinise, civil society
that challenges, opposition parties that disagree and citizens who
refusetoaccept political mythology as fact. The answer toan un-
comfortable question cannot be to criminalise the questioner.
Thereal threatto democracy isnot the mind that asks questions.
It is the political power that begins to fear them.

And perhaps that is what “dimagi Naxal” ultimately reveals:
Not the dangerous mind of the citizen, but the growing inse-
curity of a government that has begun to realise that its days
are numbered.

The writer is chairman, media and publicity department,
All India Congress Committee
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ExTA CHAUHAN

A DAY afterIsubmitted an article pitch on
the rise of caesarean sections and prema-
ture births in India, I found myselflying in
ahospital bed 28 weeks pregnant, tethered
to monitors as doctors rushed in and out. I
had come in for a routine prenatal check-
up. Within hours, I was admitted. Before I
could grasp what was happening, my son
arrived, two months early through an
emergency C-section, splitting my life into
a clear before and after.

In India, motherhood continues to be
narrated through the language of labour
pain, sacrifice and endurance. What nobody
had prepared me for was that my initiation

The birth story no one prepared me for

into motherhood would look nothing like
thestoriesIhad grownup hearing — it would
begin at the doors of a neonatal intensive
care unit (NICU). The NICU is unlike any
other place. Your days are measured not by
feeding schedules or sleepless nights but by
oxygen saturation levels, heart-rate monitors
and the beeping of machines. You learn to
read numbers before you learn your baby’s
expressions. Your first memories of mother-
hood are not of cradling your child but of
looking at incubators and wires as you sit
holding your baby for kangaroo mother care.
You learn to sit for hours through lower ab-
domen pain as your stitches recover. You
hold ababy of afew hundred gramswrapped
inwires heavier than them asyou trytomake
out their tiny features.

The trauma of a premature birth is emo-
tional, psychological and profoundly isolat-

ing. You are recovering from a major surgery
while your baby fights his own battle a few
corridors away. Every visit to the NICU is a
negotiation between hope and fear. What
makes NICU motherhood especially difficult
isthatitisrarelyunderstood. Inasociety that
placestheburden of ahealthy pregnancy al-
most entirely on women, a premature birth
intensifies that scrutiny. Did she travel? Did
she not rest enough? The mother’s body be-

The NICU is unlike any other
place. Your days are measured not
by feeding schedules or sleepless
nights but by oxygen saturation
levels, heart-rate monitors and
the beeping of machines

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

comes the site of investigation.

Unlike the growing conversation around
postpartum depression, the emotional real-
ities of NICU motherhood remainlargely in-
visible. I found strange solidarities during my
sixweeks: Nurses, guards, staff and mostim-
portantly, other mothers. AsIsat nursingmy
baby, mothers would come in, and sit with
their babies. I heard them quietly sobbingas
nurses urged them —and me —to stay posi-
tive and remember that our babies could
sense our emotions. Sowejustlooked ateach
other, mothersdressed in hospital gowns, as
we suppressed our tears. We exchanged brief
conversations in waiting rooms, celebrated
small milestones together, and silently
mourned each other’s setbacks. It made vis-
ible the scale of what we were going through.

Premature births are on therise in India.
While the nutritional health of mothers and

the changing pattern of pregnancies con-
tribute tothis, asignificant rise hasbeen due
to environmental factors. In the past five
years, Delhi hasseena21per centrisein pre-
term births. Another study by IIT Delhi in
collaboration with international universities
analysed data from the National Family
Health Survey between 2015 and 2020 to es-
tablish that prolonged exposure to heat sig-
nificantly increased the chances of preterm
births and low birth weights. Perhaps we
need to prepare for this new reality not only
bylearning how to care for fragile babies, but
alsobyunderstandingwhat it meansforthe
women who sit beside them, learning to be-
come mothersin an unfamiliar world.

The writer is assistant professor,
Jindal School of Design and Architecture,
OP Jindal Global University



14

THE INDIAN EXPRESS

Explaine

SATURDAY, AUGUST 22,2026

@ ) @icExplained

#ExpressExplained

If there are questions of current or contemporary relevance
that you would like explained, please write to

explained@indianexpress.com

e POLICY

CMs going abroad:
Therules around
political clearance

Shyamlal Yadav
New Delhi, August 21

TELANGANA CHIEF Minister ARevanth Reddy’s visit to
the US has been cancelled after the Ministry of External
Affairs (MEA) denied “clearance from political angle”, his
office said on Friday. For a foreign trip, public servants
need something called “political clearance” from the Ex-
ternal Affairs Ministry.

What is political clearance?

Political clearanceis granted by the Ministry of Exter-
nal Affairs (MEA). This is required not only for public ser-
vants but any government servant for a foreign trip. The
MEA gets hundreds of requests for political clearance
every month from ministries, secretaries, bureaucrats
and other officials.

The decision to grant or deny clearance is based on
multiple factors, such as the nature of the event, the level of
participation from other countries, the kind of invitation
that hasbeen extended, and also India’s relations with the
host country. The system is meant to ensure that official
foreign visits do not have diplomatic or foreign-policy im-
plications that have not been assessed by the government.

Since 2016, political clearance applications can be
made onthe MEA website epolclearance.gov.in. These
are processed and clear-
anceisissued after coordi-
nation among various
ministry divisions.

RULESFOROTHERS

@ For Union ministers, after get-
ting political clearance fromthe

MEA, additional clearanceis What clearances do CMs

9

needed from the PM, whether neeéc}lt_oft szgl tabroad. 1
the tripis official or personal. 1eLMINIS .ers, as We

as state and Union Terri-
® Lok Sabha MPs need clear- tory ministers, are
ance from the Speaker, and required to inform the
Rajya Sabhamembersfromthe  capinetSecretariat as well
Chairperson. asthe MEA about any for-

eign visit, be it official or
private. Accordingtoa
Cabinet Secretariat circular on May 6, 2015, “... prior
political clearance and FCRA (Foreign Contribution
Regulation Act) clearance are mandatory.”

CMs, ministers of state governments and other state
officials also need clearance from the Department of Econ-
omic Affairs, and must send a copy of the application to the
DEA Secretary. The DEA and the ministry concerned will
entertain an application only if MEA’s political clearance is
attached with the request.

How common is denial of CMs’ requests?

Political clearance being denied is nothing new.

In2022, Arvind Kejriwal, who was then the Delhi chief
minister, had to cancel his Singapore visit after not receiv-
ing clearance. In October 2019, the Centre had not given
him approval to attend another conference abroad.

Duringthe previous UPA regime, the MEA had denied
political clearance to trips by then chief ministers Tarun
Gogoi (Assam, Congress) to the US and Israel, and Arjun
Munda (Jharkhand, BJP) to Thailand. Gogoi had wanted
to visit New York for a “high level meeting” on April 2,
2012; anote from the Ministry said: “... direct correspon-
dence by adiplomatic Mission with a State Government
beinginappropriate”. About his proposed trip to Israel
for an event on water and environment technology, the
Ministry had said: “Concerned agencies would be hard
put to provide special consideration for CM, Assam, both
from the substantive and protocol angles.”
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How to define ‘industry’:
Inside SC’s split verdict

VINEET BHALLA

IN A landmark judgment that brings the
curtains down on a legal debate spanning
multiple decades, a nine-judge Constitu-
tion Bench of the Supreme Court delivered
a fractured verdict on what constitutes an
“industry” under Indian labour law.
While the judgment comprises of five
separate opinions that differ sharply on the
interpretation of the law, they agreed on the
practical position for pending proceedings:
pending cases under the repealed Indus-
trial Disputes Act, 1947, involving the defi-
nition of “industry”, will continue tobe de-
cided under the 1978 “triple test” laid down
by a seven-judge SC bench in Bangalore
Water Supply and Sewerage Board vs A Ra-
Jjappa.The new Industrial Relations Code,
2020, will have to be interpreted indepen-
dently under its own text and scheme.

History of dispute

The dispute centres on Section 2(j) of the
erstwhile Industrial Disputes Act, 1947 which
defined an “industry”. Itsbroad wordingled
to decades of judicial debate over whether
workplaceslike hospitals, universities, chari-
table institutions and government depart-
ments came within itsambit —and whether
their employees were entitled to statutory
protections under the Act.

In 1978, a seven-judge bench in Banga-
lore Water Supply adopted an expansive in-
terpretation. Justice V R Krishna Iyer’s
leading opinion laid down the “triple test™:
an undertaking would qualify asan indus-
try if there was systematic activity, organ-
ised through cooperation between em-
ployer and employee, for the production or
distribution of goods or services calculated
to satisfy human wants and wishes.

The court held that the absence of a
profit motive was irrelevant. It also devel-
oped a “dominant nature” test for establish-
ments carrying on several activities and
recognised a narrow exception for genu-
inely sovereign functions.

Thejudgment was not unanimous. The
effective majority was 4:3 (two concurring
opinions). The dissenting judges favoured
anadditional requirement that the activity
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Chief Justice of
India Surya Kant

Justice Satish
Chandra Sharma

'llmﬁ.ll

b

M Pancholi

“... this Court has repeatedly been required to navigate competing currents of

thought in its search for a principled and workable understanding of Section 2(j)... it

is our earnest hope that the present adjudication serves as a reliable beacon for
courts and tribunals at various levels, bringing a greater measure of coherence,

certainty, and finality to a question that has engaged judicial attention for decades.”

| “Astatute that
creates Conciliation
Officers, Labour
Courts and Industrial
Tribunals and hands
them... power...
needs to say... who
falls withinits reach.”

1l -._} |
JusticeP S
Narasimha

JusticeBV
Nagarathna employers..”

“...anarrowly
tailored definition of
‘industry’ would not
assist in maintaining
industrial peace,
protection of
workmen and
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Justice Alok
Aradhe

Justice Vipul
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Justice Justice Ujjal
DipankarDatta  Bhuyan

“...institutional credibility liesin
respecting finality, not in perpetuating
doubt; and, absent compelling
justification, none of which exists here,
the chapter must be treated as closed.”

“...interpretation which
yields to no manifest error,
needs to be retained... the
economic & technological
changes since it was

Justice decided have weakened
Joymalya rather than strengthened
Bagchi the case for revisiting it.”

be carried on along commercial lines.

The expansive interpretation came
under pressure. Parliament passed the In-
dustrial Disputes (Amendment) Actin 1982,
seeking to exclude, among other categories,
hospitals, educational and research institu-
tions, charitable and philanthropic bodies
and certain government activities. But the
amended definition was never notified — it
never acquired legal effect.

Meanwhile, the SC’s own decisions di-
verged over issues such as government wel-
fare activities and sovereign functions. In
1996, athree-judge bench held that the Social
Forestry Department could be an industry,
while a later two-judge bench took a nar-
rower view in relation to aforest department.

In 2005, a five-judge bench in State of
UPvs Jai Bir Singh expressed reservations
about Bangalore Water Supply and referred
the matter toalarger bench.In2017, aseven-
judge bench directed that it be placed before
the present nine-judge bench.

Validity of reference

CJISuryaKant, writing for himself and
Justices Satish Chandra Sharma, Alok
Aradhe and Vipul M Pancholi, upheld the
validity of the reference. Justice P S Nara-
simha and Justice Joymalya Bagchi also
agreed that the reference could validly be
considered by the bench.

Balancing act

The ruling
resolves the
immediate
problem created
by the repeal of
the Industrial
Disputes Act
without creating a
new category of
law for pending
cases.

By retaining the
1978 test for those
proceedings, the
court has avoided
reopening their
legal basis. But it
declined to carry
that jurisprudence
forward asthe
governing
interpretation of
the new labour
code.

Justice BV Nagarathna pointed out that
the 2005 reference was based on an incor-
rect assumption that there was a conflict
between two smaller bench decisions re-
garding the forest department.

Justice Dipankar Datta termed it a “fal-
tering reference”. He criticised the 2005
bench for wrongly assuming that the 1978
Bangalore Water Supply judgment was not
a unanimous decision simply because
some judges had written separate concur-
ring opinions. He noted that a settled
precedent, particularly one laid down by a
seven-judge bench and followed for dec-
ades, should only be revisited upon the sat-
isfaction of exacting tests like a manifest
error or public mischief. He concluded that
the 2005 bench failed to meet this thresh-
old. Thus, there was effectively a 6:3 spliton
the validity of the reference. Justice Bhuyan
also signed off on Justice Datta’s opinion.

Thetripletest

Here, thejudges differed more substan-
tially. CJIKant’s opinion said the triple test
required “calibration”. In his view, an activ-
ity should have a discernible commercial
character analogous to trade or business to
qualify asan industry. Thiswould keep the
profit motive irrelevant while excluding ac-
tivities divorced from economic enterprise,
including purely charitable initiatives and

The expansive definition from 1978
will continue to apply to pending
cases. It will have no bearing on the
new Industrial Relations Code

core sovereign functions. But this was not
made the governing test for pending cases
which, he held, would continue to be gov-
erned by the extant triple test.

Justice Nagarathna defended the 1978
approach, as did Justices Datta and Bagchi.
They stressed the social-welfare purpose of
labourlegislation and argued thatintroduc-
ingacommercial requirement could deprive
workersin institutions such as hospitalsand
schools of statutory protection merely be-
cause their employers were not profit-mak-
ingentities. Justice Bagchi described the tri-
pletestas possessinga “rare felicity injudicial
interpretation”, while Justice Nagarathna
emphasised the importance of the test in
protecting workers amid privatisation and
changing economic conditions.

Justice Narasimha adopted a different
approach. He wrote that the debate over
modifying the triple test had become “un-
necessary” because the Industrial Disputes
Act had been repealed.

Pending cases

Thisis where the judges found common
ground despite their differences.

The court declined to retrospectively re-
place the 1978 test with a newly formulated,
narrower test. Pending proceedings under
the old Industrial Disputes Act involving Sec-
tion 2(j) will therefore continue tobe decided
inaccordance with Bangalore Water Supply.

Allthe opinionsalsomadeit clearthatthe
judgment does not have any bearing on the
interpretation of the new Industrial Rela-
tions Code. The Code defines “industry” as
any systematic activity involving cooper-
ation between an employer and workers to
produce or supply goods and services, re-
gardless of capital investment or profit mo-
tive. Unlike the old law, the Code excludes
charitable and philanthropic institutions,
domestic services, and sovereign govern-
ment functions from this definition.The SC
has made clear that its provisions must be in-
terpreted independently.

Sovereign functions

The ruling also dealt with the question
of when government activities can be ex-
cluded as “sovereign functions”. The broad
principle emerging from the opinions is
that an activity does not become sovereign
just because it is performed by the State or
is connected with a welfare objective. The
exception is confined to core governmental
functions. This is consistent with the ap-
proach in Bangalore Water Supply.

How JNU’s admission model gives marginalised students aleg-up

Sophiya Mathew
New Delhi, August 21

A hallmark of Jawaharlal Nehru Univer-
sity’s (JNU) admissions process is the dec-
ades-old “deprivation points” model. The
system, unique to the varsity, aimstogive a
leg up in admissions to marginalised can-
didates — such as those from backward re-
gions, women and transgender persons.

It has also sparked controversy from
time to time since its introduction in the
1970s.Inthe most recent instance, an aspir-
ant seeking admission to a JNU postgradu-
ate course moved the Delhi High Court
against the model. A division bench of the
court allowed the university to continue fol-
lowing the system, subject to the final out-
come of the candidate’s plea that’s being
heard by a single judge.

What is the deprivation points model?

In the JNU admissions process, appli-
cants to various undergraduate and post-
graduate courses can be awarded a maxi-
mum of 12 points. These are known as
deprivation points. The points are added to
the candidate’s entrance test score before

the final merit is determined.

One of the factors determining the points
isthedistrict the candidate comes from. For
the current admissions cycle, the university
has classified districts into Quartile 1 (back-
ward) and Quartile 2 (relatively less back-
ward) based on fourindicators using Census
data — percentage of female illiteracy, per-
centage of agricultural workers, percentage
of rural population and percentage of house-
holds with no toilet within the premises.

For undergraduate admissions, a candi-
date can get six points fora Quartile 1district
and four points for a Quartile 2 district. For
postgraduate admissions, the corresponding
figures are three and two points respectively.

The system also provides five depriva-
tion points to Kashmiri migrants. Female
and transgender candidates are also eligible.
They receive seven points if they fall within
categories including SC, ST, OBC, PwD,
Quartile1orQuartile 2, and five pointsifthey
are from the unreserved category and donot
fall in either of the two district quartiles.

The points are awarded to undergrad-
uate, postgraduate, certificate of proficiency
and advanced diploma of proficiency pro-
grammes. PhD programmes were excluded

Thesystem,

overtheyears

® The number of
points and the crite-
ria used to identify
deprivation have
changed over time.

® The system was
withdrawnin the
1980s and restored
in a modified form
after student pro-
tests.

@ |n 2017, INU dis-
continued depriva-
tion points for MPhil
and PhD admissions.
But it continued for
undergraduate and
postgraduate admis-
sions.

in 2017 after the varsity adopted the 2016
UGC admission guidelines.

Why was the system put in place?

The deprivation points system was in-
troduced to ensure that the university did
not merely draw students who had already
benefited from greater educational oppor-
tunities. “When JNU was created by an Act
of Parliament, it was not created for Delhi
alone. It was supposed to draw talent from
all across the country,” said Professor Surajit
Mazumdar, Professor of Economics at JNU’s
Centre for Economic Studies and Planning.

According to Mazumdar, the idea was
that academic performance alone could
not be treated as a complete measure of
merit when students came from vastly dif-
ferent social, economic and regional cir-
cumstances. The model has helped address
forms of disadvantage that reservation
alone could not capture, he said.

Initsinitial form, districts were grouped
according to objective indicators of devel-
opment, with students from more deprived
regions receiving additional weightage. The
system was meant to “equalise” the condi-
tions under which students competed for

admission. The system was withdrawn in
1984, but was restored from 1995-96 after
pressure from the students’ union.

Why is the model significant?

JNU’s system is unique to any institute
in the country, said Rituparna Patgiri, Assis-
tant Professor of Humanities and Social
Sciences at IIT-Guwahati. “I think the fun-
damental innovation that JNU tried to
achieve through the deprivation pointsis not
about which social category one belongs to,
but the kind of structural deprivation and in-
equalities which shape educational oppor-
tunities,” said Patgiri. “Ourunderstanding of
merit becomes more complicated when we
consider how geography and region impact
socio-historical marginalisation.”

Around one-third of the world’s coun-
tries utilise affirmative action or targeted
quotas — including those based on geo-
graphic or developmentindicators —toim-
prove educational access, said the 2026
UNESCO Global Education Monitoring Re-
port. It said India, alongside Brazil, China,
Israel and Sri Lanka, has seen “increased
enrolment among under-represented
groups” due to targeted measures.

® GOVERNANCE

Routine data or citizenship check? Why Census questionnaire sparked concern

Deeptiman Tiwary
New Delhi, August 21

THE QUESTIONNAIRE for the population
enumeration phase of Census 2027 has trig-
gered a political controversy, with the Con-
gress alleging that the inclusion of detailed
questions about respondents and their par-
ents could facilitate surveillance and serve
a “deeper nefarious purpose”. The Left has
raised similar concerns.

The controversy follows an August 15
report in The Indian Express that several
new or modified questions in the Census
questionnaire were also part of the Na-
tional Population Register (NPR) schedule
notified in 2020, when the NPR had be-
come contentious amid protests over the
Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA) and
fears of a nationwide National Register of
Citizens (NRC).

New Census questions, NPR link

The questionnaire has 40 questions, 14
of them new or modified compared with
the 2011 Census. Eight of these — national-

ity as declared, father’s and mother’s par-
ticulars, mobile number, Aadhaar, voter ID,
passport and driving licence — were also
included in the NPR schedule prepared for
the 2020 exercise.

The NPR schedule sought the date and
place of birth of a person’s father and
mother, including the district and State
and, if they were born outside India, the
country. These questions had been at the
centre of the political opposition to NPR.

The controversy

There are two distinct concerns: privacy
and the political context in which the NPR
was revived.

On privacy, the argument is that Census
data has traditionally been collected for
population statistics and planning, while
the new questionnaire seeks amuch wider
range of personal information, including
detailsthat can identify orlinkindividuals
to other government databases. The ques-
tion is therefore not simply how much data
the government collects, but how it is

stored, protected and used.

Census officials in Delhi. PRAVEEN KHANNA

The second concern relates to citizen-
ship. The NPR is a register of the country’s
“usual residents”, not a citizenship register.
Ausual resident is someone who has lived
in alocal area for at least six months or in-
tends to stay there for the next six months;

this can include a foreigner meeting the
residence criterion.

The NPR is, however, linked in law to the
process for preparing the National Register
of Indian Citizens. The Citizenship (Regis-
tration of Citizens and Issue of National
Identity Cards) Rules, 2003, provide for
preparation of aPopulation Register and its
verification for preparation of the citizens’
register. The rules also provide for individ-
ualswhose citizenship is considered doubt-
ful to be marked for further inquiry.

This legal connection became politi-
cally explosive in 2019-20. The NPR was
being revived soon after the CAA was
passed and against the backdrop of the
NRC in Assam, which had excluded
around 19 lakh people. Also, Union Home
Minister Amit Shah repeatedly spoke of a
nationwide NRC and asked people to
understand the “chronology” in which the
CAA would be followed by the NRC.

NPR itself was not new. It had first been
prepared in 2010 along with the houselisting
phase of the 2011 Census and was updated
through a door-to-door exercise in 2015.

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

But this political context fundamentally
changed how a previously uncontroversial
exercise came tobe perceived as one being
associated with the possibility of citizen-
ship being questioned.

What government said in 2020

The government sought to reassure
people that the controversial questions on
parents’ date and place of birth were op-
tional. The government also maintained
that NPR was primarily a database of resi-
dents intended to improve policy formula-
tion and delivery of welfare schemes. Shah
argued that knowing the demographic com-
position of an area would help governments
plan services and identify beneficiaries.

Therewas, however, a contradiction that
contributed to the mistrust. In December
2019, Shah said NPR data would never be
used for an NRC and that the two exercises
were governed by different laws. But earlier
government statements in Parliament and
the Citizenship Rules themselves had ex-
plicitly linked the Population Register to
preparation of the citizens’ register.

Government’s need for data

Thereis alegitimate administrative ra-
tionale for collecting detailed demographic
data. The government has argued that a
comprehensive database of residents can
help it formulate policies, plan public ser-
vices, identify beneficiaries and improve
national security. Information drawn from
different government databases can also
help reduce duplication and discrepancies
in records and cut paperwork for citizens.

The NPR was also envisaged as a way of
bringing together basic demographic in-
formation with details such as mobile
numbers and identity documents. Officials
said this could make government services
more efficient. These are not inherently un-
reasonable objectives. Nor are NPR and
NRC, as exercises in themselves, necess-
arily “nefarious”. The problem in 2019-20
was the timing, as the NPR was revived
amid dented public trust and government
assurances failing to restore that trust. It ex-
plains why questions that might otherwise
seem routine are being viewed through the
prism of citizenship and surveillance.
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Makkah Pact and the shifting equations in West Asia

The Gulfis also India’s western security flank, and changing regional alignments make any response to cross-border terror attacks more challenging

SHYAM SARAN

Saudi Arabia, Turkiye and Pakistan
concluded a Joint Defence Agree-
ment in Makkah, the holy Islamic
cityinSaudi Arabia, on August 7. The
text of the agreement has not been
made public, sothe analysisis based
on thejoint 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 Arabiaand
thenuclear capability of Pakistanina
potent deterrence role. All three
countries have declared that the
agreementisnotdirected againstany
specificcountrybut thatitismeantto
provide collective deterrence. Itisnot

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

While it hasbeen 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)-
typejoint 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 isIran 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
representsasignificant reordering of
security equationsin West Asiainthe
wake of the continuing Iran war and
theexpandingIsraeli 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 toits Gulf allies.

Itisalsoreported 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 onthe
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 Gulfof Aden and the
Bab al Mandeb Strait. The Strait of
Hormuz was not included. Turkiye
and Pakistan are members of the
coalition. Asfarasoneis aware, India
was not invited to participate.

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

onSeptember 17,2025, which also has
a clause committing the two coun-
triestotreatan attack on one party as
anattackagainst both, the sameasin
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 foraGazapeace. Thiscameasa
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
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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 sharingand 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
isanon-Nato ally, and the US has a
bilateral security alliance with
Saudi Arabia. However, if Israel isa
target for these partners, the US

may have a different view.

In its official 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 areduced US
presence in the Gulf.

Three developments
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 thisisthe more important politi-
cal shiftin 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
hasthe blessings of the US.

Chinahas notbeen 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

stand

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-
mentsunfolding onits 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
totheregionsincealarge 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 shapeinthe 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.
The writer is a former foreign
secretary

The politics of ridicule

Munir, power, and paranoia

VIEWPOINT

DEVANGSHU DATTA

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”.

Politiciansspend alotoftime
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
amountto halfofsales revenues.

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

models as well, though the
valuation gains will more than
offset expenses where Al 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,
politiciansalsotry todamagethe
branding of rivals. Funny nick-
names, memes, actual dirt, fake
news, anything goes.

While politicians do spend
plenty of money on bad-mouth-
ingrivals, 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 offi-
cially enshrined as “Mama of
the Nation”.

In 1970, S&G, who were
entirely unaware of the existence
of Malawi, released asong “Ceci-
lia”, which referenced the Cath-
olic patron saint of music, St
Cecilia. It had lyrics such as “Oh
Cecilia! Youre breaking my

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

Circa 2017, A A Milne’s char-
acter, theteddy 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’samusement
parks. Translations of Milne’s
works were widely read by kids
in China.

Thebookswereillustrated 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-
faceinarecent UK by-electionto
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?

The writer is a New Delhi-based

At some point, Pakistani dictators begin to show
paranoia. That's the strategic reality most relevant
to India since the late '50s. Munir’s case is worse,

like some sudden acrophobia

The reason all dictators live in paranoia is that they
cannever have aretirement 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-
tegicreality most relevant to India since the late 50s,
after Ayub Khan took over and promoted himselfto
field marshal.

Usuallyittakesabout 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.

Thesudden 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

{
y“ﬁ"“ %
b W ¢

NATIONAL
INTEREST

SHEKHAR GUPTA

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
tenureat his fancy. This applies notjust tosomeloyal
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 tobeto
keep finding newer ways, laws,
ranks, awards, affirmation of your
own position every few months? It’s

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-

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'sunidimensional,
based onitsefficient military. The economyis 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, hopeisn’taplan.

Pakistan’s military also has severe limitations.
They can’t close the issue with various rebellions
alongits western borders or make any military gains
against India. They can be no more than a nuisance

His geniuslies not in military craft butin 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 youa
choice of three to describe this: Cutthroat, stab-in-
the-back, or take-no-prisoners. Munir can’t insure
his future. He hasto 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 —ifitdoesend —he will be only 62. That’s the
age at which an Indian Army chief retires. General
Dhiraj Sethisalready 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, asthe 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-
turkbut 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
phobicloneliness at the top.

AsThave written often, there’s one of three ways
aPakistani 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
arewrong, he said, because you thinkIam adictator.
Iam 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 hisimmunity. Next,
he can pronounce himself president for life like
some Robert Mugabe. Or third, that he really turns
Pakistan’seconomy around, calms down itssociety,
endsinternecine conflicts and creates anew 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.

artificial intelligence (AI)

heart!” and explicit referencesto

independent journalist

curity, or more likely paranoia. All dictators start

occasionally. Where does that leave Munir?

By special arrangement with ThePrint

Statesmen versus CEQ: Institution above individuals

THE WISE LEADER

R GOPALAKRISHNAN

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.
Inote, admittedly through the rear-
view mirror, that the institution has
been placed above individuals. That
isagood 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
Tatain2012.

If, however, a successor is not
announced simultaneously with the
exit of theincumbent, then the focus
shiftsto the circumstance of the exit.
Any professional chief executive
officer (CEO) serves with support

from the board, and lack of clarity
may wellimply 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 yearstill 2027, the same group
will see three. This fact should be
viewed as part of more rapid changes
in the leadership environment.
Ifeelthatthe purusharthaof 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 afiduciary role (Busi-

ness Standard, June 27, 2026).

Tataisaunique 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-
paniesistoadoptsome things: First,
abrand 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
thatsense, Tata is permanentlyina
“spunoff state”, and value stands
permanently unlocked.

Thisis one reason why many feel
that the “secret sauce” of having the
holding company private plus oper-
ating company publicshould notbe
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?

Thegroup 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.
The writer’s new book, Chanakya
And Sun Tzu: A Business Lens on
Trade, Thought, and Travel, has
been coauthored with NirmalaIsaac
gopal.mindworks@gmail.com
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Revolving door

FMCG leadership churn shows boards want faster
results, but urgency must not become impatience

OMETHING UNUSUALIS happeningin the corner offices of India’s

consumer-goods companies.In barely a year, Hindustan Unilever,

Nestlé India, Britannia, Godrej Consumer Products (GCPL), Dabur,

DMart,and Wipro Consumer have changed leaders orannounced
successors. Colgate-Palmolive India has now joined the list, with Prabha
Narasimhan moving to an Asia-Pacific role and former Colgate executive
Manish Anandani returning as managing director and chief executive.The
churn does not necessarily implya crisis at every company.But its scale sug-
geststhatboardsarerethinking theleadership skills required fora consumer
market being reshaped faster than many incumbents expected.

The departuresarenotall of a piece. Narasimhan’s move isa conventional
multinational rotation: an elevation within the parent organisation,accom-
panied byan internal-style succession. Her predecessor,Ram Raghavan,sim-
ilarly moved to a global role in 2022. Wipro Consumer’s transition, anno-
uncedwellinadvance of theincumbent’s retirement,alsorepresents orderly
succession. Contrast this with Sudhir Sitapati’s abrupt resignation from
GCPL,days after shareholders approved his reappointment foranother five
years.Global CFO Aasif Malbariwasimmediately elevated to the topjob,while
the company indicated that its leadership would eventually be divided
between India and international businesses.At Britannia, the board waived
Varun Berry’s notice period and relieved him immediately,although he had
offered to helpwith the transition.These exits inevitablyraise questions that
routine rotations do not.

What unites the changes is the difficult terrain confronting consumer
companies. Urban demand has been weak, input costs unpredictable,and
post-pandemicvolume growth uneven. Quick commerceisaltering distribu-
tion, pricing,and promotional strategies,while digital-first brands areattack-
ing niches that established companies once dominated. Premiumisation
remainsattractive,butitbecomesharderwhen household budgetsare stre-
tched.Boards consequentlywant quickerdelivery on volumes, digital marke-
ting, online sales,and portfolio renovation. Six of the 10 consumer-sector
leaders appointed over the past year have held marketing roles,an indicat-
ion that boardsincreasingly see brand reinvention and consumer insight —
notmerely cost control —as theroute backto growth.That demand isunder-
standable,but it also increases the temptation to treat leadership change as
a substitute for the harder work of aligning investment, incentives, and
organisational capabilities behind a coherent long-term strategy that sur-
vives the next quarterly disappointment or two.There is,however,a danger
in confusing urgencywithimpatience.Transformingalarge consumerbusi-
nesswith entrenched brandsand distribution systems takes time.CEOs can-
not be expected to produce structural change quarter by quarter while
simultaneously protecting margins and market share. The professional-
manager model, especially in promoter-led businesses, works only when
authorityis clear,the mandateis stable,and the board allows sufficient run-
way. If strategy, control, and accountability become blurred, even accom-
plished executives will struggle.

Abrupt exitsalsoimpose agovernance obligation.When shareholders ap-
proveafive-yearreappointment only days before theincumbentleaves, they
are entitled to askwhat changed and when the board knew it. If an exit was
foreseeable, disclosure was inadequate; if it was not, succession planning
was. Markets can live with leadership changes,but they dislike unexplained
discontinuity. India’s consumer giants possess trusted brands and formid-
abledistribution networks;a changeat the topwillnot undo those strengths.
Yet shorterstrategy cycles cannot be allowed to produce perpetually shorter
CEOtenures.Inavolatile market,boards need both urgencyand patience —
and credible succession plans before the revolving door begins to spin.

Nolan's Odyssey has a
worthy French rival

THE POLITICAL MOVIE of the year tells the story of an odyssey: A grizzled war vet-
eraninexile,desperate toreturn hometo his familyand country,leadingarump ofan
army through impossible odds as massacres,vengeance,and mutiny rage.

No,not Christopher Nolan’s The Odyssey,but La Bataille de Gaulle: Atwo-part World
War Il drama about Charles de Gaulle that has taken France by storm a yearahead of
elections. The pair of films, clocking in at 320 minutes, has sold 4 million tickets in
French theatres — not far off the mighty Odysseyitself —amid awider 20% rebound
in cinema attendance.The film is now set to land in international markets.

There are many reasons for the film’s success at home, aside from it being very
good; word-of-mouth support has helped, as has the heatwave pushing people into
air-conditioned theatres.Italso helps that the storyof de Gaulle’srefusal to surrender
in 1940 as the state’s military and morality collapsed is the kind of authentic display
of heroism the French might be craving as they potentially sleepwalk into a far-right
presidency that would test de Gaulle’s Fifth Republiclike never before.

There’salsoa transatlanticdimension in these Trumpian times.Director Antonin
Baudry,aformerdiplomatwho co-wrote Dominique deVillepin’s speech objecting to
the US-Iraq War, takes a risk by turning the WWII movie template into something
very un-American. The battles take place not in Dunkirk or Omaha Beach, but Libya
and Tunisia.American YouTubers frothing over Nolan’s Odyssey might havea fit see-
inghow Franklin D Roosevelt is portrayed: cold,scheming,and disillusioned bya crip-
pled France heviews as a“child”incapable of defending itself.

Thisisbydesign,according to Baudry,who told French TV
lastmonth that Europeans“inhabita narrative told by Amer-
icans”.Namely, that the US saved Europeand hasbeenan Av-
engers-styleforce forgood ever since. Baudry manages to cor-
rect the transatlantic record without falling into the trap of
hagiographic dullness. That’s partly thanks to a British his-
torian, Julian Jackson, who’s something of a muse for the
director. The film’s de Gaulle isn’t a superhero wearing the
cross of Lorraine on his chest instead of a spider. We see a
quixotic, exasperating, haunted leader driving Churchill to
anger and tears,and advancing his own quest for French
renewal through steely political skill.

The film also shines a light on de Gaulle’s small contin-
gent of Free French as the “Fighting French”, as Churchill
would call them.Balancing the heated rhetoricbetweenalliesin Londonistheaction
of theresistance networks in France and the feats of epically outnumbered troops in
delaying the Axis advance by precious days. The sight of a young female resistance
leadertaking potshotsat Nazisin Parisis highly symbolicata timewhen conscription
isreturning to Europe. Compareall of thiswith Nolan’s movie,which despite its Sicil-
ian sceneryistoits corea product of Hollywood: Ahuge budget, featuringa cast of US
movieroyalty,and themesIsuspectwill resonate more in the Trump administration
thanin today’s Mediterranean.The MAGA crowd is obsessed with Romanvirtuesand
gladiatorial physique, but the Greek superstitions and subterfuge shown in The
Odyssey seem a better fit; Ezra Klein calls it the political movie of the decade.

Iwould contend de Gaulle is Europe’s own political blockbuster. Some will argue
that he’s too specifically French a hero. Still, when the map of France carved up and
administered by the US appears on screen, is it so different to Donald Trump’s curr-
ent claims on Greenland?When Roosevelt designs and printsa new currency for post-
war France, is it so different to US dollar dominance? And when Churchill lays out his
strategy of choosing the open sea over Europe,isn’tita premonition of Brexit?

Ifwily Odysseus is an apt guide through today’s world, so is de Gaulle,who conju-
red visions that transcended reality — much as an ageing, fractured Europe will have
to doagainif itwants to survive this century.

LIONEL
LAURENT
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HIS JUNE, AS oil prices sur-

ged during the Hormuz cris-

is,McKinseyissueda cautio-

uswarningtoglobalairlines,

not just India’s. It pointed
outthatfuel costsaboutathird of a ticket,
and most increases are passed on to cons-
umers,potentiallyraising faresworldwide
by 20-25%.India shares this impact. Ho-
wever, the reassuring part of McKinsey’s
message — thatairlineswhich hedged fuel
costswill mostly safeguard their margins
— does not apply to India. Since Indian
carriers have not hedged, ICRA predicts
they will lose between ¥36,000 and
X38,000 crore this year. The world’s air-
lines raise fares and continue; India’s air-
lines suffer.The key difference? Hedging.

Hedging isn’t an exotic gamble; it’s a
response to a structural peculiarity. Air-
lines sell tickets for future flights,such as
aDiwalitripin June,and collect payment
now, but they only buy fuel closer to the
departure date in October. This allows
them to set a price before knowing their
biggest expense. A hedge simply sta-
bilises the future cost tied to tickets
already sold. Here,not hedgingisa gam-
bleanairline is making.

Therefusal tomanage fuel priceriskis
ingrained in their practices. Look at the
annual report of IndiGo orany major Ind-
ianairline,andyouwill seea section man-
dated by regulators titled “disclosure of
commodity price risk and hedging activ-
ities”. It mentions the threat of fuel price
fluctuations, but when asked about their
positions,theydiscuss only currencyhed-
ging. Each year, Indian airlines disclose
thisriskyet choose nottohedgeagainstit,
passing the jet fuel spot price directly to
passengers or shareholders. Conversely,
airlines praised by McKinsey,like Ryanair,
locked in fuel costsataround $67 perbar-
rel for the following year; Lufthansa and
British Airways’parent,IAG,hedged most
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FLYING COSTS
INDIA'S FLEET FLEW STRAIGHT THROUGH OIL STORM FOR WANT OF AMARKET AND A CULTURE WE REFUSE TO BUILD

A hedge that can save our skies

VYV SHUNMUGAM

Partner, MCQube

of theirs; and they all endured the spike
with minimalimpact on fares.Southwest,
with the longest profit streak, employed
similar discipline and only hedged when
the risk was significant, showing that
hedgingisastrategictool toaddressloom-
ing danger, not a constant commitment.

The refusal has its supporters. Choos-
ingnottohedgehasbenefitted IndiGofor
10 years,avoiding hedge management
issues and accounting complications;
hedging can cause harm,

bufferin between.

Even airlines seeking to hedge face
difficulties due to the lack of a substan-
tial market. Although India trades crude
oil futures, these are a limited rupee-
based proxy: mostliquidity concentrates
in the front month,with distant contracts
trading very little. Hedging a year ahead
involvesrolling over the nearmonth rep-
eatedly,incurring costs from a contango,
trading fees,and the commodity tran-

saction tax each time. Par-

andIndianairlineshavefac- ' EECG—  ticipatinginaforeign deri-

ed setbacksbefore.Even ma-
jor American carriers now
don’t hedge. However, this
suggests the need for smart
hedging ratherthan outrig-
ht refusal, and for develo-
ping the market that would
enable effective hedging.
India’sairlines start with

A hedge simply
stabilises the future
cost tied to tickets
already sold. Here,

not hedging is
a gamble an airline
is making

vativewould introduce the
same currencyrisk theytry
to avoid. Moreover, they
track crude oil prices rather
than jet fuel, leaving the
crack spread — highlighted
by McKinsey as unusually
wide this year — exposed.
Essentially,thereisnoliqu-

aheavierburden.Jetfuelac- T id marketintheactualfuel

counts forabout 40-50% of

their operating costs,compared to roug-
hly 259% globally, mainly due to taxes.
Since aviation turbine fuel (ATF) is out-
sidethe GST system,itincurs both central
excise and a state value-added tax,which
canreach upto 30%in someregions.This
tax-on-tax policy makes Indian fuel
prices about a third higher than those at
Gulf or Southeast Asian hubs. Forairlines
already spending half on fuel, each price
increase hits twiceas hard.Those without
hedging feel the impact acutely, with no

thatairlines use.

The government has begun handling
hedging directly. Recently, the Cabinet
approved a ¥10,000-crore ATF Price Sta-
bilisation Fund,which keeps fuel pricesat
X115 per litre for up to three years and
compensates oil companies if market
pricesrise.Essentially,thisamountstothe
government providing a fuel hedge for
privateairlines.We have seen similarrisks
before, such as the sovereign gold bonds
from 2015, which aimed to reduce gold
imports and the associated foreign ex-

@ JOB GUARANTEE RIDDLE

Chief Justice of India Surya Kant

Put minimum wages as a threshold and
employment shrinks. You realise the difficulty.
When a wage threshold is put, the net of
employment shrinks because the size of the pie
remains the same

change drain. The government ended up
bearing the gold price risk, and as gold
prices trebled, the liabilities exceeded 1
lakh crore until the scheme was quietly
discontinued in 2024. Likewise, the ATF
fund is a bet on oil prices,and if oil prices
remain high, taxpayers will bear the cost.
That’sa publicsubsidytostabilise the pri-
vate balance sheet.

Abettersolution exists,involving two
interconnected steps. First, expand the
market by developing a comprehensive,
cleared,and margined market forjet-fuel
risk, transforming crude-oil futures into
this space. License major natural coun-
terparts — such as Reliance, ExxonMobil,
and bank treasuries — to operate under
Sebiand RBI oversight,enabling them to
enterintothese contracts.Sincerefineries
profit during months when airlines
struggle, they are ideally positioned to
serve as protection sellers. Second, man-
datethatall scheduled carriersadopt this
approach by implementing a board-
approved hedging programme,disclosed
and audited quarterly,similartohowthey
currently manage currency risk.

Aviation hasbecomea crucial pillar of
India’s economy, ranking as the third-
largest air market worldwide. It is highly
concentrated,with two major groups ac-
counting fornearly 90% of domestic pas-
sengers. When one of these dominant
players collapses,itdoesn’tjust redistrib-
ute travellers; it also results in lost conn-
ectivity. India has experienced the col-
lapse of several carriers, such as
Kingfisher, Jet,and Go First, illustrating
how swiftly a low-margin industry can
fail. Ultimately,anairline doesn’tjust sell
seats; it offers time — the assurance that
allows an exporter to promise next-day
delivery or a surgeon to perform opera-
tions across cities by morning. This cer-
tainty is what hedging provides, yet
India’s skies still lack that assurance.

AT as decision-maker: Consent not enough

WITH THE ADVENT of new-age technol-
ogiesandAl, therole of personal data wit-
hin organisationsis changing. Historically,
data was collected to support human or
manual decision-making. Increasingly, it
isbeing used to train systems that gener-
aterecommendations, predictions,and,in
some cases,decisions.From detecting fra-
ud and assessing creditworthiness to scr-
eening job applicants, Al is moving from
an assistive toa decision-making tool.

This raises an important question: is
obtaining consent to process personal
datasufficientwhentherealimpactonin-
dividualsarises from thedecisions gener-
ated from that data? The Digital Personal
Data Protection (DPDP)Act,2023,appea-
rs,at first glance, to offera straightforward
answer.TheActisbuiltlargely on consent-
based lawful processing of personal data
and lays emphasis on such consent and
principles of transparency.Data principals
must be informed about the purposes for
which their data is being processed and
retainrights onaccess,correction,erasure,
nomination, grievance redress, etc.

Yet Al challenges thatassumptionina
fundamentalway.Acustomerapplying for
aloan may consent to the use of personal
data.Ajob applicant may consent to pro-
cessing of information submitted during
recruitment,etc.In each case,the consent
is sought for collection and processing of
the personal data. It doesn’t necessarily
address how an Al system will interpret
thedata,drawinferences,and howthein-
ferences influence the eventual decision.

An Al decision may be entirely based
on lawful consent and still yield results
that are inaccurate, biased, or difficult to
explain due toanabsence of manualinter-
ference. Consent, by itself, provides little
protection against such risks because the
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issuelies notin the use of data but the op-
eration of thedecision-making Al system.

Thisisincreasinglyreflected in Indian
and global regulatorydiscourses.The EU’s
General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR)hasregulatory protections on cer-
tainforms ofautomated decision-making
and profiling. NITI Aayog’s Principles for
Responsible AI: A Background discussed
how Al systems can generate risks relat-
ing to exclusion, discrimination,and lack
of accountability, particularly in sectors
wherealgorithmicoutputsinfluence con-
sequential decisions. It also focused on
governance steps that could

As Al systems become more complex, businesses may
find that effective governance requires a level of

should be able tojustifynot only their use

of data,but also the outcomes from it.
The Supreme Courtreleased the Draft
Regulations for Use of Al in Courts, 2026,
giving an important indication of how
sectorsin Indiaare starting toapproach Al
governance especiallyin the context of au-
tomated decision-making.The draft regu-
lations define“algorithmicdecision-mak-
ing” as the use of algorithmic outputs to
inform,recommend,orarriveatadecision
affectinga personorprocess.Theyprovide
that Al systemsused in court must remain
assistive in nature. Most critically, they
prohibit reaching judicial

mitigatetheseriskssuchas . ——— OUtcomessolelythroughal-

explainability,accountabil -
ity structures,audit mecha-
nisms,and human oversig-
ht. In many respects, the
recommendations foresha-
dow safeguards thatare in-
creasingly being discussed
forhigh-impactAlsystems.

The absence of a
dedicated Al law
in India should not
be viewed as a
reason to defer Al
governance efforts

gorithmicdecision-making.

Human oversight,expla-
inability,accountability,au-
ditability,and data minimi-
sation figure prominentlyin
thedraftrules.Similar prin-
ciples can be interpreted in
NITTAayog’s Responsible A

More importantly,theyre- m—————— framework. These develop-

inforcearecurringthemein
India’s Al policy discourse: lawful access to
data,whileimportant,isinsufficientonits
own to ensure trustworthy Al outcomes.
NITIAayog’s National Strategy forArti-
ficial Intelligence too recognised that Al
raises challenges beyond traditional priv-
acy concerns (collection, processing) inc-
luding forautomated decision-making.It
benchmarked privacyand data protection
laws against international standards like
the GDPRand referred to France’sright to
explanation for administrative algorith-
micdecisions,while observing India’s pri-
vacy framework needed to evolvewith un-
derstanding Al-related risks. Although
suchinitiativesaren’tlegallybinding, they
signal an expectation that organisations

THE EDITOR

Manufacturing aims

Apropos of "Make more in India" (FE,
August 21), India's ambition to beco-
me a manufacturing hub will depend
less on slogans and more on consist-
ent execution. The editorial highlights
the need to bolster domestic capabili-
ties in electronics and other high-val-
ue sectors. Faster approvals, reliable
power, better logistics, and predic-
table taxation can make a greater diff-

erence than incentives alone. Small
and medium manufacturers also need
easier access to credit and technolo-
gy, since supply chains cannot be built
around a few large firms. Skill develop-
ment should be linked to industry reqg-
virements, with measurable outcom-
es. The government must ensure that
local value addition is genuine rather
than limited to assembly. A stable pol-
icy framework and transparent moni-
toring would help India attract and

mentssuggestanemerging
consensus that where Al systems materi-
ally affect rights, opportunities, or out-
comes, governance measures must ex-
tend beyond consentand privacynotices.
The government enacted the DPDP
Act,India’s first-ever comprehensive data
protection law, to provide a foundational
framework for data privacy.Butitdoes not
explicitly regulate automated decision-
making.Itdoesn’t containaright to expla-
nation, right to human review of Al-gen-
erated decisions, or curbs comparable to
those in foreign jurisdictions. But several
aspects of it mayindirectlyinfluence how
organisations approach Al governance,
especially considering there maynotbea
standalone law for Al regulation as yet.

investment, and create jobs.
—A Myilsami, Coimbatore

Rare opportunity

Google's plan to shift Pixel production
from China offers India a rare chance
to strengthen its manufacturing base.
India has made progress with Apple's
success, but must now focus on build-
ing design capability, skilled labour,
and reliable infrastructure. Incentives
alone cannot sustain growth; consis-

The DPDP Act is built on the principle
that personal data should only be proces-
sed for specified purposes.This maysit un-
easilywith Al development practices that
encourage the collection and retention of
largedatasetsinanticipation of futureuse
cases.As organisations seek to build incr-
easingly sophisticated models, questions
may arise about whether all categories of
personal data being collected are neces-
sary for the stated purpose of processing.

Similarly, the rights available to data
principals under the DPDP Act may beco-
me especially relevant in Al-driven scen-
arios. They can seek correction of inaccu-
rate dataandaccessredress mechanisms;
butsuchrights maybecome hard to oper-
ationalisewhen organisations can’tiden-
tify the data points influencing a particu-
laroutcome orexplain howadecisionwas
reached.As Al systemsbecome more com-
plex, businesses may find that effective
governance requires a level of explainab-
ilitybeyondwhat the DPDPAct demands.

Thisiswhere governance measures for
responsibleAlbecomeincreasinglyrelev-
ant. Human review mechanisms canbe a
safeguard against erroneous automated
outcomes.Similarly,clearexplanations of
significant decisions can enhance trans-
parencyand consumer trust.Theabsence
ofadedicated Allawin Indiashould there-
fore not be viewed as a reason to defer Al
governance efforts.Ifanything,the DPDP
Act,read alongside India’s evolving Al pol-
icy framework, suggests businesses may
be expected to demonstrate accountabil -
ity forautomated decisions.

Co-authored with Vanshika Lal,
Associate, Khaitan & Co

Views are personal

tent policy, efficient logistics, and str-
ong component ecosystems are vital.
India's goal should be not just assem-
bling products but creating value
through innovation and technology. If
the government and industry
collaborate to close existing gaps,
India can emerge as a trusted global
hub for advanced manufacturing.

—K Chidanand Kumar, Bengaluru
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Machhli Ado About
The Return of Hilsa

Overfishing needs a multinational solution

Successful conservation efforts have reportedly returned
thehilsa tothe upper Ganga after several decades this sea-
son. The development could break a vicious cycle of over-
fishingandsiltingriversthat threatens population collap-
se for the fish. Hilsa is rare because it is difficult to farm.
Thefishlivesinthe sea and migrates into rivers to spawn.
Measures to restrict fishing have not succeeded because
of thelimited timethefish 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
thehilsa’shabitat. Solutions need to be found upriver, and
the work done by government labs is promising.

Central Inland Fisheries Research Institute has been
engagedinarangeof artificial reproduction procedures
for the hilsa that are now bearing fruit. Fish released up-
stream of FarakkaBarrage onthe Gan-
ga have worked their way up to UP, a
| traditional habitat destroyed by the
dam. Therestored hilsahabitat provid-
es an indication of biodiversity in the
Ganga, whichisbeingcleaned through
amulti-decade project. Other aquatic
species can be returned to what used
tobe 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 hasnottaken ontheurgency 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.

Depoliticise India’s
Public Spaces

Everythingis political. In India, it’s especially so. From proto-
colsatofficial functions and movie plotlines, topotholes todiet-
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 turnedfartoomany of them
into battlegrounds of ideology. When campuses become are-
nasforfactionalrivalry, or showroomsfor politicalloyalty, ins-
titutions incur damage—something that is unlikely to bother
those whoseraison d’étre 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 assites of learning — institutio-
ns themselves become perceived as ‘dens
of politics’. Depoliticising public spaces
meanscreatingconditions where work can
be conducted unimpeded by ‘extraneous’ matters, ideas canbe
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’
initstruestsense.If every institution becomesa constituency,
the country will produce only fiery polemicists, not problem-
solvers. Tofunctionasthey aremeantto, public spacesmustbe
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-
ticsthey are meant to transcend.

-

UST IN JEST

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

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
employeeshidingbehind earphones, or messagingtoavoid
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 ismeasured 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 theartof pretendingtowork whileactually Goog-
ling ‘quiet coffee shopsnearme’. The tyranny liesnot mere-
lyinthenoisebutinthe ideology. OPOissold asdemocratic,
flatteninghierarchies by putting everyone in the samefish-
bowl. Instead, itnormalises Indian outdoors brought inside.
If collaboration isthe goal, there are meetingrooms. If soli-
tude is the goal, there are desks with walls. OPO achieves
neither. But it does one thing superbly: save sq ft space.
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While India tracks where publicly funded research money goes, it should track what it creates

The Lo

Meenakshi Munshi

& PragyaChaube

ver 3,000 cr. That is a con-
servative estimate of what
India’s research-funding
ecosystem could be losing
annually to duplicate
grantsalone. A 2013 US analysis, ‘Same
work, twice the money? of nearly
8,60,000 funded grants estimated that
duplicate funding could account for up
10 2.5% of research expenditure. App-
lied to India’s 2020-21 gross expenditu-
reon R&D (GERD), that amounts toro-
ughly 23,175 cr (about $375 mn). But du-
plication is only one symptom of adee-
per problem. India has noreliable way
to see, in one place, what publicly fun-
ded research ultimately produces.

Every year, Gol 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 agenciesrely large-
ly on information reported by resear-
chersattheend of aproject. Asaresult,
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,

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

and

-
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Output-oriented

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-
cieshaveno 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 askingresearchers, theyrequ-
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. Theresultisalive, 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,
—=7 much like an Aadhaar
number for research.
Every grantreceives 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 thatfunded it.

Francerequires researchers funded
by French National Rese-

arch Agency (ANR)todepo- |ndia aims to raise R&D 4]
sittheirresearchoutputsin spending to 2% of GDP
the national repository, and become a global

inding R&D

-

invent this infrastructure. On NITT Aa-
yog’s proposal, MeitY isrolling out the
Unified Project Management System
(UPMS), a common platform for ma-
naging research grants across DST,
DBT, ICMR, ICAR, CSIR and ANRE.
This is an important first step. But ma-
naginggrantsisnotthesameasunder-
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, h .
institution, di-
scipline, rese-
archer or fun- F

.ll']] 1

HAL, together with their jynoyation leader. 1 ‘
grant reference, creating a  achjeving it needs more .

searchable public record of
taxpayer-funded research.

Wellcome Trust, one of
the world’slargest 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, increasingthe valueof publicin-
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-

than larger budgets. It
needs knowing, in real .
time, what public e
investment produces

dingprogrammeas they are produced.

A June2026 ANRF white paper, ‘What
isImpact? GeneratingDividends 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 thanleavingthem scatte-
red across disconnected systems.

India aims toraise R&D spending to
2% of GDP and become a global inno-
vation leader. Achievingthat willrequ-
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, Gol, and Chaube is assistant
professor; University of Petroleum and
Energy Studies, Dehradun

WTO'’s Stuck Until India Moves

James Bacchus
|

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
toundermine WTO through chaotic
unilateral trade actions and scofflaw
tradetactics, 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 the2lstc.

Most prominently; India’s blocking the
adoption of Investment Facilitation
for Development Agreement (IFDA),
aplurilateral agreement among131
WTO members, including 94 develop-
ing countries. Now that Tiirkiye and
South Africa have withdrawn their
opposition, India stands alone in pre-
venting the agreement from becom-
ing partof the WTO rulebook.

Under aplurilateral agreement, some,
butnotall, of the member countries

can agree to improvements while per-
mitting therest of thememberstoac-
cept the new rules and obligations later
when and if they choose todo so.India
refuses tojoin other WT'O members in
aconsensus toadd 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 yrsof decline, FDI investment
increased 6% in 2025to $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 partiestoIFDA.

Why is India blocking this agreeme-
nt? Sofar asanyone can tell, it hasno
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 cuttingred tape that impedes FDI.

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

minated alot of investmentred tape.
Instead, Indian opposition to IFDA is
predicated on its professed apprehen-
sion thatadding more plurilateral
agreements to the WTO treaty will
ultimately fragment the WTO-based
trading system.

But there are several plurilateral ag-
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Lights, camera... now some action?

reements in the WTO rulebook. And
such fragmentation need not happen
if, asusually happens, more members
add their signatures over time tothe
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 in1995—on dump-
ing, subsidies, standards and more—
were transformed into fully multilat-
eral agreements in the WTO treaty.

India sees itself asa 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-
esmust begin with full-blown multi-
lateralism isnot 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 todealing with new trade issues
in WTO isforcing other member coun-
tries tolook for trade solutions outside
WTO, creating the very fragmentation
intrade that India fears.

Meanwhile, FDI to developing coun-
tries is slower than it ought to be. With
itslonghistory 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
toit. 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

Maharaj, Earn Royalties, Not \Wages

AnujGupta &
Piyush Doshi
|

Indiahas 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
doesIndia keep?

Of every 100 of profit generated by an
MNC inIndia, only about 36 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 $118.9bn, 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 $1.50leaving for every dollar
that came in. OnIP alone, Indiarunsa
net deficit of about $14.5bna year.

The plain truth is, in the global eco-
nomy, India works for wages, while
others earnroyalties. 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 yrsafter 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-
seistolook in the mirror. Why; 35 yrs
intoliberalisation, are Indian firms
largely absent from the global roster
of brands, platforms and patent-hold-
ers? Where is India’s Samsung?

Others have made thisleap. China’s
transition is the most instructive, sin-
ceithappened within thelast15yrs. In
2010, China was the world’s assembly
line. Today BYD outsells Tesla, Xiao-
mi is a top-3 smartphone brand, DJI

Too consumed to create?

controls roughly 70% of the global
drone market, Huawei holds the lar-
gest 5G patent portfolio, and China
hasled 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’sroughly 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 onresearch and treat
brand-building abroad as a cost rath-
erthan anasset.

Why has corporate India settled for
solittle? Part of the answerliesinan
unsaid bargain struck long ago. His-
torically, Indian industry has cried for
support, and Gol has obliged — with
tariff walls, non-tariff barriersand
preferential treatment at home. For
some sectors, for some period, this
wasjustified; infant industries do
need shelter. But the shelter became a
habit. And it rested on a flattering il-
lusion: that our large population isa
large market. It isnot, 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 other97%.

Japan and South Korea offered their
companies generous support too—
cheap credit, licences, state backing.
But the support came with aruthless
condition: face the global market test.
Korean chaebols received subsidies
against export targets: miss them, and
thetaps 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:

O 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-
anoutput.

O 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 MDD, BowerGroupAsia, and Doshi is
operating partner, Convergence Foundation

THE SPEAKING TREE

Awake Before
You Exit

SOHAMD BHADURI

The perpetual friction of human
existence isnomere 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
joysand inherent suffering that
ultimately awakens the discern-
ingmind to seek enduringequa-
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-
ingsrather than dispelling them,
transforming an aspiring sage into
acaptive of their ownrepression.

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
desiresrobust enough to animate
earthly engagement, yet supple
enough toyield to wisdom.

Such an equilibrium symbolis-
esthehighest spiritual culmina-
tion: Jivanmukti, liberation whi-
lefully alive. By stripping eman-
cipation of itsmorbid, posthum-
ous associations, we recognise
that true freedom isnot deferred
to our afterlives. Emancipation is
simply the profound art of parti-
cipating wholeheartedly in life’s
dance without beingensnared
by cords of attachment.
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Oversmartwatch

Amanboughta smartwatch
to improve his health since it
would track his steps, heart
rate, sleep
and calori-
es. It would
even remi-
ndhimto
stand up

= every hour.
Aday later,
the watch
congratulated him for walk-
ing10,000 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
hehad slept badly:

Theman already knew that.
Since at3am, the watch had
vibrated to tell him that he sh-
ould ‘reduce screentime’.

iParenting
An8-yr-old child asked hisfath-
er, ‘Baba, what’s the password
for the Wi-Fi? His father said,
‘Gooutside and play.’

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

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

Theboy stared at him as th-
ough he had described life on
Mars. ‘CanItake my tablet?’
‘No.” ‘Phone? ‘No.’

‘Then what do people do out-
side?”

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

Chat Room

Not Just Luck to
Build Luckins

Are You Feeling Luckin? by Pal-
lavi Aiyar (Aug21)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 theform of Luckin, Didi, Bai-
du, Taobao, WeChat, Boyuand a
host of others, asrightly 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 PLIto crea-
te ubiquitous platformsand a
GPS system worthy of compet-
ing with global behemothslike
Google. Till then, it’s dependen-
ceforeverything in ourlives.

G NRath

Hyderabad
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AN OPEN MIND

OPENS POSSIBILITIES
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A thought for today

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

PABLO PICASSO

Sugar Or Ethanol?

Food must always come before fuel
Before 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 haverisen 20% in afortnight.

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

There’snothing 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
shortagesare caused by humandecisions,

: 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
wereally 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.

Art Of Reflection

Mahatma’s handwritten manuscript is priceless
Q record, in money terms, was created when a compilation of

Gandhi’s daily reflections, 688 jottings onlife, 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 isone aspect, the value of hishandwritten
manuscript, the other - it goes well beyond the written word.
‘Handwritten’isamark 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’llinform 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 ismade 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 Al A pity the art of reflection by the powerful may have
been buried in time, or outsourced to Al

The Terrible Thing
About Movies

Has the medium made us cruel, stupid, indifferent?

avid Thomson is feted as
the world’s greatest living

when Michael says, “You can Kkill
anyone,” is us accepting, well, sure,

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 himfromage4to84.
This “enterprise of darkness and
light” hasbeen valued asif ithonoured
society and history. But what if all
that the “lifelike” has done is distract
usfrom life? Withdrawn thefacts, and
filled all the empty space with fantasy?
If in time fantasy overwhelms law and
politics, is the bitter
energy of disappointed

mindfield

these are very bad guys, but aren’t
they fun tobe 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.
“Itisintheiniquity 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 Kkilled. “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

dreaming all we have
left? Once we used to

SHORT TAKES ON BIG IDEAS

appreciates Ozu’s
detached camera

atleast watchmovies
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.
Weadoretheirbrotherhood of thegang.
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

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
storiesitistelling.”

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.
Itbetraysthem.”

Butjustlikeit’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 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

Canmoney 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
1nte111gent1y 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: lastinghappiness comesless
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
almostas 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 2400 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 tonotice
contrast not continuity, which is precisely why small,
frequent upgradesleave us unsatisfied.

Or take the family car. Trade it in every two years
for the nextlevel, and you pay a premium to feel exactly
asyou 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.

Thereal value of the4X Ruleis in the decision it forces.
When something costs four times more, you don’t click
“Buy Now” -instead, youresearch, compare, consultfriends,
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.

Atthe 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
Ialready have?

The world runs on annual upgrades
because they serve corporate balance
sheets. Every industry has perfected
the craft of makinglast 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, intheend, ismerely the means,
while happiness is the real return on

' investment. And asevery 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 inlearning when not to.

You Can Follow A Dream, If You Plan It Together

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

Gautam Ved

Two people fall in love. He has a good
corporatejob. Shehasagood corporate
job. They getmarried. They getahouse.
They share an EMI. Then, because
apparently one financial commitment
Ll isnot 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 z
says, “Ithink I wantto quit.” g

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
isalso 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 intomath.

“Follow your dreams.” Lovely. “Can we still pay the
schoolfees?” Lesslovely, no? “Choose happiness.” Absolutely.
“What about the homeloan?” 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’sdone exactly that. For10 years, maybe 20. Promotions.
Latenights. Airportlounges. Conference calls. PowerPoint.

Performance reviews. Till one fine morning, she opens
thelaptop 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, feighing enthusiasm while mentally
switching the La Tomatina family
holiday with Lonavala. All this

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.
Themodern wifealsohasacrowdedjobdescription.
Being ambitious. Not being too

ot l.i'e And l.ove ambitious. Supporting his career too.

while the poor woman is still

STORIES OF THE WAY WE ARE

Looking after the children. Managing

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
wiringstillremains. 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

various maids and keeping a few on
standby. Speakingtotherapists. 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
tobecome 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
existanymore. 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.

Calvin & Hobbes
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The purpose of relationship is not to
have another who might complete you,
but to have another with whom you
might share your completeness.

Neale Donald Walsch

Overcome Loneliness Through Alchemy Of Love

Sant Rajinder Singh

human experiences amongthe

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 isnooneto 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 ina downward

I oneliness is one of the deepest

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
astressful 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.
Butonerelationship never
ends: our relationship with

rather than a matter of belief, and

loneliness born of worldly disappointments

and difficulties gradually gives way toa

deep sense of peace and fearlessness that

comes from knowing that the Divine is

our constant companion.

Once we truly live like that, we
candeal with any situation

that comes our way. Once we

realise that it is God’s hands
thatareleadingus, we can
alsoacceptthatastheboat
moves through the ocean,
there will be waves. There

God. The true purpose of
human life isto cultivate

THE SPEAKING TREE o ioeahd fowne

we will have to deal with.

thiseternalrelationship by

experiencing the Divine. As we turn our

attention within through meditation
and connect with the divine Light and
Sound of God, we begin torealise that
the Almighty is always with us. The
presence of God becomes alivingreality

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

Divineis 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.
Itstrue 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 thisloveis such that it
draws our attention away from the outer
world toriches of inner worlds where
love, peace, and blissreside.

Upon experiencing it, wefind the
strength tonavigate life’s ups and
downs that would otherwise leave us
bereft and fearful. Anchored in this
experience, the inevitable ups and
downs of life nolonger have the
power to overwhelm us, for we know
we are never alone.
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Resource guzzlers

Data centres should account for water, power demand

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 Al
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
efficiency cannot be the whole answer: a
facility that is more efficient per unit of
computing can still carrya 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.

OTHER VOICES.
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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
toareductionin deterrence against North Koreaand 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
Trumpinstructed 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 s totally inappropriate and hostile” to North Korea. tokvo,aucust21

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

EUROPE

The Supreme Court’s Popular Mandate

Rep. Hakeem Jeffries, 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. Jeffries 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 tariffs, 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. Jeffries’s case. new york, aucusT 20

Tribunal reforms» ®
2026: Old wine

in a new bottle

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

RAJASEKHAR VK

he Tribunals Reforms Bill,

2026, is presented as the

next chapter in India’s

effort 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 differently, 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 alonger 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 20262

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

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

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 difficulties 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 ifit 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 difficult 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 difficult to reconcile
with the stated objective of creatinga
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
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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
difficult 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
itis genuinely a new bottle will depend
onwhether Parliament is prepared to
address the structural questions that the
2021 experiment left unresolved.

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

Nabard survey points to downbeat rural sentiment

Subdued optimism over jobs and income seems linked to monsoon, rural inflation and broader economic developments

—
A Paul Williams
M Nagarajan

he twelfth round of the Rural
I Economic Conditions and

Sentiments Survey (RECSS),
released by the National Bank for
Agriculture and Rural Development
(NABARD) in July, offers the clearest
signal yet that the rural growth storyis
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 dida
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
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Unfair move

Apropos ‘SBl widens cash withdrawal
charges toall basic accounts’to plug
feeincome leak (August 21). Itis

for branch visits is unfair.

Since banks have various other
avenues to earn revenues, why charge
savers who form the backbone of the

rather than uniform city-wise
distribution, with e-commerce
accounting for approximately 14 per
cent of FMCG sales across metros and

butincreasingly digital-first

shocking that the SBI has announced banking system? increasing to nearly 18 per centinthe bigger.

uniform levy service charges for Katuru Durga Prasad Rao top eight cities. S Muthulakshmi
withdrawals exceeding four, whether Hyderabad Notably, southern metro clusters have virudhunagar (TN)

drawn through branch or through emerged as the most digitally savvy

Customer service points etc. E-comm growth consumption hubs, crossing 21 per Refined regulation

Notall customers are tech savvy and
even ones havingan ATM card are
forced to go to bank branches for cash
withdrawals.

Given that deposits are not keeping
pace with lending, charging customers

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

cent e-commerce penetration,
underscoringastrong 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, reflectingastructurally uneven

consumption landscape across India’s
cities. The opportunity is only getting

This refers to the Editorial ‘Know your
investor’ (August 8). SEBI’s effort to
simplify the Accredited Investor
Framework is commendable, but
caution s 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
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We are united in our fondness of blame and shame

CHEAP
THRILLS

NISHA
SUSAN

July of this year, I have never ever

seen anyone in the world running
from the copsin 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
pufty-chested patriarchs floundering in
their response to the protests. Itis also
entertaining to have the protests poke
holes in my conception of myselfas 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. | 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 T 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

I can say with absolute truth that until

Shrabonti Bagchi

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 remainsrooted to a certain Indi-
an-ness. Edited excerpts.
The prize committee describes ‘Mad
Sisters’ as abook 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
setout 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 itselfis 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 fe/t like
tobe 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

itis airless from greed (did you know
that arecent 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
relentlessidealists 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
thingsjust.

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 RTIto 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

myselfexplor-
ing the rela-
tionship
between the
singular and
the plural. So,
the individual
with the community;
or one person against
the chaos of the cosmos; ora
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’sripe for the peeling.
The story begins inside the Whale of
Babel, a vast mythical creature that
contains many worlds. The whaleis a
partof 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 Iremember being swept up by
theidea of living in the belly of a whale. It
did something to my brain, to imagine

CJP volunteers at a school in Colaba, Mumbai.

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
itsname onwards, the CJP communica-
tion seems to be uninterested in the
bulk of purity politics. | am remember-
ing the dry remarks I overheard at the
height of the Citizenship Amendment

being eaten but then still /iving; 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. Isit, in any sense, like what we
understand as artificial intelligence
(Al) today?

Oh, it’s nothing like AL I'm pretty dis-
gusted with Al: how it’s made; its value
system; what it wrecks in executing that
value system; how it’s bastardised lan-
guage; howitleeches people of their con-
fidence; howitsadoptionis 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
thelevel of ourbodies; how it has flattened

RAJU SHINDE/HINDUSTAN TIMES

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 arecov-
ering people pleaser. But that would be
silly. Ibelong to a nation trained in
Olympic-level people-pleasing. I
recently learnt arude 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.

Spec-ficrootedin
the Parsi experience

Pieter Lastman’s ‘Jonah
and the Whale'; and
(left) Tashan Mehta.

Mad Sisters of Esi:
By Tashan Mehta,
HarperCollins India,
424 pages, T599.

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

Perhapsitis 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 afriend in Delhi was told by a
potential school admissions committee
that her harmless three-year-old was
too difficult. Another friend in Benga-
luruwas 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’srecent 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.”

Iam 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.

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
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time to this thing we need to pass through
as quickly as possible instead of live in;
how it hasstolen 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
beenin place before Al and you’d beright,
butI'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, [ wasn’t
thinking of technology at all. [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’'simportant that the Museum you see
inthe bookisn’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-

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’'show 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 Literacyby 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
aParsi, my grandmother told me Persian
stories and our history to help me see
whereIcame from.Iloved them, butasI
grewup, I saw how that history was closer
tomyth 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 thisrich,
muddled mess of folklore in my head.
When I was writing Mad Sisters,11ooked
atthat 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 itis 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’sa complete departure, of
course, because there’sincredible 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,  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), asense of living being bigger than
thislife. These are the values that run asan
engine underneath thisbook, and dictate
how it flows.

Shrabonti Bagchi is a Bengaluru-based
writer and editor.
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Convergence
amid constraints

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

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, waming 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.
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Artists perform during a ‘Kalash Yatra’ during the holy month of Shravan, at Badi

Chaupar, in Jaipur.
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VANDE MATARAM BELONGS TO EVERY
INDIAN CITIZEN

As an octogenarian from a
freedom-fighter family, though
apolitical, | 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 | 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

Please send your letter to the info@dailypioneer.com.
In not more than 250 words. We appreciate your feedback.

Education reform must factor in well-being

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

NEERJA
BIRLA

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.

Achild does not leave their worries at the class-
room door. Pressure to perform, fear of disap-

pointing parents, friendship strugg_les. loneliness A SUDDEN dis_engagemer!t can sometimes signal that a
or uncertainty about tl_1e_ future can influence how WITHDRAWAL child is struggling. Teaphers need not become
they concentrate, participate and respond to chal- ’ mental-health professionals, but they do need
lenges. If education is meant to prepare young BEHAVIOURAL the awareness to recognise such signs, respond
people forlife, then how they feel while learning CHANGE OR with empathy and know when professional
cannot remain separate from what they learn. DISENGAGEMENT support may be required. This also means
ot Sy bt e e hapte el CANSOMETIMES  [Siunking how we interpret benaviour
alongside academic development. Not instead of SIGNAL THAT A labelled "lazy", "hyperactive" or "naughty" when
excellence, but as an essential part of enabling CHILD IS they may actually need understanding and
it. The need i.s increasipgly visible. An NCERT survey STRUGGLING. support.Inone school-basgq interventipn, 95%
conducted n 2022 cted by UNICEFInda (U TEACHERS NEED  ofteachersreportedaposituechange now
rienced extreme emotions, and 439& reported MESTTA?_,ESEEL%H concerns. Student referrals offer another
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tion is equa%ly clear hglfofall mental¥1ealth dis- PROFESSIONALS, degﬂc perfor%nance, while others [i)nvolved
orders begin by age 14, and 75% by the mid-20s. ~ BUT THEY DO NEED  aggressive behaviour. Such changes should not
whether achid s keeping up academicalyand  THE-AWARENESS 8 i may b strug
consider whether they are developing the emo- TO RECOGNISE gling emotionally. But recognition is only the
tional resources to cope with the demands placed SUCH SIGNS, first step. Students must also have access to the
upon them. Emotional literacy is not a soft skill. RESPOND WITH right support, without placing the entire
(152 Sl tbegins wi g hldren e EMPATHY AND.  fesporsilty o eachers. bt ecogniton mus
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encing. Ar}éhild who can recognisey frustraption KNOW WHEN has only 0.75 psychiatrists per 100,000 people,
before it becomes anger, understand anxiety PROFESSIONAL with shortages extending to psychologists
rather than simply fear it, or articulate that they SUPPORT MAY BE and psychiatric social workers. This is why
need help is developing a capacity that will remain REQUIRED strengthening mental wellbeing in education

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
aninformed and observant adult within a child's
support system.

The author is Founder and
Chairperson, Aditya Birla
Education Trust, and Founder,
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A sudden withdrawal, behavioural change or

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 aresource rather than viewed as a last resort.
Equally importantis 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

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
wantyoung 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? Itis 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-

to solve everything.

cation.

When no one owns the problem

SANJAY
CHANDRA

2ND OPINION

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. | 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, | 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, | 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 [ understood such calls were record-
ed and that, if nobody could resolve the matter, | 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.

The writer is a founder of Kala - Krazy About Literature And Arts,
is an author, speaker, coach, arbitrator, and strategy consultant
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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

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 itis 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
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ANALYSIS [iF]

Are we fair to the young of India?

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

There are occasions in
the life of every nation
when generational tran-
sition suddenly attracts
far greater attention than
itusually 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

JS RAJPUT

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?
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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 . 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 ofinvestors 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?

Gen Z: A vibe is
not a revolution

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
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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 1 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. Arevolution 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; | have heard your silent wails for
twenty years. Your restlessness is real, and it is the truest thing about you. My com-
plaintis 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.

Acharya Prashant is a philosopher

and author whose work centres on

self-inquiry and its application to
contemporary life

The next farm reform must protect India’s harvest

As India marks
Reforms Utsav,
celebrating 12
years of gover-
nance reforms
under the leader-
ship of the
Hon’ble Prime

Minist Shri
ANKUR s S
AGGARWAL 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
amodern system to protect crops and preserve
its competitive edge in global markets. Crop pro-
tection sits at the intersection of productivity,
farmerincome, food safety and export readiness.
A pest outbreak can reduce yield. The wrong
product orimproper 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 72
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 arole. 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-
erin 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.

The writer is agriculture-policy analyst, writes on agro,
issues, policies and reforms
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Trust Test

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.

Escalation Test

ritain’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.
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First food polluted

Astudyevaluated breast milk of
randomlyselected40lactating
motherslivinginregionsof
differentdistrictsalongthe
GangeticplaininBiharwhere
peopleuseuranium
contaminatedgroundwater.
Thestudyrevealedsignificantly
highuranium contentinbreast
milkoflactatingmothers.
Exposuretouraniumcanpose
significant healthrisks
includingkidneydamage, bone
damageand anincreased risk
of cancer

reast 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 theinitial 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.

Colostrumis 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
anewborn’sfirst 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
tothe 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

I The Korea Herald

Table

Pollutant category

Common examples

Potential impact on infants

Heavy metals

Lead, Mercury, Arsenic, Cadmium

Neurocognitive delays, reduced 1Q, kidney

stress, and behavioral issues.

Pesticides including
Persistent organic pollutants

{(POPS)

PCBs, DDT, Dioxan

balance.

Endocrine disruption, alterad immune
system and impacts on thyroid function,

impaired neurcdevelopmant and hormone

Microplastic

BPA; Phthalates

Endocrine disruption, inflammation,

oxidative stress and metabolic disorder.

cardiovascular diseases to arthritis and
irritable bowel syndrome. In 2015, along-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,

metals usually occurs during occupational
activities, mainly through inhalation and
dermal routes in mining and industry, and
over alifetime, 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 to1515 micrograms
per litre). Arsenic was the
least investigated (18 studies),
with highest levels reported
for breast milk (up to 149
micrograms per litre) collected

JAYDEV
specialized transporters in mammary JANA fromregjons using high-arsenic
epithelial cells, whose activity increases contaminated drinking water.
markedly,draw thesecomponentsincluding ~ The writer is a Data from 34 studies showed
pollutants from the mother’s bloodstream retired IAS high levels of mercury in
into the alveolar lumen of the mammary officer breast milk of women living

gland, from which milkis 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
todegrade. They evenundergo biomagnification,
the process through which the concentration
of these pesticides multiples as they move
up the food chain. Several studies worldwide
confirmthe presence of DDT and its metabolites
(DDE) in breast milk. Business Inside India
(9February 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
thedeath 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

among high seafish-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 concernin 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

Election mismanagement and K-Democracy

tisdifficult not to feel both dismayed

and disappointed by the series of

election management failures recently

revealed at South Korea’s National
Election Commission.

During thelocal 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

bags and bottles. MPs are known to carry
toxic additives such as bisphenol A (BPA)
and phthalates which have potentialimpacts
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 s
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 U238 from their bodies. In India, some 18
states and 151 districts are affected by uranium
poisoning.

Ageneral solution to breast milk pollution
liesin 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 notinherit 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 receiveit.” But shamefully
we have polluted the planet to such an extent
that the first food of the next generation has
been put under threat.

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.

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,

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
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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
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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.

g IN MEMORIAM

In loving memory of Dr. Amalendu
Kr. Gayen, who passed away on this
day, 1983. — Adhiraj, Ashmit, Joyatri,
Anirban & Dipali.

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.

Letters To The Editor | C<leditor@thestatesman.com

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

epaper.thestatesman.com

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.
Mediaglare 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
canimprove the delivery of banking services,
particularly inunderserved 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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‘Disease serious, operation a must’

harkhand’s recruitment process

had been a source of frustration for

thousands of young aspirants, caught

between competitive examinations,
repeated delays and allegations of malpractice.
Whatbegan asindividual 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-JSSCReform
Manch made you a publicfigure,
who was Piyush Kumar? What
kind of life were you preparing
for, and what did a government
jobmean 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? Whatbrought you to competitive
examinations, whatkind of future
were you preparing for,and when
did personal frustration turninto
a decision to challenge the
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
thestreets, 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 inJharkhand,
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, Iinitially 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: What, in your view, is
fundamentally wrong with
Jharkhand’srecruitmentsystem?
You have made serious allegations.
Whatis thestrongestevidence you
canplace,and what, in your view,
still needs tobe established through
anindependent investigation?

Ravindra: Malpractice has taken
place under the government’s watch.
And this was not limited to minor
favours orisolated 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
animpartial 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 madeit 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 abroaderinquiry 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 themdespitehaving
passed the exam fairly. What do
you say to them, and what would
beafairremedyforcandidates who
werenotinvolvedinany 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.
Butunder 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,
thatis important for the future of Jharkhand.

Q: The movement has shown
thatorganised students can compel
a government to reverse a major
recruitment decision. What
responsibility comes with that
influence,and how will you ensure
the Reform Manch remains
independent of political parties
and does notbecome a vehicle for
political mobilisation?

Piyush: [ 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
themovement saw you burn effigies
of Rahul Gandhi, Hemant Soren
and Tejashwi Yadav, and you also
demanded the Chief Minister’s
resignation. How do youreconcile
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:Jharkhandis now seeingthe
government’s decision as amajor
victory for your movement. After
thislongjourney, whatadditional
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: If you were given the
responsibility of reforming JPSC
and JSSC tomorrow, whatare 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.

Iralu’s life a message for the world

PRAMOD BORO

here are people who pass

through our lives, and there

arerare souls wholeave 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
torespond, 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
agreater 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 [ 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 andin 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.
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7 Players of games
put on half-length
legwear (6)

8 Several gods - the
acting god of nature
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16 Fatigue turning into
bout of fever
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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 abeginning 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.

News Items

FRENCH ECONOMY
CAMPAIGN

WAR
RESTRICTIONS
REVIVED

(“TIMES” SPECIAL SERVICE.)
PARIS, AUG.

THE Times Berlin correspondent
states that the veteran Communist Ruth
Fischer, who has just returned from a
long stay in Russia, is engaged in a
violent controversy with Socialists and
Communists over conditions in Russia.

She asserts that the reorganisation of
Russian industry has involved greater
hardships to the workers than did German
industrial reorganisation. The new
measures included a working day of ten
hours, night work for women, and
propaganda against higher wages, which
have now decreased 25 per cent.

The army of unemployed, she says, is
the same as elsewhere and the elections
are farcical and result in the strengthening
of the reactionaries and Communists.
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Industrial disputes

Employers, workers need clarity about rights

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

IA’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

he 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
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Delhi can't afford to lose Dhaka connect

PM Modi has done well by absorbing Tariqgue Rahman’s Sheikh Hasina tantrum

THE GREAT GAME

JYOTI MALHOTRA

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-

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

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.

The sky must be the
limit between India

and all her neighbours,
from the Karakorams
to Cox’s Bazar.

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, wewill give you an
“honourable reception”, he saidin 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 visitas 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 RSSleaders 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.

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
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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.

Whatever fate awaits me, [ will return to my people. — sheikh Hasina

A close shavein
SaddamsIraq

CVR Joga Rao

ing project. Saddam Hussein was then the undisputed

eader 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
Irag. 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 facade 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
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Lwas posted in Baghdad (Iraq) from 1984 to 1988 for a build-

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

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

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit.
These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com
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TA 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 toall 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 FKEuropean 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

OPED
The real battle inside Tata Sons
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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

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
technologyis 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

Tata Sons must
prune its portfolio
toreduce its
financial burden.

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  shortterm  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 CEQ,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-

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

With the Assembly elections due in 2027
alongside the Census, identity politics is
likely to become even more consequential.

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

E ACROSS DOWN
1 Having unpredictable 2 Without prior
| outcome (5-3-2) consideration (7)

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. Asone
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 Kkilled,
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
'Amritbant Ravidas Maharay',
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
1s likely to become even
more consequential.
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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,

8 Thoroughly unpleasant (5)
9 An invented story (7)

10 Beginner (7)
11 Shining with heat (5)
12 New York’s

A punctuation mark (5)

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)

16 Technical terminology (6)

18 A marine crustacean (5)

20 Appraise (5)
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Kowtow, 17 Artful, 19 Rogue, 21 Gnome.
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HK must crack
down on reckless
owners of pets

ith hindsight, there was a warning in a big

dog’s fatal attacks on two small dogs earlier

this week that people might not be safe from
sudden unprovoked attacks. But nothing prepared the
city for the fatal mauling of a 33-year-old woman by a
big dog in her care at a training centre and dog hotel in
northern Hong Kong on Thursday.

In the first incident involving a 60kg unleashed dog,
a court will decide whether its owner, a 52-year-old
Yuen Long man, failed to properly control it, after the
Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation Department
laid charges.

The woman’s death is bound to be reported to the
coroner. The big mixed-breed attacked her when she
tried to return it to its cage after releasing it for feeding.
She was alone at the time, which prompts the question
whether backup would have made a difference.

Both dogs have a troubled history. The owner of the
first is also facing a charge over an attack that injured a
small dog on July 10. The dog that killed the woman
was a stray awaiting adoption. A suggestion of some
pit-bull ancestry, a fighting breed banned in Hong
Kong, is troubling. It is good that Hong Kong
environment authorities have said they will review the
definition of fighting dogs and relevant regulations to

strengthen public safety.
The incidents had sparked debate about the
of large dogs, ible pet

law enforcement, and penalties for non-compliance.

For a crowded, high-rise city, Hong Kong presents a
pet-friendly image. The recent licensing of restaurants
to admit dogs with their owners adds to it, although the
policy has faced a mixed reception. The companionship
of pets is also widely accepted in an ageing society. Pet
ownership, however, carries responsibility. This
includes respect for other people, such as by keeping a
dog on a leash, and humane treatment of the animals.

The attacks have sparked calls for heavier penalties
for pet owners who breach laws relating to the control
of animals in public places. Under the regulation,
owners of dogs weighing 20kg or more must keep them
on a leash no longer than two metres in public places.
Violators face a maximum fine of HK$25,000 and up to
three months’ imprisonment.

Dr Fiona Woodhouse, deputy director of welfare at
the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals,
said it was time to consider a substantial increase in the
fine. The prevalence of non-compliance and reports of
loose enforcement lend weight to her stance.

Many social media users have shared accounts of
their pets being injured or even killed by large dogs in
Hong Kong, including one who said her 4kg poodle was
seriously injured by a 40kg unleashed dog in 2024. The
owner was convicted this year and fined HK$2,000
while the animal was classified as a known dangerous
dog. The user questioned the deterrent effect.

Enforcement that amounts to an effective deterrent
to irresponsible dog ownership is clearly an issue. Sally
Andersen, founder of Hong Kong Dog Rescue, said a
loose licensing regime had created loopholes that
allowed some dog owners to dodge responsibility.
Some had or given away mi i
dogs without changing the registered owner, and either
the old or new keeper then denied responsibility when
serious incidents occurred.

She called for Hong Kong to tighten its animal
cruelty laws by requiring owners to take proper care of
their animals and introducing a “duty-of-care” regime.
Potential owners should be prepared to provide “a
minimum of space, exercise, food, water and
companionship”, she said.

Kent Luk Ka-chit, founder of the charity Paws
Guardian Rescue Shelter, also supported a duty-of-care
requirement under animal welfare legislation. Owners
should treat dogs as family and train them properly so
they do not chase people or small animals, he said.

The government began public consultation on
legislation for a duty-of-care regime under animal
welfare laws in 2019, with most submissions in favour
of the move. But the legislative timetable remained
unclear, with authorities citing “divergent views”
among stakeholders. There is a case at least to tighten
enforcement of current laws and review penalties.
Jailing owners of unleashed dogs may go too far,
depending on the seriousness of circumstances.
Education in responsible ownership would be in the
best interests of pets and their owners.
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The unseen hand in
a seamless tradition

For most of my life, festive gatherings seemed to just happen automatically. But who
takes over when those who have quietly maintained family get-togethers stop?

ast Chinese New Year, the
L reunion dinner unfolded the

way it always has: with an
almost rehearsed ease that
disguises how much work it takes
to look effortless.

The dishes arrived in their
expected order. Conversations
circled familiar ground - work,
health, travel plans. There was a
comfort in that predictability, as if
the evening was held together by
habit more than intention.

At some point, plans for the next
day, the first day of Lunar New Year,
were mentioned. There was a short
discussion about visits, timings,
who might or might not make it.
‘Within two minutes, we resumed
eating. But I remember thinking, if
my parents stopped organising all
of this, would I know how to do it?

Not in the obvious sense of
cooking or booking a restaurant,
but in the deeper sense of holding
the thing together. I wouldn’t know
who needs to be invited first, or
how invitations move through a
family that no longer shares a single
neighbourhood. I wouldn’t know
the unspoken rules: who should
never be seated together, who
needs to be checked with early, who
will never explicitly ask to be visited
but will notice if they are not.

Nor would I know which
traditions are fixed only because
someone has always taken
responsibility for them. For most of
my life, Chinese New Year seemed
to run itself. As a child, I only saw
the finished product. You were
moved from one house to another,
one meal to the next.

Yet nothing about it is automatic;
the coordination required is mostly
invisible. Someone tracks multiple
households’ calendars and resolves
conflicts that never formally
surface. intains an

sits somewhere between
administration and care, and most
families have people who do this
work. They are rarely described as
organisers. They are mothers, aunts
and The invisibili

Many younger family members
only ever encounter Chinese New
Year when it is up and running.
They arrive after the bookings have
been made, after the schedule has
been il after the invisible

of the system only breaks when
something goes wrong: a missed
invitation, an awkward pairing at
the table, a gathering that feels
slightly misaligned.

Tradition endures not only
because it is meaningful, but
because someone is willing to carry
the friction required to keep it
going. But this is becoming harder
to sustain. Across East Asia, family
structures have been changing for
decades: fewer children, later
marriages, longer life expectancies,
more people living away from

negotiations have already resolved
the hardest parts. What they see is
the outcome: a seamless sequence
of gatherings. They seldom see the
process that made it possible.

And so the knowledge does not
fully transfer. For it is learned only
by doing, by being the person who
notices what needs to happen next
before anyone says it out loud.

At the same time, expectations
are shifting. Younger generations
are less willing to absorb large
amounts of unpaid coordination
and emotional labour as a default

i of ing. That is often

where they grew up. In Si
household sizes have steadily
declined alongside fertility rates.
The result is fewer people available
to share the invisible work.

66 .

If my parents
stopped
organising all of
this, would
I know how to
do it?

As it is now common for
relatives to be spread across
multiple countries, what used to be
aneighbourhood-scale coordination
process has become something
closer to a multi-time-zone
negotiation.
has made contact

informal map of relationships that
exists nowhere in writing but
governs decisions. Someone
remembers sensitivities that are
rarely spoken aloud, but which
quietly determine when people
arrive and where they sit.

Because the work is distributed
across dozens of small decisions, it
doesn’t appear as a single role. It

easier, without lightening the load of
coordination. If anything though,
group chats on WhatsApp or
‘WeChat have made the labour more
visible. The messages multiply but
someone still has to decide and
remember what everyone else
assumes will be handled. The

framed as cultural erosion. But it is
also a redefinition of what fairness
within a family looks like: who is
expected to carry the friction and
why.

Families still want the same
outcomes - meals that happen,
gatherings that feel intact,
continuity across years, connection
that survives distance. But those
outcomes do not emerge on their
own. They have been produced,
repeatedly, by someone taking
responsibility for the uncertainty
everyone else prefers not to see.

So I keep returning to that
moment at the reunion dinner,
when a few of us casually discussed
plans for the next day, but no one
took responsibility for them. The
older relatives who usually hold
everyone accountable weren’t at the
table, revealing how easily the
system could lapse without
someone holding it together.

For all the attention given to
preserving traditions, far less
attention is paid to the systems for
maintaining them. And even less to
what happens when those systems
are no longer naturally inherited.

One day, someone will have to
take over that work. I'm not sure
anyone is being prepared for it yet.

Nicole Chan is a Singapore-born,
i ducated writer and

system has not di but it
has become more explicit.

communications strategist

Nicole Chan

Deng’s wise words
resonate loudly

In May 1979, while editing the
Econoscope business page at the
Deccan Chronicle in Hyderabad,
Taccepted an offer to join the
newsroom of The Star, Hong Kong,
that June.

Landing in the city at that
juncture placed me at the literal
crossroads of modern economic
history. Across the border, Deng
Xiaoping was taking up the reins of
leadership and initiating the historic
“reform and opening-up” policy.

Over the ensuing years, working
as a journalist across several

the most
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disintermediating traditional trade
intermediaries, marking the end of
an era. Having secured financial
independence, I stepped away from
manufacturing, but the foundational
principles of that epoch remained.

Nearly five decades after my
arrival coincided with Deng’s
ascent, the global economy stands
at another vital inflection point —
navigating artificial intelligence,
localised micro-manufacturing and
ised supply corridors.

foreign direct investment and
export-driven ing

As we mark Deng’s birth
anniversary this August 22, his core
philosophy remains as urgent as
ever: i ili

‘When bureaucratic inertia
threatened to stall market reforms
years later, his historic 1992

publications, I had a ringside seatto  southern tour reaffirmed that
i i i was the
metamorphosis of our era. only hard truth, permanently

Deng'’s brilliance was never
rooted in abstract ideological
dogmay; it was forged in radical
operational pragmatism. Inheriting
an economy constrained by
decades of rigidity, he cut through
paralysis with unapologetic clarity.

Living and reporting in Hong
Kong, I found the commercial
dynamism impossible to ignore.
Just a year after arriving, Ilaunched
ahome-based business-to-business
trade venture, balancing full-time
journalism for eight years before
dedicating a subsequent decade
entirely to global exporting and
merchant manufacturing. It was a
lived education in the cross-border
revolution Deng orchestrated.

Deng understood that Hong
Kong's common law system,
institutional agility and free capital
markets made it the irreplaceable
bridge between mainland
production lines and global buyers.

By designating Shenzhen as
China’s first special economic zone
in 1980, he created an engine for

embedding private enterprise into
the national fabric.

Grounded in the conviction that
practice is the sole criterion for
testing truth, his policies helped lift
over 800 million citizens out of
poverty and forge the modern
global supply chain.

By the late 1990s, the arrival of
the commercial internet began

on a1979 tour of

decisive execution and verifiable
outcomes will always outstrip
procedural dogma.

Jawaharlal Panjabi, Tai Kok Tsui

Fatal attacks hurt
pet-friendly push

It is deeply saddening to hear about
the recent dog-related incidents in
Hong Kong (“Unleashed 60kg dog
runs amok, fatally mauls poodle,

Deng Xiaoping signs

in Anhui province.

bichon frise in Hong Kong”, August
17, “Woman found dead in Hong
Kong after dog mauling”, August
20). The timing of these two events,
occurring in the wake of a major
shift in public policy allowing dogs
in restaurants, is unfortunate.

In the past decade or so, we
have seen significant expansion
of pet-friendly public places,
increased availability of transport
options for people travelling with
pets, and more shopping malls
that allow dogs.

The implementation of the
new policy allowing dogs to
enter permitted food premises
renewed public interest in our
furry companions and highlights
how much further we must go
as a society to become truly
“dog-friendly”.

The two recent incidents provide
additional ammunition for people
who dislike pets, some of whom
have filed baseless reports to the
government about hygiene issues at
permitted food premises.

Amid this emerging social divide
between pet lovers and haters, we
must remind ourselves that these
two incidents are isolated, unrelated
events that should not undermine
our society’s progress towards
becoming more pet-friendly.

Dogs and cats are important
companions for numerous people,
and we should acknowledge
their importance and respect
their rights.

Having said that, I would like to
see more effort to promote
responsible pet ownership, which
would hopefully reduce pet
abandonment, and a shift away
from the obsession with purebreds,
‘many of which are not suitable for
inexperienced owners living in
relatively small flats.

Anthony Lau, Tuen Mun
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The importance of
remembering Jiang

Placing the former leader in the uninterrupted development of the Communist Party
and the country reinforces a political narrative of succession without rupture

he centenary of Jiang Zemin’s  today is also to acknowledge that establish a framework through

birth, marked on August 17 contemporary China did not which the past is understood.

with a memorial in Beijing emerge fully formed. Its present This does not mean every policy
attended and addressed by economic st is the cumulative  of the Jiang era is being endorsed
President Xi Jinping, was more than  product of decades of institutional wholesale, and neither does it
an occasion to a experi ion, reform, opening  suggest China intends to reproduce
former Chinese leader. It was also up and policy continuity. the circumstances of three decades
an exercise in political history: a ‘This point carries particular ago. The world economy, Chinese
moment to locate Jiang, the era he resonance in 2026. society and China’s position in the
led and the reform legacy China is entering the 15th international system have all
associated with him within the five-year plan period in an changed profoundly.
broader story of the Communist international environment radically Rather, the lesson is that
Party of China’s evolution and different from that of Jiang’s era. continuity does not require
China’s modernisation. Strategic ition between petition. The reform and opening

That is what makes the event China and the United States has up of the 1990s cannot simply be
politically significant. The question intensified. Trade protectionism has  copied in the 2020s. However, the
is not simply why China is returned with force. Technology underlying principles of
commemorating Jiang so restrictions are supply experi ion, instituti
prominently. It is why the chains, while tensions i with the
leadership has chosen this are encouraging some governments  global economy and the pursuit of
particular historical moment to to reconsider the assumptions of modernisation can be reinterpreted
reaffirm his place in the country’s economic globalisation. for a new era.
political narrative and what that Against this backdrop, That might be the most
says about how Beijing views the reaffirming the legacy of the reform  important political significance of
road from reform and opening up era is not necessarily nostalgia. It remembering Jiang at 100. By
to Chinese modernisation today. can also be read as a statement of placing Jiang within the
Xi's speech placed Jiang squarely ~ direction. China’s message is that uninterrupted historical

within the history of the party, reform and opening up remain part  development of the party and the
describing him as the core of the of its historical trajectory, even country, Xi's commemoration
party’s third-generation central reinforces a narrative of succession
leadership and as a principal without rupture, reform without

founder of the important notion of
the “Three Represents”. It also
highlighted Jiang’s contributions to
reform and opening up, socialist
modernisation and China’s
development.

The formulation matters. It
presents Jiang neither as an isolated
political figure nor simply as the
representative of a bygone era.
Instead, it places him within a chain
of political leadership and national
development stretching across
several decades.

For China’s leadership, historical
continuity has considerable political
importance. The reform era was not
a single event but a succession of
experiments, adj and

€6 ...

China’s message
is that reform
and opening up
remain part of
its historical
trajectory

though their content and methods
must evolve with changing
circumstances. The external
environment might have changed

institutional changes undertaken by
different generations of leaders.
Jiang's years in national leadership,
particularly during the 1990s and
early 2000s, coincided with one of
the most consequential
transformations in modern Chinese

but Beijing is not
presenting modernisation as a
retreat from the world.

A centenary is not an ordinary
anniversary. It creates a natural
historical checkpoint. Jiang was
born in 1926; his centenary arrives
at a moment when China is again

history: the of the major about
socialist market economy, the economic transformation,
acceleration of economic technological development, national
globalisation, the development of security and its relationship with
Pudong, the restructuring of the outside world.
state-owned enterprises and Such moments encourage
China’s accession to the World governments and societies to not
Trade Organization (WTO). Jjust revisit the past but extract
China moved from being a meaning from it. The political value
relatively marginal participant in of historical memory lies precisely
international production and trade here. By determining which
to ing an i i central i ised and

manufacturing and trading power.
Therefore, to commemorate Jiang

how they are connected to the
present, political leaders can help

abandonment and modernisation
without historical amnesia.

The message emerging from
Beijing is that today’s China is the
product of accumulated experience;
that reform and opening up remain
embedded in the country’s
‘modernisation story; that different
generations of leadership are being
presented as contributors to a
continuous national project; and
that the lessons of earlier periods
remain relevant as China navigates
a more contested international
environment.

In that sense, the most revealing
question surrounding Jiang’s
centenary is not simply how Xi
evaluates Jiang. It is how the
present leadership uses Jiang’s
legacy to explain the relationship
between China’s reform past, its
‘modernisation present and its
uncertain future.

The answer appears to be clear:
China does not intend to return to
the Jiang era. It intends to carry
forward what it regards as the
useful historical experience of that
era while adapting it to new
conditions. That is not nostalgia. It
is political continuity and, at a time
of profound global change, a
deliberate statement about where
China believes its modern history
came from and where it intends to
g0 next.

Xu Ying is a former Chinese diplomat
who served in the US and Switzerland

Xu Ying

Illustration: Lau Ka-kuen

The intervention
didn’t even work
because Japan
and the US were
fighting a mighty
market trend

The message

to US trading
partners: do as
I'say, notasldo

Washington’s intervention on the
yen shows Tokyo does what it’s
told and Europeans don’t matter

reading material:
“Macroeconomic and Foreign

Exchange Policies of Major Trading

Partners of the United States.” But

this 59-page report, issued last

month by the US Treasury

Department, reveals much about

contemporary America.

Remember the joint intervention
by Japan and the United States in the international
currency market to prop up the yen at the end of July?
By now, everyone knows it didn’t work, a waste of
monetary resources for both countries while earning a
lot of ill will from the Europeans because ... Well, that
takes some explaining but we will get to it shortly.

Let’s first consider the report, which boldly warns
trade offenders that the US Treasury “is committed to
aggressively and vigilantly monitoring and combating
unfair currency practices” and that it “continues to
assess whether the United States’ trading partners are
undertaking foreign exchange intervention and
implementing non-market policies and practices to
manipulate their currencies for unfair competitive
advantage in trade to the detriment of American
economic strength”.

The report goes on to name the baddies: China,
Japan, Korea, Taiwan, Thailand, Singapore, Vietnam,
Germany, Ireland and Switzerland. All these economies
were on the monitoring list in the report issued in
January this year. So no improvement there, naughty
children! Notice that Japan is on the list, recurrently.

And yet, in the same month that the US Treasury
complained that other countries, including Japan, were
potentially manipulating their currencies to gain an
unfair trade advantage over the US, it was helping
Tokyo, in a highly unorthodox move, to intervene
massively in the currency market because the yen had
been dropping like a stone since Japanese Prime
Minister Sanae Takaichi took office.

The joint intervention followed a solo move by Japan
the day before to support the yen after it hit a 40-year
low.

‘You might expect US Treasury Secretary Scott
Bessent to at least have the decency to use US dollars
for the operation. But no, he reportedly preferred using
euros and not telling the Europeans.

The operation, which was carried out by the New
York Federal Reserve on behalf of the US Treasury,
“blindsided” the European Central Bank, according to a
Financial Times report. While the move caused the yen
to rise, the euro saw an over 4 per cent devaluation.

A commentary in EU Perspectives, titled “US threw
the euro under the bus for little reason and less gain™
said: “The risk did not concern the European
currency’s market standing as much as the trust within

the transatlantic relationship.”

‘While it may not be a code of

“ conduct, central bankers are

expected to warn each other in
advance of such market operations.
The euro was picked (on) for two
reasons. First, many analysts
believe that the US chose to sell
euros as selling dollars would have
been seen as a move to weaken the
US currency, contradicting
Bessent's strong-dollar posture.

Second, it has also been widely
suggested that Washington would
have felt pressure to help halt the
yen's decline because Japan is the
largest foreign holder of US Treasuries. If Japan had
been forced to sell its dollar holdings, this would have
caused American borrowing costs to rise, at a time
when long-term yields are at nearly two-decade highs.

Of course, treating the Europeans like dirt is now
par for the course with Washington. But the
intervention didn’t even work because Japan and the
US were fighting a mighty market trend.

That has to do with Takaichi's readiness to borrow
like mad and suspend some taxes - somewhat akin to
Liz Truss during her short stint as UK prime minister
- even though Japan is already the most indebted
country among its developed peers. Her government is
viewed as not being in favour of raising interest rates,
even though the yen is already suffering from
fundamental weakness.

Meanwhile, US borrowing costs keep rising. The
'US$42 billion auction of 10-year US Treasuries resulted
in the highest yield since 2007, at 4.683 per cent. This
was followed by a US$25 billion sale of 30-year
Treasuries at 5.216 per cent, the most since 2001
Bessent directly intervened this week to reverse rising
US borrowing costs by doubling the purchase of
long-term government debt. Many saw the attempt as
interventionist, defying long-standing Treasury
practice.

Barry Eichengreen, a leading authority on the US
dollar system, observed in the Financial Times that the
‘manner in which the US intervened to prop up the yen
may have inadvertently signalled that “the dollar is not
the attractive reserve currency it once was” and that
“reserve diversification is apt to gather steam”.

What this currency farce also shows is that Tokyo
does what it’s told, Washington is fast losing all
credibility and Europeans hardly matter.

I tis not the most enticing

Alex Lo

Alex Lo has been an SCMP columnist since 2012,
c ing on China and i i affairs. He is also a
‘member of the editorial writing team
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Turtles, trash and Iglesias

“ 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 Al 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

“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”

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.

AsIlook 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.

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 economny,
according to the United Nations’ Food and
Agricultural Organisation (FAO). — AFP
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Xu Jiayin: From real-estate
tycoon to life in prison

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-
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The author is

a China and
Mongolia

correspondent

for AFP

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.

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

Hui Ka Yan stands in the court in Shenzhen on Thursday. — Reuters

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
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Can Quad Cities recover
from the beefy body blow

of losing Tyson Foods?

Beefis 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
Tllinois that already is hurting — Quad Cities.

Arkansas-based Tyson Foods late last week announced
plans to close its sprawling beef processing plant in Joslin,
Tllinois, 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
Towa, the plant could process up to 3,000 head of cattle a day.

Tyson also shuttered a smaller meat processing plantin
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
inrecentyears. 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 ashock 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 operatingin 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.

“Itis 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.

ON THIS DAY 66 YEARS AGO
AN EPITHET FROM THE LIBERALS’

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
anew 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
ofthe 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
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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 lllinois State Capitol in Springfield.
BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

The Illinois GOP just got a chance to hit
reset. Take it, beleaguered Republicans!

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 aresult,
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
aviable 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 I1li-
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.
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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

Where is the sense of urgency
to keep the Chicago Bears in town?

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 abusinessman, 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
abusinessman. 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 $1billion in public
incentives toward a new Bears stadium.

Illinois leaders seem to be sleepwalk-
ingasitrelates 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. Tequate 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 itis 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 abusinessman, I believe we could
negotiate a deal to keep the Bearsin
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:

B Pritzker and Johnson should offer
the Bears a win-win-type proposal
that would allow them to build anew
stadium in Chicago along the lakefront.
They should use the former Michael
Reese Hospital site.

B Pritzker and the Illinois legislature
should cap property taxes for citizens
of Chicago and provide tax certainty

to the Bears.

B Johnson should consider additional
vacant land for a new Bears stadium.

W Pritzker and Johnson should
consider two Chicago professional
teams sharing a domed stadium.

B Johnson should create a task force
consisting of businesspeople to negoti-
ate with Bears leadership.

B Johnson should lead a major
modernization of Soldier Field that
includes adome.

B 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
anew stadium in Chicago and Arling-
ton Heights.

Turge 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 aheavy 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.

The US cannot afford to lose what makes Head Start work for families
I

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.

ﬁlL

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

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-
ingjobs 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
atall.

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. InIllinois, 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,
Idare anyone who thinks thisis 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 functionsasa
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-
tleit.

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.



8 Chicago Tribune | Section A | Friday, August 21,2026

OPINION

Al should be managed
like nuclear weapons — urgently

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 AT agents
from OpenAl, aleading 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.

AT agents are Al-powered
systems that can perform tasks
and make decisions, and they are
getting more advanced every day.
In this case, Al agents created
amessage 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 AT and the
terrifying risks of it.

AT 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
Al 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
AT 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 AT
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

OpenAl CEO Sam Altman arrives at a data center event on June 1in Saline, Michigan. DANIEL MEARS/THE DETROIT NEWS

these weapons was not enough to
protectus 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
in1953. 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.

In1963, 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 notbeen

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 AT 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
onitsown.

What is happening with AT
today, however, is the opposite,
particularly in the United States.
Alresearch, development and
management here are almost
exclusively in the hands of the
private sector, with no mean-
ingful regulation yet from the
government. The Al 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 AT arms
race. Ithas made cooperation with
the government on new model
releases voluntary and prohibited
any mandatory licensing or other
requirements for AT development.

Ineffect, these AT companies
are working with no restraints
or safety requirements. Imagine
ifthe U.S. government had given
the private sector thatkind of free
hand with nuclear technology.
Even food companies are subject
to more scrutiny and standards
than AL Three binding interna-
tional agreements govern trade in
bananas alone. The national and
global approach to AT justisn’t seri-
ousyet.

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 AT

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
actunilaterally and aggressively
in global affairs and is suspicious
of multilateral cooperation, so it
isunlikely 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 AL

If we wait for the AT 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.”

Voice of the People

Board of Education elections

On Novw. 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
runningit.

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 T1li-
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

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

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
aclear 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 Iread 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
inroughly 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 aright 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.

IfElgin canreplace alead
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 Schoendorf}; Chicago

Communities need this project

Anti-data center activists boo
Mayor Brandon Johnson for not
disavowing the massive Illinois
Quantum & Microelectronics
Park projectin 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
doingis really helping anyone.

— Andrew Kachiroubas, Chicago

Bears leaders are players
Regarding the process of deter-

mining a site for anew stadium,

Bears management has played

more games than the players.

— Payson Wild, Evanston

Polish Triangle significance

Regarding the editorial “Let
the people pee. Just notin 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.

For online-exclusive letters, go to www.chicagotribune.com/letters.
Email your letter submissions, 400 words or less, to letters@chicago
tribune.com. Include your full name, address and phone number.
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Alaska’s Ranked-Choice Travesty

Alaska’s first
, two ranked-

choice elec-

! tions were
embarrass-

ments,

POTOMAC Marked = by
WATCH comp!ex1ty,
By Kimberley goilfus]lgon anﬁi
A. Strassel elay. 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-

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-

The system isn’t
merely confusing. It

is a game in which
voters are the losers.
I

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-
iticlans 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.

New York Isn’t the Same for Jews

HOUSES OF Many people

‘WORSHIP know that
By Tevi Troy 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-

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
1 was growing up: who had
been mugged, whose apart-
ment had been robbed, whose
car had been stolen. With the

The ‘Medicare for All’

By Thomas Beck

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

Care for the elderly is
subsidized by private

insurance payments.
I

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-

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 term ‘hate crime’
didn’t exist when I
was growing up in
Queens in the 1970s.

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.

Math Doesn’t Add Up

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.

BOOKSHELF | By Barbara Spindel

The Rescuer
Needed Rescue

A Guide to Open Water Lifesaving

By Virginia Eubanks
FSG, 384 pages, $32

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-
2 ety and loss. )

” 550ns o [ﬂre Most of the advice, Ms.
L S Eubanks found, was centered
- tio/ | strictly on the PTSD sufferer.

Absent was any acknowledg-

T he training manual of the U.S. Lifesaving Association

,-\‘Guidc o Open

N 1(1 &% 1 ‘\ s 1
ler Ll[L’ml‘\'ll’lg f

\ ment of the strain placed on
o Mo, those trying to help. Somc.e mate-
s rials suggested that caregivers
Ul’]]a . .
o I3 b'l ought to selflessly put their own
P nkg 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.”)

The author scoured the literature on PTSD
in a quest to help her partner. She found that

becoming a caregiver held its own perils.
I ———

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.

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
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Ro Khanna Gets a Wealth Tax Education

reconcile his purported support for inno-

vation with his endorsement of a wealth
tax in California. He’s pitching
away to ameliorate its impact
on entrepreneurs, but his plan
underscores the problem with
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 nothing modest about the mea-
sure—championed by the SEIU-United Health-
care Workers West—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. They may lack cash and lig-
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.

They would 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 accumulated wealth 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 government would make out if the com-
pany succeeds in terms of collection but found-
ers would not be personally liable if the company
somehow failed,” he wrote. The latter isn’t true,
as others quickly corrected. Hedge fund manager
Bill Ackman wrote that a founder could still owe

S ilicon Valley Rep. Ro Khanna is trying to

The progressive from
Silicon Valley has a
not-so-bright idea.

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 state would be lending money to billionaires
to pay itself. As Mark Cuban mused, 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 the money. 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.

Darline Graham’s Taiwan Mistake

a South Carolina debate stage Tuesday,

but she’s far from the only politician who
could use a refresher on Pacific
geopolitics. Asked if Taiwan is
anational-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’s most con-
sequential geopolitical questions. Yet Ms. Gra-
ham’s opponent in next week’s GOP runoff, Rep.
Ralph Norman, hardly impressed with his reply.
He motioned at “peace through strength” and
semiconductor chips, while suggesting China
would “take it over” if there were “a weak Demo-
crat in office like Biden or Obama.”

While President Trump imagines himself a
personal deterrent to Chinese President Xi Jin-
ping, what matters is military power and a will-
ingness to use it. Republicans do no favors when
they flatter Mr. Trump or characterize Taiwan
as a distant question. “Of course Taiwan is our
friend,” Ms. Graham said later on Fox News,
“put I think people in South Carolina are more

S en. Darline Graham flubbed an answer on

Her goof wasn’t good,
but neither was Ralph
Norman’s answer.

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
defending Taiwan, 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
the world fundamentally for the worse,” 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 Graham wouldn’t mind
if his sister—or AOC—borrowed that line.

How the U.S. Went $4:0 Trillion in Debt

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
2020 might 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 on more spending
that December.

Then after Democrats took over Congress,

The problem isn’t tax
cuts. Spending is way
above historical norms.

they fired off another round in March 2021, even
though the economy had mostly 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
ObamacCare 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 made mod-
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 trillion mile-
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.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

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’ ObamacCare 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.

Aran C. Geiss, M.D.
Glen Cove, N.Y.

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
SCNI1A 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

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

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.

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.

PaTtrick 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.

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.

Pepper ...
And Salt
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“I think it’s lovely, but I can’t be sure
without any comments to read.”
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OPINION

By Paul Ryan
And Les Ford

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 welfare reform
helped move people from
dependency to work. We
need to do that again.

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

The Bond ‘Chaos’ Is a

“What an exciting
week for bond
markets” isn’t
generally a phrase
one wants to hear,
but here we are.

POLITICAL Yields on U.S.
ECONOMICS Treasurys surged
By Joseph C. on Monday and
Sternberg 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.

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
$74 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.

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

Americans Are Getting Caught i

el
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A New Beginning

24 . Welfare

President Clinton signs the welfare reform act, Aug. 22, 1996.

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

to Work

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.

)

J.SCOTT AﬁPLEWHITE/ASSOCIATED PRESS

n the Safety Net

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.

Sign Kevin Warsh’s Plan Is Working

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

The Fed is becoming

less willing to subsidize
spendthrift lawmakers.
This is a good turn.
I

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.

Dissent Grows Among Russia’s Political Elites

By Amy Knight

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

I t is hardly surprising that Rus-

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-
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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.”

The firing of a high-profile
economist reveals Putin’s
anxiety over insiders’
opposition to the war.

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.”
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[ spent my summer in the cemetery.
There, I found strange solace.

Inan
increasingly
morbid
world, we
can learn
from grave-
yards.

Will McGrath

In June, my family and I hiked out to
a pioneer cemetery near Duluth,
Minn,, along the cascading Saint
Louis River. The wall of trees opened
onto a clearing that was studded with
crumbling tombstones and strange,
squat obelisks. “Why are we here
again?” my 9-year-old asked. She has
auburn hair chopped at the jawline
and believes fervently in magic. At
her question, my 14- and 16-year-olds
sighed and cast their gaze skyward, in
away that conveyed the great depths
of their filial respect. They had heard
my answer many times already.

Lately I've been haunting the
graveyards of the Upper Midwest like
the high school goth kid I never was.
This is not out of any particular
gloominess or moribund tilt to my
personality. In fact, despite the daily
horrors of America’s perma-wars and
the expanding gulf between the rich
andthe poos T remain.—_ generslly
and sometimes unwillingly —
optimist. But over the past year l 've
taken to strolling the necropolis. I find
the practice steadying, a kind of forest
bathing. Lakewood Cemetery, near
my house in Minneapolis, is deeply
calming — a timbered and shady
oasis in the city. Take a jaunt through
your local cemetery this August and
you will feel the jittery rhythms of the
‘modern world recede, the physiolog-
ical converse of being on your phone.

Some days I wander Lakewood
trying to imagine the life of someone
like Libbie Storer, whose simple white
stone indicates she died at the age of
28 n the year 1873 — an unknowable
inner universe, a brief life, long ago
concluded. Some days 1 take a camp
chair and set up office hours beneath
an oak. This May, my only clients
were a family of turkeys: one rested
in the shade of the Carlsons’ canted
‘markers, three paid their respects to
the Bahr family, three more to the
Langes. Their wattles swung in the
breeze, a faint iridescence along their
neck feathers. They looked like dino-
saurs. The creatures’ mouths hung
agape in the heat. Are we not all ugly
in our grief?

1 SUPPOSE | SHOULD NOTE that it's been a
rough year and a half in Minnesota.
In June of 2025, the Twin Cities
awoke to the news that, overnight, a
shooter had assassinated a Minnesota
state representative, Melissa Hort-
‘man, and her husband in their home,

and seriously wounded State Senator
John Hoffman and his wife in their
home, leading to a statewide man-
hunt. The killer was captured two
days later hiding in a field.

In August, my quiet South Minne-
apolis neighbchned was devnstated

Sch

went into his kitchen and returned
with a package of SpongeBob
SquarePants gummy snacks, which
he handed to me wordlessly.

In December, agents from ICE and

He looks a bit like Captain Hook, if the
Captain was a fun hang.

In addition to working as a behavior-
al crisis responder, Colter was com-
pleting his doctorate in counseling

and he was jasti

other federal agencies on
the Twin Cities.

Perhaps it’s not so strange, then, to
have spent the last year considering
the ways death arrives unannounced.

When summer came, we were
looking for a change. I had been
working out an idea in my head that
seemed within the reasonable bounds

of weirdness. As my wife and I plotted
our annual family road trip, I made
my pitch: A cemetery tour of the
Midwest! It would be fun! 1t would be
appropriate for our fiscal moment,
too, considering the soaring prices of
literally all things. Summer becomes

y the
shonung, ‘which left two children dead
and 28 people wounded.

‘The day before that, I had been at
the site of a different mass shooting. A
‘man had fired dozens of rounds from
a high-powered rifle into a crowd on a
street corner, killing one and wound-
ing six. I work as a mental health
crisis responder for the city of Minne-
apolis, and my partner and I were
called to the Scene to provide emo-
tional support for some children who
witnessed the event. An officer led us
past a pool of blood up to a second-
floor apartment where a mother and
two small children were waiting.

‘The family had heard the shooting
just below them and took cover.
Through a Spanish-speaking inter-
preter, the girl, who was maybe 6, told
us about the screaming. The boy, who
was maybe 4, eyed us silently and
said nothing. After a few minutes, he

each year,
pools gated and membership-barred,
summer camps requiring mortgages
or perhaps loan sharks. But the bone-
yard is always free.

My wife took in the proposal, cast
her gaze skyward in a way that con-
veyed the great depths of her marital
piety, and said, “Sure.”

“It’s cemetery summer;” I whis-
pered and pumped my fist.

AFEW DAYS AFTER my wife agreed to
the plan, I found an even more willing
audience for my cockamamie scheme.
Iwas working a shift with the mental
health crisis response team, which I
do part-time. My partner that day
was Colter Flanagan. Colter is out-
sized in many ways: a burly 63"
Montanan with bright mischievous
eyes, wavy black hair, and a dark
beard with a mustache that curls up
rakishly at the corners of his mouth.

when I told him about my vision of a
cemetery-centric family road trip. As
we cruised around the city responding
to calls, Colter told me about his aca-
demic research, which involved death
and dying and mental well-being.
Recently, he'd been interviewing death
doulas and people near their end of
life. The more people he spoke to, the
more he felt we spend too little time
contemplating our mortality.

1t does seem that we've never been
more culturally terrified to acknowl-
edge death and aging, our own ephem-
erality. Cosmetic augmentation is on
an unprecedented rise for young peo-
ple. We are forever being reassured
that 40 is the new 20, or 70 is the new
40 (which by my sixth-grade math also
makes 70 the new 20 — confusing!).
We live in a time when tech moguls
attempt to outrun death, biohacking
themselves via infusions of their chil-
dren's blood plasma, like something,
out of a hamfisted fairy tale. My wife
teaches an undergraduate medical
anthropology class and each year asks
her students what they know about
their parents’ and grandparents’
wishes regarding end-of-life decisions.
Each year, most of the students say
they've never discussed it.

Colter acknowledged how uncom-
fortable it can be to grapple with what
he called the “existential dread” of
dying. But he had come to the opinion
that it was a privilege to be able to
confront your death honestly. Many
people never get that chance, living
lives partially asleep, distracted into
oblivion, dying suddenly, robbed of
consciousness by illness or accident.

‘The topic was personal for Colter.
When he was 19, one of his best friends
died in a skiing accident. “That experi-
ence shook me to my core;” he said. At
that time, Colter had been struggling
with addiction, stuck in a destructive
version of his life. He got clean and
reoriented his priorities.

One hot summer day, when we were
working together, I noticed he had the
‘words “memento mori” tattooed across
his thigh. It was shorts season. “I
always want to remember that,” Colter
said. “You too will die someday. Medi-
tate on the fact.” For him, this act of
daily contemplation was not morbid,
but rousing. “I’s to inspire you, in-
flame you. To ask the questions of
yourself: Is this the person I want to
be? Are these the actions I want to be
taking?”

SO WE EMBARKED on a summer road
trip, my wife, our three children and I,
off to confront our personal demises.
(Here I can sense America’s grandpas
setting their newspaper beside the
armehair, looking overtop their col-
lective reading glasses, and asking if
we visited Gettysburg. Sirs, we did
not.) We rambled through Minnesota,

‘Wisconsin, Michigan, Iowa and Illinois.
On Madeline Island, in Wisconsin, we
visited the La Pointe Indian Cemetery,
shoved up against thundering Lake
Superior. The grounds there are popu-
lated with tilted stelae and Ojibwe
spirit houses, low wooden structures
covering burial spots. The cemetery is
cordoned off by a metal fence adorned
with beads and bangles, strips of cloth
and bark, plastic fidgets and sun-dried
stuffed animals. We stood at the bound-
ary and did not cross.

On Mackinac Island, Mich., in Lake
Huron, we saw the graves of people
who had been dead for 200 years. As
we wandered in that sylvan cemetery,
my9yearold

0w predicted she
lf'",‘:i:' would die by
year ve tAXEN .y recking bally
to strolling the recking baly
n whichis not a
necropolis. | phrase T encoun-
find ﬂ:e practice tered on other

steadying, a tombstones along
kind of forest the way.
bathing. During our
sojourn, we saw
grave markers
etched with an-
gels, with horses, with big rig semis,
with Santa Claus, with the logo of the
Detroit Lions. People died in infancy
and in the War of 1812. On the northern
shore of Lake Michigan, we visited the
Gros Cap Cemetery, which claims to be
the oldest continually used cemetery in
the United States of America. The land
had been a burial ground for Anishi-
naabe people as far back as the 1600s,
and for Michiganders as recently as the
2020s.

‘We talked about what might be a
good way to die, or what that could
even mean, and what we wanted done
with our bodies after we were dead.
Eventually the kids accepted that I was
not going to stop talking about ceme-
tery summer and engaged, in their own
roundabout ways. Our 16-year-old, who
loves cooking, settled on his final state:
cremated and then sifted into the

HOTOGRAPI BY AN KLINE FOR THE NEW YORK TMES

dough for his hand-pulled linguine
recipe. “You know how there’s squid
ink spaghetti?” he said. “Like that”

By the end of the trip, I had begun
to notice little cemeteries every-
where, humble lots beside rural
highways, scenic benches dedicated
to people long past, impromptu me-
morials at the bases of telephone
poles. Everywhere there were lives
that had been lived and commemo-
rated. I understood this as a way of
encountering the world: to remain
attuned to the ghosts native to that
place.

'BACK AT THE BEGINNING of our ceme-
tery summer, my family and 1 had
spent some time among the pioneer
graves near Duluth. Then we hiked
on, down a fern-bound trail and
across a shag carpet of pine needles
that were burnt orange and toasting
in the sun. I was thinking about a
passage from the novel “Orbital” by
Samantha Harvey, which won the
Booker Prize in 2024. The novel tells
the story of six astronauts aboard a
space station. Harvey describes an
astronaut drifting between sleep and
waking, observing Earth beyond the
thin shell of the space station: “Our
lives here are inexpressibly trivial
and momentous at once;” he thinks.
“We matter greatly and not atall ...
Some metal separates us from the
void; death is so close. Life is every-
where, everywhere””

My kids were stomping down the
trail, trying to top one another in a
contest of outrageously dumb puns,
cracking themselves up. It was the
same kind of nonsense I could re-
‘member doing with my own siblings.
‘The five of us schlepped onward into
the glorious day, and life went on, for
alittle while.

WILL MCGRATH is the author of the books
“Farewell Transmission: Notes From
Hidden Spaczs" and “Everything Lost
Is Found Again.
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Gas prices aren't falling
for a very simple reason

Skip York

When President Trump announces yet
another potential peace agreement
with Iran, crude oil prices fall, and the
world makes the mistake of thinking
that gas and diesel prices will follow.
But crude oil isn't the right barometer
of your pain at the pump. By the end of
July, crude oil prices had fallen about
25 percent from their April peak, while
gasoline prices dropped only about 9
percent after peaking at around $4.50 a
gallon in May.

‘With prospects for peace fading
again, both gas and diesel resumed
their upward path, with gas at $4.07,
while diesel reached $5.47 nationally.

Focusing on the price of crude is
misleading, a bit like following the
price of wheat when it's bread that
you're actually buying. The gauge to
watch is what’s called the crack spread
— the difference between the cost of a
barrel of crude and the prices of the
refined products made from it. If you
want to drill down, it's often referred to
as the 3-2-1 spread, which calculates
prices when three barrels of crude are
refined into two barrels of gasoline and
one barrel of diesel, a typical ratio.

(Cracking is the

The “ process of breaking
soread” o large hydrocarbon
i molecules into small-

going to er ones, which is

make your what a refinery

life very does.)

unpleasant. ‘When crude oil

prices fall faster than

gas and diesel
prices, the crack spread widens. This
disconnect is known as the “rocket and
feather” effect, in which retail gasoline
prices escalate quickly as crude oil
prices rise, but drift down slowly when
prices start to fall. When wholesale
prices of gasoline spike, service station
owners raise prices quickly because
they know their future gas deliveries
will be more expensive. They might
also notice that competitors are raising
prices and act accordingly, as nobody
wants to sell today’s fuel at yesterday’s
price and forgo the profits.

Conversely, when station owners see
wholesale costs start to fall, they're not
necessarily in a rush to cut prices and
sacrifice profit margins — at least until
customers start to notice. The result is
a retail market that tends to overreact
to bad news and only grudgingly re-
sponds to good news.

More recently, there’s been an added
supply twist tied to Russia. Ukraine’s
drone bombing campaign has disabled
swaths of Russia’s refining capacity,
which could decrease the country’s
supply by up to 28 percent from last

year.
In the Middle East, the Iran-USS.
conflict not only interrupted shipping
through the Strait of Hormuz, but also
damaged a number of refineries in the

Persian Gulf. Similar to the situation in
Russia, refining capacity remains well
below prewar levels even as crude
production in the region begins to
recover. War in Ukraine and the Mid-
dle East could end immediately, but
damaged refining capacity will take a
long time to restore — and there aren’t
alot of new refineries under construc-
tion in the rest of the world.

In fact, even if crude production
rises, it doesm’t help much when some
9 percent of global refining capacity is
offline. Refining capacity is now the
bottleneck that is squeezing fuel prices
higher worldwide, diesel in particular.
Russian and Middle Eastern refineries
yield more diesel per barrel than U.S.
refineries, which lean toward gasoline,
solosing that output hits diesel sup-
plies harder. That's why diesel prices
have fallen less than gasoline since
their April peaks.

Another big player that is making
waves is China, which is both the
world's largest crude importer and its
largest refiner. At the start of the Iran-
USS. conflict, China began cutting crude
ol imports, which are now at an eight-
year low, drawing on domestic stock-
piles to avoid rising prices while free-
ing up barrels for other refiners. That
eased pressure on crude oil prices.

China wasn't necessarily playing the
good guy. While it was limiting im-
ports, China also restricted exports of
gasoline, diesel and jet fuel. That
pulled Chinese barrels out of a global
market that badly needed them, tight-
ening supply everywhere else and
pushing fuel products’ prices up. This
isn't a temporary market reaction; it is
a structural change.

And you're paying for it. Through
July, in'our peak driving season, data
from the Energy Information Agency
indicates that wholesale gasoline and
diesel prices are up about 59 percent
and 69 percent, respectively, over a
year ago. That's way more than the 36
percent increase in crude oil prices.

‘The impact goes well beyond your
commute and into the broader econ-
omy. Diesel is the workhorse of the real
economy. Diesel moves goods by truck
and rail; it makes harvesting crops
possible, and is critical in the construc-
tion of homes, buildings and factories.
That's why the U.S. Postal Service has
temporarily raised rates for package
delivery. Jet fuel prices are expected to
be up by about 70 percent this year,
increasing airlines’ operating costs,
sending fares higher. All of this makes
the Fed's job of moderating inflation
‘more difficult.

‘The world isn't running out of oil. It
is running out of places to turn that oil
into fuel. Which means the price of
refined products such as gasoline will
remain high. And that could be a far
‘more vexing problem to fix.

SKIP YORK is a fellow in energy and
global oil at the Center for Energy
Studies at Rice University’s Baker
Institute.
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The Democrats haven't quite
hit Tea Party territory — yet

Kristen Soltis Anderson

Former U.S. Senator Jim DeMint, a

prominent Tea Party figure, often said
he'd rather serve in a small but ideo-
logically conservative Senate minority
caucus than a majority Republican
coalition made up of moderates. Bet-
ter, he would say, to have 30 Marco
Rubios in the Senate than 60 Arlen
Specters.

‘When the Tea Party emerged in
2009, it shocked the Republican estab-
lishment and transformed the next
decade of politics. It shifted the G.0.P.
ideologically, prioritized a combative
temperament and looked askance at
traditional notions of electability.

Sound familiar?

Today, as heated Democratic prima-
ries have pitted more moderate, estab-
lishment candidates against progres-
sive insurgents, it can feel a bit as
though Democrats are experiencing
their own Tea Party moment. From
Zohran Mamdani’s meteoric rise in
New York City to the victory of Abdul
El-Sayed in Michigan's Senate prima-
ry this month, normie Democrats are
looking over their shoulder at the
far-left Democrats and democratic
socialists coming for them. Establish-
— " ment Republicans of

The party the Tea Party era
st chift will remember that
isn't shifting %
loft as muc, feeling well

But there are two
asyoumay ey differences
think.

between what hap-
pened to the Repub-
lican Party in the
2010s and the revolution happening in
the Democratic Party today that have
at least temporarily delayed the Dem-
ocrats’ own Tea Party moment: the
nature of the party’s recent defeats
and the longstanding makeup of the
party’s voter base.

On the issues, Tea Party voters were
well to the right of non-Tea Party
Republicans, and Tea Party voters’
higher turnout rates in primaries
coincided with a moment when the
number of swing seats in Congress
declined, in many instances making
primaries, not general elections, the
‘more important contests. In these
races, being perceived as the “true”
conservative who refused to compro-
mise was seen as essential. Groups
like the Republican Study Committee
and House Freedom Caucus created
frequent headaches for congressional
leaders who sought to cut deals and
govern. During Barack Obama’s presi-
dency, government shutdowns never
gutted Obamacare or brought about
what the movement saw as fiscal
sanity, but holding the line was seen
by many Republicans as preferable to
compromising with Democrats.

‘The Democratic Party of today is
beginning to experience some version
of this transformation. The strongest
signal involves the question of tem-
perament and the desire for a party
that puts up more of a fight. In March

2025, shortly after President Trump’s
second inauguration, 81 percent of
Democratic-leaning voters in my
polling said they wanted the Demo-
cratic Party to be more combative,
including 50 percent who wanted the
party to be much more combative.
Roughly a year later, that figure rose to
62 percent.

At the same time, evidence of a
sharp ideological left turn in the party
is more mixed, at least for now. My
data does show the ideological left is
an expanding bloc within the Demo-
cratic electorate and that Democratic
voters are amenable to democratic
socialism, loosely defined, over capital-
ism. Younger Democrats and more
highly educated Democrats have
shown an appetite for candidates who
get a stamp of approval from Senator
Bernie Sanders or Representative
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez — a dynamic
on display in the Michigan Senate

primary.
But many of the voters holding back
this progressive drift are in the older,
working-class, more racially diverse
precincts that remain decisive in Dem-

ocratic primaries outside deep blue
areas. Candidates like Dr. El-Sayed and
the democratic socialist Francesca
Hong — who lost in last week’s Wis-
consin Democratic primary for gover-
nor — saw lackluster support in these
areas. The same cohort of voters that
delivered Joe Biden the Democratic
nomination in 2020 is the one keeping
the Democratic Party’s leftist impulses
in check — for now.

While the Republican Tea Party
moment saw alignment of the party’s
activist class with its most reliable
voters, the Democratic Party does not
yet show such clear overlap. Leftist
Democrats and democratic socialists
may make way-out — frankly, ridicu-
lous — statements about abolishing
prisons or canceling Thanksgiving (of
the kind that Ms. Hong tried to walk
back), but many Democratic voters
aren't on board. In my surveys, only
one-quarter of Democratic voters said
they wanted their party to move to the
left; more than four in 10 wanted it to
move to the center. And while there
were some clear leftward turns in
Democratic voter policy preferences,

like rising support for Medicare for all,
most Democratic voters said they
opposed the more out-there proposals
from hard-core progressives like al-
lowing noncitizens to vote.

‘The biggest difference so far be-
tween the G.O.P. Tea Party and what-
ever is happening in the Democratic
Party is that the Democrats haven't
yet thrown away a winnable seat as a
Tesult of their intraparty convulsions.
Several progressive candidates who
defeated establishment incumbents in
this cycle have done so on safe Demo-
cratic terrain. (Keep an eye on the
general election in Michigan, where
Dr. El-Sayed and the former congress-
‘man Mike Rogers have been sepa-
rated by only a few percentage

ints.

For Republicans, the Tea Party era
showed no such limitation. Tired of
being told which candidates had what
it took to win, many Republican activ-
ists and voters in those years chose
unelectable candidates in otherwise
winnable races. In 2010’ red wave
midterm elections — a rout that Mr.
Obama called a “shellacking” — the
party left pickup opportunities on the
table. The Republican Senate nomi-
nees Christine 0’Donnell, who eventu-
ally declared “I'm not a witch,” and
Sharron Angle, mostly remembered
for her reference to “Second Amend-
‘ment remedies,” wound up losing.

‘This dynamic percolated during the
era of Republican losses in the 2008
and 2012 presidential elections, in
which the party’s activists were frus-
trated that the establishment candi-
dates John McCain and Mitt Romney
lost to Mr. Obama. As Rush Limbaugh
put it in 2015: “Every time they nomi-
nate one of these guys, one of the
people they really like, they end up
losing. And they lose big!”

Democrats certainly wish their
party were better at winning. They
lament the debacle of Mr. Biden's late
exit from the 2024 race. But recall that
at the time, it wasn't just the party’s
establishment wing encouraging Mr.
Biden to stick around; Mr. Sanders
was among the most vocal defenders
of Mr. Biden between the president’s
disastrous debate and his withdrawal.

Like Republicans in 2010, Demo-
crats are quite likely to do well in 2026,
possibly taking control of one or both
chambers of Congress. Though much
of Democrats’ success will be thanks
to Mr. Trump's sagging approval rat-
ings, success has a hundred fathers, as
they say. Potential 2028 Democratic
contenders of all stripes will probably
claim it s their brand of politics that is
the sure recipe for success.

If the Democratic Party gains con-
trol of Congress, its voters will de-
‘mand a fight. And results. They want
to see their party restrain Mr. Trump.
If that fails to materialize, Democrats
may find themselves where Republi-
cans were a decade ago.

KRISTEN SOLTIS ANDERSON is the author
of “The Selfie Vote: Where Millennials
Are Leading America (and How Repub-
licans Can Keep Up).”

How Brazil is charting its own path

'PAGLIARINI, FROM PAGE 1

question of why Brazil had fallen short,
and what to do about it, held the key to
political success.

From the 1920s onward, two broad
visions competed for that key. The
progressive version held that Brazil's
failure to realize its potential was
rooted in inequality and the capture of
the state by elites who benefited from
foreign exploitation. A broad reformist
agenda became the for

‘The dictatorship ended in 1985, but
the battle for the nationalist mantle
went on. When Jair Bolsonaro prom-
ised during his 2018 campaign that
“red criminals will be banished from
our homeland” and asserted that “we
are the real Brazil,” set to “build a new
nation;” he was not borrowing from Mr.
Trump’s playbook so much as reaching
into his own country’s political inher-
itance. Conservatives had made simi-
lar the Cold

national development. Under Presi-
dent Jodo Goulart in the early 1960s,
this vision took the form of the “refor-
mas de base,” a suite of policies includ-
ing agrarian reform, voting rights for
illiterate Brazilians, limits on profit
remittances by foreign corporations
and greater state control over natural
resources. Against the backdrop of the
Cold War, the language of national
self-determination became a common
idiom of Brazilian democratic politics.
A US.-backed military coup in 1964
put an end to that. Instead, the gener-
als who seized power fused patriotic

War when denouncing progressive
nationalists as insidious subversives.
Mr. Bolsonaro

with violent -
ism. In making the case for military
rule, Roberto Campos, the regime’s
cerebral planning minister, attacked
what he called “temperamental nation-
alism” — which he dismissed as emo-
tional, erratic and economically ruin-
ous — and insisted that market disci-
pline and alignment with Washington
constituted the true national interest.
‘The dictatorship’s patriotism, which
reached its apogee in 1970 when Brazil
won its third soccer World Cup, ex-
pected citizens to feel proud of their
country without raising uncomfortable
questions about who it was serving.
‘Those who did were painted as obsta-
cles to the nation's development, or
made to suffer much worse fates.

Rather than sipdated the
iting the content, but the
rewritingthe ' o was the
terms of Brazilian o e Claim the
politics, President  nation, delegit-
Trump has simply  imize the left as
given both the i-Brazili:
left and the right  and insist that
new ammunition  What is good for
the United
ﬁ:‘:] oS States is good
e for Brazil.
3 His son has
dispute. sought to pull off

the same trick.
Flavio Bolsonaro
has made security a central line of
attack on Mr. Lula, arguing that the
president and his party are soft on
organized crime. Turning to Washing-
ton, Mr. Bolsonaro helped in May to
secure the U.S. designation of Brazil's
two largest criminal organizations as
terrorist groups. But the approach
comes at a political cost. When Mr.
‘Trump applied new tariffs on Brazilian
‘goods last month, M. Lula convinc-
ingly cast himself as the defender of
Brazilian sovereignty against foreign
‘meddling. The same thing happened
last year when Mr. Trump launched a

Flvio Bolsonaro, the son of the disgraced
former Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro
and a leading contender in the country’s
presidential election in October.

trade war .igamst Brazil at the Bol-
sonaros”
“This i the bind the Brazilian right
has always faced when it aligns too
visibly with Washington: The left turns
the alignment into evidence that the
right cannot be trusted with the na-
tional interest. It happened in the
1950s, when conservatives were tarred
as puppets of Yankee imperialism. It
happened wnder the dictalorsip, when
the re; e's lel was

None of this is to say that Mr.
Trump’s interventions are meaning-
less. In a race this close, pressure from
Washington could shift the margins, as
it has elsewhere in Latin America
during Trump 2.0. But the forces driv-
ing the election run far deeper than
anything on Truth Social. Brazil's
economy, while resilient, continues to
frustrate expectations, with high inter-
est rates and persistent concerns over
public debt. Public security is another
source of anxiety; crime is one of
voters’ central concerns. And the pub-
lic, though still polarized, is showing
signs of weariness. Recent polling
shows that 20 percent of voters iden-
tify with neither Mr. Lula nor his main
challenger.

Mr. Bolsonaro’s regular trips to the
United States are clearly meant to
project influence back home, burnish-
ing the image of a future president who
commands respect from the hemi-
spheric superpower. But every MAGA
photo opportunity serves as further
fodder for Mr. Lula’s core argument:
that the Bolsonaro camp has traded
Brazil's dignity and democracy for
American approval. Whoever prevails
in October, the old question will re-
main: Who truly speaks for Brazil —
and who has sold it out?

AANDRE PAGLIARINI is an assistant profes-
sor of history and international studies
at Louisiana State University, a fellow
at the Washington Brazil Office and a
nonresident expert at the Quincy Insti-

attacked for enriching (ore:gn ‘multi-
nationals at Brazil's expense. And it is

tute for Statecraft. He is
the author of “Lula: A People’s Presi-
el and the Fight for Brosls Fiture*

 as Mr.
eagerness to enlist Washington's as-
sistance is criticized as putting another
country’s interests first.

and the f Claiming the
Nation: The Politics of Nationalism in
Modern Brazil,” from which this essay
is adapted.
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Today's China could learn from Jiang and Zhu

History might have been

different had liberalising
leadership continued

Official commemorations this week for
Jiang Zemin and Zhu Rongji have
offered an opportunity to reflect on how
China’s leadership and policy direction
have changed since they served as presi-
dent and premier in the 1990s and early
2000s. They are changes the world, and
Chinaitself, have reason to mourn.

The 100th anniversary of the birth of
Jiang, who died in 2022, was marked by
a gathering of the political elite in the
Great Hall of the People and a speech by
current leader Xi Jinping on Monday. Xi
and his top comrades gathered again on
Tuesday at Beijing's Babaoshan crema-
torium to bid farewell to Zhu, who was
Jiang’s premier from 1998 to 2003 and
whodied last week.

Such events are politically highly sen-
sitive in a country where the deaths of

former leaders have in the past sparked
political turmoil. The official commem-
orations have therefore stressed Jiang
and Zhu’s loyalty to the Communist
Party, while portraying their time in
office as a stage in a consistent process of
reform being continued under Xi.

But this portrayal obscures very real
differences. China’s leadership was far
more collegial under Jiang. As premier,
the blunt-speaking Zhu was able to
establish a distinct personal agenda of
market liberalisation and state-sector
reform. Hopes that Xi’s first premier Li
Keqgiang might do the same quickly
withered and current premier Li Qiang
lives his public political life very much
in his boss’s shadow. Nobody doubted
that Zhu, who once described “inde-
pendent thinking” as his personal
creed, would be willing to speak out in
party meetings against policies he
thought were wrong. That cannot be
said of top party cadres cowed by Xi’s
accumulation of personal power and
ferocious purges.

Jiang and Zhu were fully committed
to Communist Party rule, but they were
willing to give citizens more influence
over the lowest tiers of local govern-
ment and to allow news media greater
scope for reporting. Under their watch,
the legal system was strengthened and
government institutions gained more
authority. Under Xi, by contrast, the
party has become increasingly domi-
nant in almost every area.

That includes the economy. Zhu tried
to make China’s markets freer. He
cultivated a more dynamic private
sector in part by taming bloated state
enterprises. Jiang sought to give private
entrepreneurs a role in political life
by bringing them into the party itself.
But Xi has shifted back to top-down
statism.

Xi’s speech commemorating Jiang
this week and the official obituary of
Zhu both celebrated the two men for
leading China into the World Trade
Organization in 2001. But WTO entry
was won in part by their apparently gen-

Both were fully
committed to
Communist
Party rule, but
they were
willing to give
citizens more
influence and to

allow news
media greater
scope for
reporting

uine vision of greater opening of the Chi-
nese market to foreign business. Unease
in Washington, Brussels and elsewhere
at China’s huge trade surpluses has since
been heightened by international com-
panies’ disillusionment. Many now feel
unwelcome. Not a single equity invest-
ment has been announced in China by
any of the 10 largest global private
capital firms in the first seven months of
this year.

It is tempting to wonder how different
things might have been if Beijing had
maintained the broad liberalising
agenda pursued under Jiang and Zhu.
Could the breakdown in relations with
the US have been avoided? Would China
now seem less threatening to many of its
regional neighbours? Might domestic
demand be more robust and the econ-
omy less reliant on soaring exports?
Answering such questions may be
impossible, but while China’s current
leaders remember Jiang and Zhu, we
can at least hope that they will also try to
learn from them.

...........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
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The slow sucking
sound of Al mania

Ann Kiernan

Soumaya
Keynes

t the end of yet another

dinner party dominated

by Al chatter, I often ask

myself whether other

important topics have
been crowded out. Applied to the
economy more broadly, it’s also worth
asking whether Al mania is sucking
resources from other sectors. Data
centres and model development
require vast quantities of chips, elec-
tricity and financing. Does the craze
mean others are going without?

Over the long term, this will hope-
fully seem like a silly question. When
Al has solved cancer and climate
change, no one will be sniping about
whether too much money and elec-
tricity were poured into the industry.
There is no fixed lump of credit. His-
torically, innovation has made invest-
ment worthwhile, like when electrifi-
cation made it viable to use anew class
of small factory machines.

[t's worth asking
whether the craze
means others are
going without

Here and now, though, constraints
can bite. [ wouldn’t advise running
energy-intensive manufacturing near
a data centre, or stuffing cheap phones
with the memory chips that make Al
run. Financing should be more elastic,
and will need to be, as the big tech
companies turn to debt markets to
help with the Al build-out. But other
borrowers hungry for cheap credit
could still face a squeeze.

Starting with financing flows, eye-
balling the raw data, Al-related com-
panies do seem to be eating up a
growing share. Silicon Valley Bank
reported that over the past 12 months
Al companies have received almost
two-thirds of US venture capital dol-
lars. And according to Goldman Sachs,
roughly a quarter of US gross invest-
ment-grade debt issuance this year
has come from Al-related companies,
including hyperscalers, software pro-
viders and data sector funders.

Also in America, the real economy
is showing signs of the Al boom too,
reinforcing fears that the less whizzy
bits are being starved of resources.
As spending on capital in Al-related
areas including information-process-
ing equipment and data centres rose
over last year, other types of private
investment fell. Within office con-
struction, spending on data centres

has soared while the rest has sagged.

While suggestive, neither of the
trends in financing nor investment
proves Al is sucking anything away
from other sectors. The buzz could be
stimulating capital. In a recent report,
Silicon Valley Bank described how,
although higher Treasury yields nor-
mally would curb VC investment,
more recently those ties have been
severed “as the fear of missing out on
this step change . .. has pushed VC
investment to new heights.”

As for the real investment trends,

the Al boom could be masking under-
lying economic weakness caused by
something else entirely. Although
some have warned that Al is imperil-
ling a broader revival in US manufac-
turing, other more obvious culprits
include government subsidies run-
ning out, tariff uncertainty and tight
monetary policy in response to sticky
inflation (not itself caused by Al).

International comparisons can offer
some reassurance. If AT were simply
reallocating a fixed pot of capital
spending within countries, one would
expect to see no relationship between
Al mania and overall investment lev-
els. But researchers at the Bank for
International Settlements found that
countries more strongly orientated
towards Al (or more “prepared”) saw
stronger growth in both business and
total investment over the two years up
to the end of 2025. That suggests that
Al has been delivering areal boost.

If crowding out is happening within
credit markets, it probably isn’t mas-
sive. A recent note from Jessica Rind-
els and David Mericle of Goldman
Sachs argues that non-Al companies
haven’t experienced a noticeable
uptick in their relative cost of debt.
Their financing costs probably are
slightly higher overall because of the
increase in competition for financing
from hyperscalers and their pals.
Based on estimates of the effects of
quantitative tightening, a restriction
in the credit supply, Rindels and Meri-
cle guesstimated a 0.05 percentage
point effect.

Signs could also emerge in sectors
beyond the corporate world. Al-re-
lated borrowers have been demanding
long-term funds, of the sort govern-
ments typically issue. Just this week,

analysts were citing the massive bond
issuance to fund the AI build-out as

being behind the punishing pricing in
long-term sovereign debt markets.

As the Al boom progresses, signs of
crowding out could become more ob-
vious. By one estimate, for example, Al
investment in the US will rise from 1.8
to 2.8 per cent of GDP between this year
and 2028. Perhaps there will be a lot
more dinner parties to discuss it all —
and perhaps those wanting to talk
about something other than AI will
have to shout a little louderto be heard.

soumaya.keyne .com
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Businesses’ defence of zero-hours contracts is indefensible

The same arguments used to oppose
the minimum wage decades ago are
now being rolled out by those opposing
the government’s ban on exploitative
zero-hours contracts (“Crackdown on
zero-hours contracts could cost UK
groups up to £3bn per year”, Report,
FT.com, August 12).

The measure is about giving security
to low-paid precarious workers who
don’t know how much they’ll be
earning from week to week.

From last-minute shift cancellations
to hours being cut short and demands

to come into work at short notice, it’s a
nightmare to try to pay bills or raise a
family when you're employed on a
zero-hours contract.

One in three insecure workers lose
over £3,000 every year on average
because of this constant insecurity.

That’s areal cost borne by workers
and their families — and for many it
could be the difference between having
a roof over their heads, turning on the
heating, or giving the kids a hot meal
every night.

Compare that to the hypothetical

£3bn figure the business lobby wants
to draw attention to. As they well know
this is the very top end of an incredibly
wide range of estimates — the bottom
end is £350mn.

As your story lays out, to reach that
top-end £2.9bn, employers would have
to ignore the legislation altogether,
continue cancelling shifts last minute,
and pay out £1.2bn in compensation to
workers.

In other words, almost half of that
top-end estimate is entirely avoidable
if employers comply with the law and

stop cancelling shifts last minute.

This is an age-old lobbying tactic —
amplify the most sensationalist
estimated cost to business and ignore
the very real cost borne by workers and
taxpayers who subsidise insecure
employment through universal credit.

I hope and expect the new prime
minister sees through this cynical spin
from the usual suspects, sticks to his
guns, and brings an end to exploitative
zero-hours contracts.

Paul Nowak
TUC general secretary, London W(C1, UK

Aid cuts are the accelerant
of DR Congo Ebola flare-up

Michael Peel and David Pilling (Report,
July 21) correctly identify the current
Ebola crisis as the fastest-growing
outbreak we've seen.

In fact, the death toll has now
increased to over 2,000. But the article
ignores the fact that the virus’s rapid
spread across the Democratic Republic
of Congo and Uganda can be linked to
political decisions made in
Washington, London, Paris, Berlin and
other European capitals.

With this Ebola outbreak, for the
first time we are seeing in real time
how deadly infectious diseases spread
in the context of aid cuts. A new study
from the Barcelona Institute for Global
Health analyses the response to four
Ebola outbreaks since 2012. In 2012,
facing the same strain of the Ebola virus
as in 2026, the outbreak was detected
within weeks, and declared “over”
within four months. In 2026, the virus
is believed to have spread undetected
for at least three months — coinciding
with the dismantling of surveillance
and detection infrastructure as a result
of international aid cuts.

This paints a clear picture — US and
European governments’ aid cuts are
short-sighted policy decisions that will
cost us more in the long-term.

In 2025, aid from the US to the DR
Congo fell by around 40 per cent, and
health aid from France, Germany and
the UK in 2020-24 to countries affected
by this year’s outbreak was around 31
per cent lower than the previous five-
year period. And just last month, the
UK government published a report
showing the DR Congo will now receive
£34mn less in UK aid over the next five
years — in spite of the outbreak.

Cutting the aid that helps countries
prepare for such outbreaks is now
costing Europe more in its response.
The emergency financing that has
followed this year’s outbreak
($650mn) is the cost of not having the
preparedness mechanisms in place.

Diseases do not stop at borders, and
we have already had two confirmed
cases of Ebola in France and Germany
this year. Enough is enough.

European governments must take
health security seriously and fund the
disease surveillance and response
systems that prevent outbreaks from
escalating, otherwise we will all pay
the price.

Professor Shabbar Jaffar

Director of the UCL (University College,
London) Institute for Global Health
Elizabeth Diago Navarro

Coordinator Preparedness and Response
Hub, Barcelona Institute for Global Health
Professor Stefan HE Kaufmann
Emeritus Director, Max Planck Institute

for Infection Biology, Berlin

Quique Bassat

General Director, Barcelona Institute for
Global Health
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AGI behaves like the

weather — no one is liable

John Thornhill (Opinion, August 12)
ends his fine survey of our post-human
debates, with humanity in the back of
the AGI car asking, as children do on
hot holiday trips, are we there yet? The
metaphor deserves more scrutiny than
the argument it closes.

There is no car. There is no ride to
enjoy, and no destination anyone is
being driven towards. There are
companies making decisions, engineers
scoping systems, and executives
signing deployments. Every one of
those acts has a name attached to it.

The language of inevitability — all
roads lead to acceleration, the
technology will match us across every
cognitive task — performs a specific
function.

It converts commercial choices into
weather. Nobody is liable for weather,
and nobody needs a social mandate to
make it rain.

This is why the industry’s fatalists
and its optimists are less opposed than
they appear.

Whether the arriving intelligence is a
worthy successor or an existential risk,
both camps agree that it is arriving and
that the rest of us are its audience. The
disagreement is about mood. The
premise is identical, and it is what does
the work.

Thornhill is right that society should
not remain a passenger. But the
remedy is not more agency over an
autonomous future. It is refusing the
description.

Software cannot be asked to answer
for an outcome. Organisations have
distributed labour without distributing
responsibility for centuries; we should
insist on the same discipline here and
ask every deployed system the older,
duller quastion: who authorised this,
and whose name is on it?

Professor Lucas E Wall

Clinical Assistant Professor,

The Busch School of Business,

The Cathclic University of America,
Washingten, DC, US

We must heed the warnings
about superintelligence

Cristina Criddle’s report (August 1) in
the FT on Anthropic disclosing that its
Al systems hacked into three
organisations, a week after OpenAl
reported a similar incident, is further
proof that the top Al companies are
demonstrably unable to control their
most powerful Al systems. And this

is the least capable Al systems will
ever be.

This is the predictable result of
major Al companies racing to build,
not chatbots or commercial
applications, but superintelligent Al —
autonomous Al that can replace and
outcompete humans across domains,
and is capable of overpowering and
outmanoeuvring our national security
apparatuses. Nobel Prize winners,
leading Al experts, and even the CEOs
of the Al companies warn that
superintelligent Al would pose an
extinction risk to humanity.

Governments need to recognise the
national security risks that these rogue
Als point towards, and act now to
negotiate an international agreement
prohibiting the development of
superintelligence. There are only two
times to react to an exponential threat:
too early, or too late.

Andrea Miotti
Founder and CEO, ControlAl,
London SE1, UK

Time India had permanent
seat on the Security Council

If the UN is to remain relevant and
representative of today’s world, India
deserves serious consideration as a
sixth permanent member of the
Security Council (The Big Read,
August 13). The current structure
reflects the realities of 1945, not those
of the 21st century.

India is the world’s largest
democracy, home to more than 1.4bn
people, a major economic power, a
longstanding contributor to UN
peacekeeping operations, and an
influential voice for the global south. It
is difficult to justify a permanent
Security Council that includes three
western powers but excludes the
nation representing one-sixth of
humanity.

Granting India permanent
membership would improve the
legitimacy, credibility and
representativeness of the Security
Council while better reflecting
contemporary geopolitical and
economic realities. Reform will
undoubtedly be challenging, but the
strongest obstacle to India’s
membership is political process rather
than merit.

A reformed Security Council that
includes India would be a more
representative and effective institution
for addressing global challenges.

M Radhakrishnan
London HAS5, UK

PM can make mutuals the
high street’s beating heart
Your editorial asks “Can Burnham save
Britain’s high streets?” (FT View,
Opinion, August 19). Along with the
factors you discuss should be added
the government’s election manifesto
pledge to double the size of the
co-operative and employee-owned
(“mutual”) sector, as these mutual
businesses tend to be place-based, at
the heart of the local economy and
community.

For a recent research publication
(“People, Place and the Economy: The
Social Value of Mutuals™), we analysed
a number of businesses including
Newcastle Building Society, whose
purpose is “connecting communities
with a better financial future”.

As many banks withdraw from the
high street, Newcastle Building Society
is investing in branches and face-to-
face services, opening new branches on
high streets where traditional banking
services have disappeared. Many
branches provide free community
space and partner with local
organisations including libraries,
charities and community services.
Such spaces could be crucial for
ensuring that the life-long learning the
Al revolution and other developments
demand will be available to
communities across the country.

This should be the model for Andy
Burnham’s pledge to rejuvenate
“hollowed out™ high streets, making
them the “beating heart of local
communities”.

Jonathan Michie

Professor of Innovation & Knowledge
Exchange, President, Kellogg College
University of Oxford, UK

Further musings on the
Claude chatbot name

Padraig Rooney’s letter linking the
name of the large language model
Claude to the “lame” Emperor Claudius
(“Linking Claudius’ stammer to the
Anthropic chatbot”, Letters, August 1)
is wordplay dressed up as critique.

It scores a point but leaves your FT
Weekend essayist Carmody Grey’s
actual argument — on why she declines
to engage with large language models
(“AT’s quest for morality”, The
Weekend Essay, Life & Arts, July 25) —
entirely untouched.

For the record, Claude almost
certainly takes its name from Claude
Shannon, the mathematician whose
1948 paper founded information
theory and underwrites every digital
exchange since, including this one.
Anthropic has never confirmed this
officially, but the connection is
widely accepted.

It suits a company in the business of
measuring and shaping information
rather better than an emperor with
a limp.

Bob Johnstone
London E14, UK
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Trumps South Korea defence flip reminds Japan it has no Plan B

Leo
Lewis -~
A\ e } a
n Wednesday night, aftera
summer of sharply escalat-

ing regional tension, pro-
testers lined the roads near
Sanae Takaichi’s residence
bellowing pleas for the prime minister
to stick to pacifism under the “peace
clause” of Japan’s constitution.
Unspoken, as always on these occa-
sions, was an acknowledgment that this
clause is underwritten by one of the
most enduring and unambiguous Plan
A’s in postwar geopolitics. Namely that,
should a serious threat emerge, pacifist
Japan can rely on the military protec-
tion of the US under the 1951 alliance
between the two countries.
That’s 75 years not just without a Plan
B, but with a unique constitutional con-
straint on conceiving one.

But Monday’s chessboard-tipping
social media post by Donald Trump,
calling for a reduction in joint US mili-
tary exercises with South Korea, casts all
this in a very different light, however
fleeting the pivot proves and however
fulsome the backroom reassurances
Washington is currently breezing out to
Japan and other nervous allies.

For while Seoul bore the most obvi-
ously destabilising impact of Trump’s
diplomatic sucker punch, in which he
ordered an out-of-the-blue cut “based
on my very good relationship with Kim
Jong Un”, there is arguably more long-
term jeopardy for Japan. If US guaran-
tees come to look genuinely shaky,
South Korea must recalibrate; Japan,
under the same circumstances, must
reconstitute.

Any question over US reliability is
profoundly alarming: for all the argu-
ments that this is just a Trump pathol-
ogy, there is the plausible thesis that he
is merely a symptom of a far less reversi-
ble shift.

It still, just about, feels premature to
panic. Tokyo, along with other US ally
capitals, has been finding its sea legs

amid the churn of on-the-run foreign
policy redrafting and evidently has
internal mechanisms for separating
wheat from chaff. It has also played the
Trump game pretty well, expediting a
$550bn pledge to invest in the US and
moving relatively quickly to present
itself as an indispensable partner in crit-
ical supply chains and production of
military equipment.

[f Washington's guarantees
look genuinely shaky,
Seoul must recalibrate, but
Tokyo must reconstitute

But Monday’s post, which cheerfully
juxtaposed the central announcement
with a reminder that Seoul had not
joined America’s war on Iran,
demanded to be read as an abrupt
departure from conventional US calcu-
lus around regional stability, its core
interests and the wisdom of linking
multiple diplomatic issues.

The problem with Japan’s Plan A is

twofold. The first, which had seemed
remote until this Trump term, is its vul-
nerability to US reliability. The second
has been that the country’s commit-
ment to both its pacifist constitution
and the alliance has made serious con-
sideration of a Plan B nearly impossible
— whether that be conventional rear-
mament, national service or contempla-
tion of a nuclear deterrent.

Earlier this month, Japan published
its annual Defense of Japan white paper.
This pledged that by fiscal 2027, Japan
would have strengthened its capabilities
to the point where it could take “pri-
mary responsibility” for dealing with an
invasion, though with US support. This
takes the country a very significant dis-
tance, conceptually, from where it was
10 years zgo but it remains, say analysts,
some way from being a Plan B.

All of this may suit Takaichi very well,
as Japan’s sense of beleaguerment inten-
sifies. Since the start of her premiership,
the argument for the country to start
thinking more radically about its
defence, and for the public to embrace
the debate, has been repeatedly made
for her by others.

Almost from day one, China cast her :
as a re-militarisation-hungry fanaticin :
a way that has made Beijing look the :
more unreasonable. North Korea,
meanwhile, has actively supported Rus- :
sia against Ukraine while significantly :
escalating its anti-Japanese rhetoric, :
accusing Tokyo of fostering a “nuclear
alliance” with South Korea and the US. :
Earlier this month, Vladimir Putin paid
his first-ever visit to one of four islands :
disputed between Russia and Japan, :
reviving Japan’s consciousness of :

another potential foe on its doorstep.

But the final, and perhaps most influ-
ential, card has now been played by
Japan’s closest ally — not just through
Trump’s Truth Social post, but the rapid
erosion of norms that leaves nobody
exactly sure how seriously to take his

proclamations.

The protesters outside Takaichi’s resi- :
. earths and other minerals. His adminis-
. tration says it’s used the time since to
. boost production of minerals and secure
August 2026 has reminded her how sud-
. Beijing’s hugely powerful leverage from
. critical raw materials.

dence were a reminder of the con-
straints that have bound her predeces-
sors from tampering with Plan A.

denly the public may demand a Plan E.

leo.lewi .com
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Burnham and
the perils of cost

of living policies

POLITICS

Stephen
Bush

Keir

ndy Burnham,
Starmer and Rishi Sunak
have three very different
governing styles but they
all share an obsession: the
cost of living. And there are obvious rea-

sons for it: more than anything else, this
issue decides whether the government

will be re-elected. But that mutual focus
did not, in the end, help Sunak or
Starmer — and it might similarly prove
actively unhelpful for Burnham.

Burnham is a more impressive politi-
cian than either of his immediate prede-
cessors. Unlike Starmer, who neither
respected nor liked politics as a disci-
pline, Burnham enjoys the cut and
thrust, is interested in ideas and pro-
vides a clear sense of direction. Unlike
Sunak, who often brought to mind
David Mellor’s line that making William
Hague Tory party leader in 1997 was like
“opening a very good wine several years
before it should be drunk”, he is politi-
cally experienced.

The new prime minister has made the
cost of living the biggest single focus of
his summer tour, with his government
freezing costs here or rolling out a free
scheme there. The two emblematic poli-
cies are the £2 bus fare cap and scrap-

TECHNOLOGY

John
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arty balloons may be good
fun for children but they are
bad news for seagulls. Ingest-
ing fragments of discarded
balloons Kills birds by block-
ing their guts. One study of dead sea-
birds found “balloons were the marine
debris most likely to cause mortality™.
But a partial solution, at least, is at
hand. Part-funded by an events com-
pany, researchers at Imperial College
London have developed a less harmful
and more biodegradable form of latex.
The team, which has now founded the
start-up Bioloon to license the technol-
ogy, estimates its potential market at
about $40bn, including medical gloves,
clothing and condoms.
Juliana Cumming, the PhD student
who led the research, tells me the new

ping VAT on energy bills. But as Sunak
himself demonstrated, knowing the
importance of this can’t save you if you
are in office at a time when global cir-
cumstances are sending inflation
upwards and people are getting poorer
asaresult.

Just this week, figures from the Office
for National Statistics showed that UK
inflation rose to 2.9 per cent in July,
driven by higher energy costs as a result
of the Iran war. Burnham is no more
able than his predecessors to ease the
global pressures that are making Brit-
ons feel poorer.

The Iranian regime is not going to see
an engaging Instagram video of the new
prime minister reminiscing with a
former tutor about A-level results day
and decide to strike a peace deal on
President Donald Trump’s terms. This
does not mean Burnham'’s presence on
social media has no ups.de. One of the
ways he represents an upgrade on his
predecessors, in terms of raw politics, is
that he is better at sounding like he gets
it. This is important for settling his
party’s nerves and winning the trust of
the voters.

Neither Starmer nor Sunak was indif-
ferent to the consequences of inflation,
but the former often sounded robotic
while the latter resembled an econom-
ics seminar. When Burnham talks about
“taking a little bit of pressure off”, it is
the same argument Sunak was making
when he said the biggest tax cut of all he
could deliver was in reducing inflation.
The difference is that the former is eas-
ily understood by everyone.
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What sounding like you “get it” does
not do, however, is give the new prime

minister any more control over the cost
of living than the old one. Chatter about

an early election and Burnham seeking
his own mandate is never far away, even
during the parliamentary recess. But
the war in the Middle East, which is
driving up the cost of essentials, means
that households are in for a painful
increase in costs when the energy price
cap goes up in the winter.

And although most people recognise
intellectually that this isn’t Burnham’s
fault, the elections of 2024, when
incumbents across the world were pun-
ished at least in part for Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin’s war in Ukraine,
show that government ultimately tends

Obsession with this issue
risks focusing on ‘what can
we subsidise rather than
"how can we get wealthier
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to be blamed regardless. For that rea-
son, whatever private hope some people

in Downing Street may have, it is more
likely that the next election will happen

in 2029 rather than any earlier.

One risk of focusing so much on the
cost of living, therefore, is simply that
Burnham ends up writing cheques he
can’t cash. But the other is more funda-
mental, in that it can result in a govern-
ment that ends up looking at the wrong
things.

Sunak made the focus of his premier-
ship delivering cuts to national insur-
ance that cost the Treasury a lot but
gave households very little. Starmer
opted, essentially, to use government
spendingas a way to mechanically lower
the headline rate of inflation, subsidis-
ing everything from energy to soft-play
centres. I the end, help with discretion-
ary items makes little difference when
global factors are driving up the cost of
essentials. While Starmer’s actions do
mean energy bills have gone up by much
less than they would otherwise have
done, they have still risen significantly.

From balloons to pans: in praise of useful tech

material avoids sulphur vulcanisation,
which is currently used to make natural
rubber strong and stretchy but leaks
toxic chemicals. “It’s a modified version
of a natural latex blended with a biode-
gradable polymer,” she says.

Seabirds may particularly appreciate
the invention. But this kind of commer-
cialisation of expert knowledge also
exemplifies a far broader positive trend:
there has probably never been a better
time to solve the world’s material chal-
lenges. Human ingenuity, smart tech-
nology, flexible academic institutions
and accessible venture funding are sig-
nificantly expanding the set of problems
that can be solved.

The Bioloon team relied on human
insight to improve an existing product.
But the increasingly widespread adop-
tion of Al may be opening up novel ways
of developing completely new materi-
als. For example, the start-up CuspAl,
which is attempting to create a “search
engine” for material scieace, is working
with the Finnish chemicals company
Kemira to tackle so-called forever
chemicals, used in non-stick pans and
food packaging. Using Al, the company

has explored 300tn possible material
structures, selecting 20 priority candi-
dates, which are now beingtested.

If companies really can develop new
materials with previously unknown and
useful properties, it could accelerate the
development of more efficient semicon-
ductors, carbon storage systems and
nuclear fusion reactors. “This could
completely change the world,” Max

The widespread adoption
of Al may be opening
up ways of developing

completely new materials

Welling, the co-founder of Cusp Al, said
inarecent FT interview.

Yet Silicon Valley, which tends to
monopolise the talk about innovation,
has historically prioritised different
interests, focusing more on bits than
atoms. As the old joke goes, Silicon Val-
ley is optimised to solve the everyday
problems of nerdy twenty-something
men because they are the ones who run

the place. Uber, Airbnb, WhatsApp and
DoorDash are the result. Little surprise,
therefore, that coding is such an obses-
sion of Alresearch labs.

Moreover, venture capital investors
appear to be drastically narrowing their
field of interest, making far bigger bets
on a hancful of mega Al start-ups. In the
first half of this year, Anthropic and
OpenAl sucked in 53 per cent of all the
$407bn of VC money invested in Al
start-ups globally, according to Pitch-
Book. This is an unprecedented level of
concentration.

Tim O'Reilly, the veteran entrepre-
neur and investor, has even gone so far
as to describe Silicon Valley as “anti-
capitalist”. VC investors pour so much
capital into their chosen companies that
they, in effect, pick the winners and kill
off competition, stunting alternatives.

To date, these big Al labs have mostly
focused on building stronger generative
Al models, improving software and
automating processes. But some indus-
try leaders, who talk grandly of creating
aworld of radical abundance and curing
all diseasz, acknowledge they now have
to generate material benefits from Al if

US president is
losing his war of
independence
onrare earths

Alan
Beattie

n a retreat humiliating even by
Donald Trump’s standards, the US
president last November withdrew
threats of tariffs against China in
return for Beijing agreeing a year-
long ceasefire on export controls of rare

supplies from allies, trying to reduce

That claim is wildly overblown. Going

up against China would not just require
. huge financial firepower to support
. companies but a ruthless commitment
. to productive efficiency — and to build-
. ing a lasting international coalition to

% | secure minerals. Instead, the adminis-

sy, g

RAsBs | tration has displayed its familiar crony-
e ism, inept attempts at coercion and a
. capricious America-first foreign policy.
. This shreds its credibility in anchoring
. aninternational mineral agreement.

Certainly there’s been a big flurry of

. | activity. The administration has made
. i the extraordinary step of taking equity

& : stakesinseveral companies and a bewil-

. dering array of purchase guarantees,
. credit support, loans and grants that it
. claims total $30bn. The overseas initia-

s mtds o8 | tive with the most teeth is a deal signed
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But the other risk of the cost of living
- credibility to succeed.

obsession is that it distorts the govern-

ment’s focus. Its economic policy :
. produces two-thirds of the world’s
subsidise or freeze?” rather than “how :
can we get wealthier?”. It is temptingto :
use the government’s limited fiscal
firepower to offer small sums to help :
households, but it might be better to :
use it to adjust the pace at which the
government reduces its debt, hope- :
fully securing lower interest rates :
: when his threatened tariffs were

Ultimately the reason why the cost of
living is getting higher and more painful :
for most of us is that, as a result of Putin :
and Trump's wars of choice, we are all
now poorer. The price signalis tellingus
something very important, too, about :
the costs of energy and of burdens on
business. A government that becomes :
focused on the cost of living may, ironi- :
cally, find itself distracted from the :
measures most likely to bring real relief :
. convened 54 countries to secure critical
. minerals supply chains. But to create a
. genuine challenge to China, any pro-
gramme would need to include a

becomes a question of “what can we

that way.

for households in the long run.
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with Australia in October that has led to
. USinvestmentin mining projects there.

But beyond this, the US has typically

. deployed only coercive one-sided bilat-
. eral trade agreements. These “gunboat
. deals” have tried to force trading part-
. ners to exclude other countries as cus-
. tomers and export their minerals to the

In going up against China,
America has displayed its
familiar cronyism and
Inept attempts at coercion

US. These lack the legal and economic

Take, for example, Indonesia, which

nickel, used in batteries, solar technol-
ogy and wind turbines. Over the past
decade China has invested heavily in the
country to create a complete nickel sup-
ply chain from mining to finished prod-
uct. Trump attempted to rival this with
a deal coercing Indonesia into supplying
the US, but it was heavily undercut

declared unconstitutional by the US
Supreme Court in February.

The administration has rushed to
impose replacement tariffs, but those
too are legally and politically uncertain,
and Indonesia has yet to ratify the agree-
ment. Such a shambles will not override
Indonesia’s relationship with China.

The administration’s broader
plurilateral ambitions also have serious
credibility issues. In February, Trump

. i demand-side strategy, and to set up

........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

they are to win over an increasingly hos-
tile public.
To that end, Anthropic is now invest-

DeepMind has spun off Isomorphic Lzbs

to focus on drug discovery. “We haven’t
. very badly with the fierce focus of the
benefit the world,” Anthropic’s chief
. earths has been consolidated into two

Inthat regard, China may be stealinga :
march on the US by focusing more on
. tional dissemination of technology and
US Al industry still resembles a massive :
. smuggling.
gence, Chinese companies have been
applying the technology across a wide
range of industries, most notably manu-
facturing, energy and transport. Some
61 per cent of US Al developer compa- :
. would be restricted once the export

yet delivered on our big promises to

executive Dario Amodei posted on X.

physical applications of Al. Whereas the

bet on achieving machine superintelli-

nies are focused purely on software,

according to a recent study from the
Rand think-tank. Only 26 per cent of :
. per head than China’s. But when it

We all still live in a material world. :
Now we have a chance radically to rein-
vent and improve it. Al needs to get :
. quently leaves it trailing.

Chinese are.

more physical.
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. price floors that would guarantee pro-
. ducers’ revenues even in the face of Chi-
. nese dumping. European governments
. in particular were highly suspicious:
. they had little trust that the US would
. set a pricing formula in anyone’s inter-
. est other than its own. After all, the
. wider process of handing out money to
. mining companies has involved billions
. of dollars being given to companies with
ing heavily in Claude Science and Google
. Trump administration.

financial ties to figures within the
This jumble of a campaign compares
Chinese government. Production of rare

main groups that operate under strict
state control, with limits on the interna-

very serious criminal consequences for

Supply interruptions from Chinese
export controls remain a constant
threat. There was a recent sudden leap
in the price of erbium, a particularly
niche rare earth, following fears that it

restriction ceasefire ends in November.
The US remains a far richer economy

comes to dominating and controlling
economic chokepoints like critical min-
erals, America’s inept leadership fre-
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