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Heed India’s apex court
onreeling back freebies

The Supreme Court has done well to caution Indian political parties against declarations of

indiscriminate freebies at the cost of fiscal prudence. Bad economics is eventually bad politics

tonelevel, the Supreme Court’s
(SC) chastisement last week of
political parties and elected gov-
ernments announcing freebies
and direct cash transfers to woo
voters ahead of elections might
smack of judicial over-reach. Under India’s
Constitution, all three arms of the state—the
legislature, executive and judiciary—are
required and expected to maintain a delicate
balance without stepping on each other’s turf.
However, a closer look at the object lesson
delivered by the apex court to our political class
on the long-term cost of such fiscal irresponsi-
bility offers noreason to level that charge. The
SCwas only voicing what many observers have
said before. That the seemingly endless freebies
announced by governments at both the Union
and state levels with no heed paid to who can or
cannot pay amounts to “appeasement.” And if
this trend continues, it will “only hamper the
country’sdevelopment.”

The three-judge bench presided over by
Chief Justice of India (CJI) Surya Kant was
hearing a writ petition filed by Tamil Nadu
Power Distribution Corp Ltd that challenges
Rule 23 of the Electricity Amendment Rules of
2024. This rule provides that power tariffs must
be cost-reflective and there should be no gap
between the approved annual revenue require-
ment and the estimated annual revenue from
the approved tariff, except in situations of natu-
ral calamity. Issuing notice to the Centre, the
CJIdrew attention to free power distribution by
state governments. Though his remarks were
made in the context of Tamil Nadu, the CJ1
clarified that he was speaking about the freebie
culture that seems to have overtaken India,
especially on the eve of elections. “What kind of

culture are we developing?” asked CJI Surya
Kant. “Without drawing any distinction
between those who can afford and those who
cannot afford, if you start giving, will it not
amount to a kind of an appeasing policy?” Itisa
query that all political parties must answer; and
citizens must hold them answerable to. After
all, as the CJ1 put it, “Isit in the public interest
that... the state is absorbing all these?” The CJT
isonly the latest to voice concern. The 16th
Finance Commission report talks of a “vibrant
‘freebies’ debate” triggered by “the recent
proliferation of subsidies alongside tight fiscal
constraints” adding an “additional element of
urgency to concerns of fiscal sustainability.”

To the extent direct benefit transfers (DBTs)
ensure state largesse goes straight to intended
beneficiaries, they are a vastimprovement over
an earlier leaky system that saw just a trickle of
the outlay reach the needy. A vast security web
in the form ofa basic income, or some essential
services offered freely to all, could also be well-
deliberated policy calls. But the same cannot be
said of freebie showers that accompany poll
campaign trails. We can only guess how exactly
they impact electoral choices, but they clearly
come at the cost of fiscal prudence. The 2024
pollresultsin Maharashtra and Jharkhand are
surmised to have been influenced by freebie
schemes, as also last year’s Bihar polls, whose
freebie bill was estimated to exceed 330,000
crore. With elections scheduled in four states
this year—Assam, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and West
Bengal—we might see political parties of all
hues go down the same path. No wonder the
CJIconcluded, “Sometimes we are really dis-
turbed.” Itis now over to our political parties
to become more fiscally responsible. And not
disturb the country’s justices unduly.
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Why ONDC has not got very far
and how it can still change that

This open e-com network needs a clearer. focus and better customer orientation to meet its objectives

Fasl
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ndia’s digital public infrastructure

story has been remarkable, The Uni-

fied Payments Interface (UP]) made
digital payments a habit. CoWin dem-
onstrated population-scale tech execu-
tion duringa crisis. Aadhaar, Dj;
Lockerand Fastag showed how digital
rails can drive inclusion and efficiency.

Naturally, thi ss would inspire
ambition beyond payments and iden-
tity. The Open Network for Digital
Commerce (ONDC) was born from this
confidence to do for e-commerce what
UPLdid for payments: break platform
silosand create an open, interoperable
network where buyers and sellers could
transact freely. Big private platforms
would not be the only options.

Nearly fouryearson, ONDC has not
lived up to its promise. It remains niche,
confusing to many users and largely
invisible to the typical e-shopper.
India’s online commerce market
remains dominated by a few large inte-
grated platforms. They control product
discovery, listings, payments, logistics
and data. They are efficient and conve-
nient, but they are also closed systems.

ONDC's proposition was to separate
the network from the platform. It aimed
to create ashared digital network where
any buyer app could connect with any
sellerapp. In theory, asmall kirana
store could be discovered just as easily
asalarge brand. In practice, that shift
has proven harder than anticipated.

So, where did ONDC go wrong?

First, the consumer experience is
weak. UPLissimple: scan, pay, and
you're done. ONDC., by contrast, feels
fragmented. Search results vary.
Returns, refunds and customer support
are inconsistent. This can frustrate
users. E-commerce today is not just
about prices, but about trust. reliably
speedy deliveries and easy returns.
ONDC may have underestimated high
market expectations.

Second, sellers don’t see clear value
yet. Small sellers were supposed to be
ONDC's biggest beneficiaries. But

I ling can be complex. i
catalogues, pricing, fulfilment and
logistics across multiple participants
demands digital capability many small
businesses lack. Sellersalso find that
demand on ONDC s still low. Estimates
suggest ONDC accounted for less than
0.1% of India’s roughly $100-billion
online retail market in 2025. Without
customers, there s little incentive to
invest time and effort.

Third.logistics and fulfilment remain
weak links. UPI was built on existing
bank infrastructure, but ONDC relies
heavily on external logistics: delivery
partners, warehousingand last-mile
service. Private platformsinvested in
these. ONDC does not yet offer the same
reliability or speed, which directly
affects customer satisfaction.

Fourth, network effects favour
incumbents. Marketplaces thrive on
scale. More buyers attract more sellers
and vice-versa. Large platforms already
have thisadvantage. ONDC entered a
mature market, not a greenfield one.
Without strong incentives or differenti-
ated value, getting switchovers was
always going to be difficult.

Finally,its narrative is unclear. UP1
had a clear message: free instant pay-
ments, ONDC’s value proposition is
harder to explain. ‘Open network,”
‘interoperability’ and beinga ‘protocol’
rather than a platform constitute policy
Jjargon, while consumersare focused on
price, convenience and certainty.
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However, ONDC canstill be revived.

One, focus sharply on a few categories
instead of trying to be everything to
everyone. It should double down on
areas where openness offersa clear
advantage—hyperlocal commerce, ride
hailing, groceries, medicines or select
financial products.

Two, standardize the experience. Set
minimum standards {or search, returns,
refunds and customer support across all
buyerapps. Most e-com consumers
have come to expect this as table stakes.
Using ONDC must feel as smooth asany
leading platform.

Three,support small sellers firmly.
ONDC needs hands-on seller enable-
ment, including easy on-boarding tools
and catalogue support. It must become
the go-to for smaller sellers who strug-
gleto get discovered on big platforms,
notan experimental add-on.

Four, use incentives sirategically.
Zarly UPladoption wasdriven by
incentives and strong bank participa
tion. ONDC needs similar nudges—for
buyers, sellers and logisti
to kick-start network effects.

Five,communicate in simple lan-
guage. ONDC's story must shift from
protocol design to tangible benefits, be
it better prices, more choice or local dis-
covery.

The success of ONDC matters. Thisis
because the future of India’s digital
economy should not be owned by a few
closed platforms alone. Open networks
are harder to build, but they are essen-
tial for long-term competition, innova-
tionand inclusion.

India has shown the world that it can
build digital systems at scale. ONDCisa
harder challenge than UPI, but not an
impossible one. Witha clearer focus,
better execution and a consumer-first
mindset, ONDC can still become what it
was meant to be: a truly open market-
place for India’s next billion digital
users.

Theidea behind this open network
was right. Now it's for its execution to
catchup.
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You have to be honest in
ensuring that you don't
borrow left, right and centre
and leave a [burden] on
future generations.

NIRMALA SITHARAMAN
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What does India’s cash-in-circulation spike portend?

AJIT RANADE

x<a flow, while CiCisastock. Hence evenin
[ast digitizing economy, the cash sto

ise asthe economy grows. But why
ing so fast now? There are many e
tions, some of them uncomfortable.

is senior fellow with Pune
International Centre

ndia is currently running two payment
systems in parallel. On one side is its
"ll.dllllﬂgbhﬂ\\( se, UPL, with 217 billion
transactions in January 2026 worth $28.33
trillionin value. On the othersideis the sys-
temofphysical cash. Currency inci
(CIC) hit 340 trillion, rising 11% year-on-year.

Atfirst glance, itlooks like a contradiction:
How can Indiabe ‘digitizing’ and ‘recashing’
at the same time? It isn't, though, because

There are many factors pushing CiC up.

Fnruwuucc,:n.smts‘rcqmres godow n. the
v costof

somore cash lies outside banks. Ah( finfla-

tion is expected to rise, the transaction

demand for cash goes up. There are four

other troubling factors that may be contrib-

uting to hxghcx cash usage.

The firstisafear of UPLasatrap forsmall
traders. Its digital trail exposes them to be
caught in the taxman’s net. Research from
s

hile the digital pay I isreal,
India’s cash-loving political economy isalso
partof the stark reality. The apparent para-
dox of the usage of both rising is a warning
that wearesettlingintoa hybrid equilibrium:
dligital for convenience, cash foravoidance or
for those excluded from UPI's digital infra-
structure. UPT is for the honest and cash
usage s for the anxious and those who want
to hide. And when the cash stock expands
faster than nominal GDP, it usually means
mme(hmgdeeper ishappening than “people
like cash.

abitofcaution. Rememberthat UPI

Bank nrl.n(lm confirmed this causality:

se recipients budget in cash, connec-

demandforcash ionby

s unreliable and cash payments are

behind a big part of consumption in rural
and informal India. The more statesexpand
transferswithout hmldmg complementary

ity—skills, jobs, local serv
ces—the more we should expect cash
demand torise. When the

ATM cash
notices to small traders in Karnataka based
ontheir UPI transaction volume. The rem-
edyisto remove this fear that UPlisaploy to
entrapsellersin the informal sector.

A second driver could be the explosive
growthofunconditional cash transfers, esti-
matedataround 2% of GDPacross 15 states.
These schemes are large enough to impact
household liquidity behaviour and state
budgets. Some of this transferred money will
stay digital. But some will inevitably leak
into currency because of local cash markets,

erincome tax

I‘Z:\]:‘;«l;i;é:;:‘l\?gigsg::: It's notacashto is the part (;l'lhe story that
cashis o "ep't w‘me-ifm} QR Story. uPI iS most A(L‘_(‘(mn:opfi‘mi’sff
throughwhich that expan: igital rails replace
sopbmoneisel . reshapingthe mreioncabivirian
pupemmens  flow of money | st
iy, DULBSSIOOE et e
paigning phase of stateand is shaped by showered with crores (_wt'
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oftheactual cash hemgd.xs—
tributed, as estimated by
observersand the press. The accumulation
of cash for illegitimate disbursal can now
precede clections by several months. There
islittle conclusive, legally lenab]eeuden(e
ofvotebuying, I

the black-money

A fourth drive
UPI replaces small mke( cash usage very
well and solves a problem of small-change.

Butifhouseholdsand businessestreat cash
asa privacy-preservingstore of value, then

tationat worst. Nobody questions the origin
ofthisstash. In India, weddings, real estate,
local contractsand informal labour markets

of 3500 notes.

UPldoesnotautomatically
shrink the cash stock. This

custom, forcel-
ebrationat best and osten-

but cash-shaped.
should not blind usto

But thisisan open secret and is not likely to
declinein the foreseeable future. This hasa

a fact corroborated by RBI data. UPI has
taken market share away from NEFT, cards

and wallets, not just cash. The overall share
of the value of ‘paperless’ transactions has
not risen as sharply as headline UPI numbers
suggest. India is not sprinting to cashless-
ness, Cash remains entrenched.
s January pike is much above
normal. It means many things. First, digitali-
zationwithout trust will eventually plateau.
Second, UPI faces a potential compliance
backlash. Surprise tax notices and ambigu-
ousthresholds push micro-enterprises back
into informality. Third, increased cash-
transfer welfarism will show up as a higher
stock. Fourth, opacity around election use is
an unending headache.
OurCiCnowisabout 2.2 times what it was.
pre-demonetization in 2016. Nominal GDP is
that much larger too. As a share of nominal
GDP, CiC has kept pace, although this year's
spikeisabnormal. Weshould forget the fan-
tasy of a cashl(‘si lndm Even developed
SE have
large cash slm ks. The goal should be more
realistic: aless-cash, cleaner-cash India.
India’s paymentsstoryisoften narrated as
a triumphal march from cash to QR code.
Thetruthissubtler. UPLisremaking the flow
of transactions, but the stock of cash is
shaped by informality, trust, enforcement,
welfare design and electoral politics.
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ina anxiety: Why we

must track how it might respond

Policy ideas are being discussed that would have been unthinkable till recently and India must stay attuned to developments

SHISHIR PRIYADARSHI
is president, Chintan Research Foundation and
former director, World Trade Organization.

recent report by the Haut-Commis-
sariat a la Stratégie et au Plan that
urged the EU to consider either
steep tariffs on Chinese imports ora
deliberate weakening of the euro
o against the renminbi has triggered
reactions well beyond Paris and Brussels. What
began asa domestic French strategic recommen-
dation has evolved intoa wider debate about
Europe’s economic direction and itsrole in an
increasingly fragmented global trading system.
The pmpnml suggesting tariffs of up to 30% ora
20-3C pre iation, reflect:
iety over Europe’s widening trade imbalance with
Chinaand its erosion of industrial competitive-
ness. But the strong international responses
underline how consequential such steps would be.
‘Within Europe, reactions have been mixed.
Export-oriented economies such as Germany and
the Netherlands have signalled caution amid wor-
riesabout retaliation and supply chain disruptions.
European Central Bank (ECB) officials, while not
commenting directly on the proposal, have reiter-
ated that exchange-rate targeting isnot part of
theirmandate, thereby reinforcing institutional
limits on currency engineering. Meanwhile, south-
ern European voices more exposed to industrial
shown greater torobust
dofemlw measures,
Beijing's response has been firm too, \mrnmg
against pre ionism and signalling that

tariffs would invite counter-measures. Given
China’sdemonstrated willingness to target politi-
fromagriculture to luxury
alation isreal.

cally sensitive secto

goods—therisk of ¢
Theattraction of

arevisible, direct and politically

significant tariff wall could provide breathing

space to European industries under pressure from

Chinese overcapacity.
age in negotiations on market access. industrial
subsidies and regulatory reciprocity. For sectors
such as electric vehicles, batteries and green tech-
nologies—where Europe sees strategic stakes—
temporary protection may be framed as necessary
to preserve critical industrial capabilities. How-
ever, the costs are substantial.

Tariffs are taxes and are rarely absorbed entirely
by exporters. European consumers and firmsreli-
ant on Chinese intermediate goods would bear
part of the burden. In an environment where infla-
tion is political e, raising import costs
could complicate macroeconomic management.

Retaliation isa serious concern. China h
nalled thatit would respond proportionately.

tially, sweeping ta would challenge Europe’s
commitment to the multilateral trading systemat a
time when it has sought to position itselfas
defender of rules-based trade.

Thealternative, engineering a weaker euro—is
lessovertly p ionist but i st
ruptive. Currency depreciation works asa broad-
based competitiveness tool. A 20-30% depreci;

plexity and high energy costs. Defensive macro
tools may offer temporary relief, but they cannot
substitute structural reform. A credible strategy
would involve targeted, World Trade Organiza-
tion-consistent trade defence instruments com-
bined with accelerated innovation, investment in
greenand dlgnal infrastructure, and deeper capital
markets i

tion would make Chinese imports more expensive
while boosting the competitiveness of European
exports, supporting manufacturing-linked
employment and narrowing the trade deficit.
Unlike tariffs cy djuSImL‘l!l would have
animpact across sectors, avoiding the complexity
of product-by-product trade remedies. But the
trade-offs are equally stark. A weaker euro would
increase the cost ofall imports, particularly energy
and raw materials. Fora region structurally
dependent on imported energy, this posesinfla-
tionary risks. Imported inflation would erode real
incomes and test political tolerance.

For India, this holds three lessons. First. it
reflectsa shift in trade thinking. Even the EU—hi:
torically a champion of open markets—
plating tools once associated with economic
nationalism. Globalization is not what it was. Sec-
ond. if Europe restricts Chinese imports, trade
diversion could intensify competitive pressures in
third markets, including India. Chinese exports
may seek dllel'ﬂd[l\(’ destinations. Third.
exc inthee 3
should they happen, would influence g]nlnl capital
flowsand currency dhgmnen s. Amuch weaker
euro could alter the rupee’s effective competitive-

Institutionally, d¢ iation would
also raise profound questions. The eurozone's
monetary policy isset by the ECB with a price-sta-
bility mandate. Any perception of exchange-rate
manipulation could undermine central bank cred-
ibility, unsettle financial markets and invite retalia-
tory from other major ec ies.

Tk ity of global reacti ores a
deepertruth: this is not merely about tariffs or
exchange rates. It isabout structural competitive-
nessinan eraof Chinese scale and state-backed
industrial dynamism. China’ sexport s(rength
reflectsnot only pricing ad
elfuenuLs—lmegratLd &uppl) Lh.um mpld

European and Chinese exporters.
The French advisory proposal should be seen
less asimminent policy and more a signal of frus-
tration. It reflects Europe's struggle to reconcile
industrial preservation with its commitment to
open markets and monetary orthodoxy. The pru-
dent path likely lies between the extremes: cali
brated trade remedies within multilateral norm
reinforced domestic competitiveness and contin-
ued engagement with China, even if difficult.
Whether Europe opts for tariffs, currency
adjustment or structural reform, its choice will
reverberate across supply chains, capital markets
and d.lplmnam alignments. For India and other

the message is clear—pre-

tariff spiral would disproportionately hurt export-
driven European economies and deepen global
ion. Perhaps most cons -

trade fi

gaps,

state se
Europe's deeper challenges |
capital markets, regulatory com-

in productivity
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pare foraworld where trade, currency
itics are increasingly intertwined. One where stra-
tegic foresight is no longer optional.

and geopol-
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Trump tariffs:

Congress must

do the job it was created to do

7,

The legisl

wings

l‘y‘.AF\ ELLE N Kl AS
is a politics and policy columnist for
Bloomberg Opinion.

“ he US Supreme Court’s decision to
strike down President Donald
Trump's sweeping global tariffsisa

wake-up call for Congress. If the legislative
branch had been doing itsjob last yearand
hadn’t ceded its taxing power when the
White House embarked on this unprece-
dented protectionistjourney. perhaps we
wouldn't be in the mess we're now in.

But with its 6-3 ruling on 20 I‘ebmdry

e Ul the spirit of democracy

The US Constitution envisions a highly
empowered Congress. AP

duty to pay taxes and tariffs) are funnelled
through the legislative process for a rea-
son.” Gorsuch acknowledged that “Legis-
lmng can be hard and take ume " He

America's top court not only
separation of powers but invited Congress
to reassert itself as the branch with the
powerofthe purse. Congressshould get its
act together and tell the president if he
wantsto keep his tariffs, he'll need to work
withthemtodoit.

Itcould takealotof pes Within

ack ledged that “It can be temp to
bypass Lol]gres< when some pressing
problem aris

Underscoring his reputation as a consti-
tutional originalist, Gorsuch also said
something the framers would have liked.
lle nmed llmt “the dehhcmuve nnlure of

hours of the ruling, Trump delivered a
rambling press conference where he dis-
missed both lawmakers and the court. He
noted that some tariffs he had already
declared underdifferent laws had not been
strucl k down b\ lhe courtsand announced
lans ing Section 122 of
(he US Trade Act of 1974. That provision
allowsthe president to declare import sur-
charges ofupto 15%, but only for 150 days,
not indefinitely.
Ofcourse, if Trump wanted the tariffs to
last for more than a few months, he could

whole point
of its de\n:n 1 hrou;,h that process, the
Nation can tap the combined wisdom of
the people’s elected representatives, not
just that of one faction or man.” He then
wisely pointed to the fact that when legisla-
tion must “earn broad support,” itismore
likely “to endure, allowing ordinary people
to plan their livesin ways they cannot when

the rules shift from day to day.

Unfortunately, fewin the party’s leader-

ship ec! hoed it. There are two reasons for
hi T

knuw that 60% of Americans

work with C all termsolu-

tion. But that would require him to agree
that laws are things to be followed and
Congressisabranch of government to be
respected. Neither will happen. When a
reporterasked Trump why he doesn’t try
to get congressional approval, he replied:
“I don't have to."” Then, he stubbornly
insisted: “I have the right to do tariffs. I've
nlvmys hadtheright to do tariffs.” Congress
that most of

aren't tariff fans, but Republican party
leadersdon’t seem ready to find the votes
todomuchaboutit.

Throughout the majority opinion,
Jjudgesseemed to be reminding Congress
that while the president cannot unilater
ally impose unlimited emergency tariff
he’snot out of optionsas long as he works
with lawmakers. Justice Neil Gorsuch, a
conservative whom Trump appointed to
the bench in 2017, seemed to be speaking
directly to the president and the MAGA
wing of the Republican party in his concu
ring opinion, “For those who think it
important for the Nation to impose more
tariffs, [ understand that today’s decision
will be disappointing,” Gorsuch wrote. “All
Ican olfel lI\em is that most major (1 e
siol ig therightsand
ties: nfthc/»\m('ncan people (including the

Gold: Investors must weigh each price driver

NARAYAN RAMACHANDRAN

|
is chairman, InKlude Labs. Read
Narayan's Mint columns at
www.livemint.com/
avisiblehand

heintraday price of gold hit an all-time
high of $5,595 per troy ounce in late
January, having nearly duuble(l
Wi annLhespdjmldhlﬂemcr Onthe
same da; rupee terms, gold of 24 Karat
purity recorded a price of 183,000 per 10
grams, having risen 134% over the same
period thanks to the combined effect of its
price gain and the rupee’s depreciation. Sil-
ver, the metal's younger sibling, sparkled
almost as much during the same period.
The sharp rise of gold and its moderate
correction since has every investor asking
what is going on, What next for this metal?
Should one have had gold asachunky pan of
one'si portfolio? H:
thebus? These questions are from inve es(ms
everywhere, but particularly in India where
we thinkwe have an edge of faml].mnty smc(-

Substack blog on the topic of gold, he says
that investments may be classified into four
categories. One, assets like equities and
bonds that generate cash flows. Two, com-
muoditieslike copper that are useful in indus-
trial production. Three, currencies thatare
amedium of exchange or a store of value.
Four, collectibles like art or wine, which as
the name implies, tur emuumml or aes-
theticvalue, Goldisani combina-

movement. Similarly, gold is not much
driven by indices of volatility or crises like
credit ipread& During the past yeas Ly
gold prices were driven by two factors. One,
continued buying by central banks to the
tune of 2,000 tonnesover the last two years;
and two, as a hedge against geopolitical
uncertainty emerging
from US President Dumld

tion with features otacommodllv cunt’nc)
and c ible. However, its
appeal for investors, households and central
banks has been as a collectible. Gold does
not have a ‘yield’ or cash flowassociated with
it. There is also a small cost of ware ehuusmp;
hysicalzold. Goldh iedi
a collectible over centuries because it is
durable, its supply is finite and it has pro-
vided asafe haven during geopolitical shifts.
Analystsciteafew drivers for the price of
gold. Most of these drivers do not hold up
under close scrutiny. Forinstance, an often-
quoted ideais that gold isdriven by inflation.
The comlmlon nl gold prlccs (in doll:us)

we grew up with goldin our h

New York University professor Aswath
Damodaran has a nice framework to think
about what investments should go into an
asset-allocation portfolio. In an excellent

withUS in
the last 40 years. Look ¢l Joser and you will
see that gold does respond to large and
unexpected bouts of inflation, but it is not
correlated at other times with inflation

= about 20% of reserves, gold
Trump s poli- Its p"ce zoom surpassed the eurorecently
cies and wars in multiple 3 tobecome the second-larg-
locations. has had multi ple estreserveasset forall
Is gold overvalued? For i tral banks combined. The
aninvestment thatiseither faCtors bEhlnd central banks of ltaly,
acurrency oracollectible, i i China, Russia, Japan and
any notion of absolute it _an_d “'!Vestlng India hold 9.000 tonnes of
valueismoot. The bestone init without gold among them.
can do is make some rela- . The Reserve Bank of
tive valuation observa-  close analysis  India (RBD dramatically
tions. On historical trends, - . slowed down its gold pur-
it does appear that the 1S inadvisable  chasesin2025 buyingonly

price of gold relative to
that of silveris high, witha

price ratio of 65 times versus an average of

about 57. Gold, relative todollarinflation, is

toresumeits rise in 2026, sustain itin 2027
and head towards $6,000 an ounce. Most
relative value indicators, however, do not
back these predictions.
Itisstill possible that gold defies relative
alu i ionsand conti rise.
One reason for that could be that central
banks continue to buyit. At

4 tonnes versus 73 tonnes
inthe prioryear. Itstotal of
about 880 tonnes of reserve gold makes up
about 17% of its total reserves. ()ver Lllc last

s tariff policies. And second,
Ti nunp hasrun thetable on Congress forso
long that Republicans are terrified to push
back. For the past 13 months, Congress has
ahdicated its role asa check on the execu-
Lawmakers remained silent as the
president cut billions of dollars in congres-
sionally mandated funds, renamed the
congressionally established Kennedy Cen-
ter after himselfand dismantled agencies
hedoesn'tlike. Congressnotonlyallowed
Trumptoillegally use emergency declara-
tionstoimpose global tariffs but has done
nothing ashe's spent money on things that
were never authorized—like transferring
$10 billion from the US government to his
personally controlled ‘Board of Peace.” And
Congress has been AWOL on oversight,
allowing the president to dismiss congres-

ional i ind dent com-
missions, accept questionable gifts from
foreign countries, engage in conflict-rid-
den business deals and gut the federal
watchdog system.

The US Constitution’s framers didn’t
intend for Congresstobea coequal branch
of the executive. They wanted it to be the
first branch because it'sclosest to the people
and can better reflect the publics valuesand
interests. It's time for the US Congress to
tell Trump: We've got this. ©BLOOMBERG

carefully

reserves and bring more of it home.

Should India, China, South Korea and
Brazil decide to increase their central bank
gold allocation to 30% of reserves, that
would imply a significant increase in gold
demand. The US managesits bullion stacks
inapeculiarway. Itsreserves of 8,000 ton-
nes(worthwell over $ltrillion) are managed
by the Treasury department. The Federal
Reserve, its central bank, was issued ‘gold
certificates’ when these were transferred at
$42an ounce. The US Federal Reserve could
conceivably ‘markto market’ these gold cer-
tificates and return the excess to the US
Treasury through aspecial dividend. If this
were to happen in whole or part, there could
beamassivespike in the price of gold (driven
by front-running) and astrong inflationary
impact within the US.

Goldisa collectible that has some diversi-
fication value for investor portfolios. How-
ever, adding it to one’s portfolio at a time
when its relative valuation is out of align-
ment with historical trends seems impru-
dent. Forlong- term growth in the value of

to stick to those that

atabout 18 times against a median value of | fewyears, RBI home 27: s | assets, itis
three times. T! he(urnelduon lu- weengold | of gnld l'hedppalenl anm of llusmme( ure | generate ordeliver cash flows.
and Bitcoi -alled ‘digital gold’) geo-

over the past 10 years has been zero. Most
major investment banks say they expect gold

political uncertainty. ln(lm 's central bank
could continue to gradually increase its gold

P.S: “The desire of gold is not for gold. It is
Jor the means of freedom and benefit,” said
Ralph Waldo Emerson
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{ OUR TAKE }
Red sunset on
the horizon

The surrender of top Maoists underlines the
near-collapse of the insurgents. But the road ahead
must be one of development and democratic promise

~J tnow appears certain that the Union government
will meet its deadline of March 31, 2026 to eradicate
Maoist violence from India. The surrender of party
|_general secretary Thippiri Tirupati alias Devji, 60,
and central committee-cum-politburo member Malla
Raji Reddy alias Sangram, 76, along with 16 other
members of the party over the weekend was only the
latestin a string of successes for the security forces. The
operation against Left Wing Extremism, announced a
little over two years ago, has switched gears in recent
months—as fierce gunfights deep inside rebel
strongholds have given way to a series of high-profile
surrenders spanning Chhattisgarh, Maharashtraand
Andhra Pradesh. No doubt, the relentless security
inroads into territory once held by rebels, coupled with
rising government pressure and waning public support
inthe villages, has forced the Maoists to come to terms
with theirimpending end. Roughly two decades after
then prime minister Manmohan Singh described
Maoism as the country’s greatest internal chall

Calibrated steadying
mechanisms — rather
than diplomatic
breakthroughs — offer
the most realistic path
forward for managing
India-Pakistan relations
ndia-Pakistan relations have
entered a phase defined byavola-
tile mix of active confrontation

alternating with constrained hos-
tility. Formal dialogue remains

logue. Stability in South Asia cannot
rely solely on deterrence, nor can it
assume periodic dxplomauc thaws. It

f func-

Managing crises in the
absence of dialogue

them diplomatically or not.

Human rights narratives surround-
ing Kashmir also reflect asymmetries
that i xternal i

uomnﬂ even amid sustained strategic
mistrust.
Recent crises underscore why.

Much advocacy focuses on Indian State
actions because India is the sovereign
authority defined by visible institu-

J, n in. The Indus Waters Treaty

India-Pakistan confrontations rarely — tions, legal processes, and mediascru- ~ Water ins a particularly

erupt fully formed. They tend tobuild  tiny. N was i inavery differe SHUTTERSTOCK
i i i ineof Ce to

tactical incidents, terrorism, media  documentand i maintain channels of understanding

amplification, and domestic political
pressures that compress decision-mak-
ing timelines. Nuclear deterrence may
cap escalation, but it does not prevent
the processes that generate it. Indeed,
‘hardened public rhetoric on both sides

in India,

shortens the margin for

tational pressure. Fear, access con-
straints, and international advocacy
incentives reinforce this pattern. The
consequence is not that abuses are
unreal, but that the map of advocacy
does not always align with the full map
of coercion. Selective narratives ulti-

the treaty Th
impactof such concerns resulted in the
Indian side announcing that the treaty
will effectively be held in abeyance.
‘This does not diminish the humanitar-
ian centrality of the river system, but it
does suggest that what India sees as an
unequal agreement framed in 1960

that become valuable during crises.
None of this implies imminent nor-
‘malisation. The political mood in India
does notsupport it, Pakistan's internal
power configuration complicates it,
and regional geopolitics increasingly
constrain it. But rejectingall stabilising

this is a significant achievement.

Itis now believed that the highest decision-making
body of the insurgents, the politburo, has only one
activemember and the central committee has less than
10 members. Maoist branches have also released
statements in recent weeks, underlining decaying
morale among the rebels and admitting that losses had
cutdeep into their operational strength even as public
opinion of the fighters had tanked. With the security
onslaught showing no signs of slowing down, it
appears only a matter of time before the Maoist
resistance collapses even in the final pockets in the
Dandakaranya and hinterlands.

‘What comes next? Establishing a credible and
transparent civilian administration, with the active
participation of the local communities, must remain
high on the agenda of the government. As soon as
areas are secured, the authorities must begin the move
from a securitised to a democratic approach. Any
complaints of human rights abuses must be addressed
on priority and governance initiatives evenly
distributed. The State needs to double down on
participative development and democratic
representation of the people. An absent government
on the ground and botched security operations had
laid the ground for Maoist ideologies to take root—
which has taken tens of thousands victims and decades
to uproot. The road ahead should be negotiated
carefully, with deliberation and empathy.

Restoring trust key to
better Dhaka-Delhi ties

ith the recent change of guard in Dhaka, there
Wis fresh impetus for normalisation of the

relationship with New Delhi. Bangladesh'’s
missions in India are resuming tourist visa services,
which the Muhammad Yunus-led interim
administration had suspended over “security
concerns”. A resumption of services by the Indian side
—suspended in response to the Yunus administration's
move —is also on the cards. Under the newly-elected
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) government
headed by Tarique Rahman, a string of overtures has
signalled an intent to return to a more cordial
relationship, after along period of largely one-sided
rancour. The two countries must reciprocate good-faith
gestures and build on them to recover lost ground.

Therelationship must be insulated from the noise of
domestic politics in both countries for long-term
stability and regional progress. The government in
Bangladesh will have to balance competing interests in
the neighbourhood and the larger South Asian region
while not facilitating anything that jeopardises ties with
India. The new dispensation has sent out the right
initial signals, moving away from the hostility towards
India that marked both the BNP's earlier leadership and
the previous, interim, government. For its part, India
mustdistance itself from the factors that shaped
Dhaka’s perception of New Delhi as preferring one
party across the border, even asiturges inclusive
democracy in Bangladesh.

People-to-people connect will be a key pillar for
normalising ties in the long run. There have been some
positive signs here, with the Agartala-Dhaka-Kolkata
bus service set to resume after a trial run. Rescuing
cricket from the consequences of the unnecessary
controversy thrustupon it by the Yunus regime can be
another platform to nurture this. Restoring friendly
relations will need both sides to strengthen trust witha
range of actions, small and big.

engagement. The absence of major ter-
rorist incidents in Kashmir between
2019 (Pulwama) and 202:: (Pahalgam)

ance. This triangular dynamic reinfor-
ces the need for disciplined crisis man-
agement even when political normali-

some quarters. That optimism has now
dissipated. In India, there is littl

Wn.hm Kashn.ur xtself the political

tite for dialogue, and politically the
costs of overt engagement remain
extremely high.

Thi -

pe lui Security indi-

publicdiscourse is sharply sceptical of ~ error. mately weaken credibilityand ~ cannot remain static would not g
engagement, and Pakistan's internal China's expanding reduce the space for con- Equally important: Itwould increase the risk of
political trajectory has moved further  regional footprint _adds i il 5. Informal or Backihen:  inlscaliadatiom.
toward praetorian The another layerof i Against thi: lexback-  nel ion has historically The broader lesson is straightfor-
resultis not peace butasuspendedhos-  Beijing’s territorial stakes in drop, calibrated steadying playedaquietrolein managing India-  ward. Rivalries between nuclear-
tility in which crises remain possible  the broader Kashmir region mechanisms — rather than  Pakistan crises. Under present political  armed neighbours cannot be managed
even when escalation may not be  and its deepening strategic  Njrupama i i — such unlikely  solely through deterrence or periodic
imminent. partnership with Pakistan Rao offer the most realistic path  tolead to formal dialogue. Theirvalue  diplomatic optimism. They require
The emergence of general Asim ensure that India-Pakistan forward. These i lies instead in providing discreetand  persistent, often quiet guardrails that
Munir as Pakistan's central power fig- rarely insulated are notabout iliationor ~ candid isms for clarification,  prevent crises from spiralling. These
ure has reinforced thls dynamxc Paki-  from wider iti isation. They are i i and de ion when rarely attract public
stan’s military as his-  Th i i fChi-  risk designed to keep  public diplomacy is politically con-  attention precisely because they func-
lonmlly shapcd thecountry's lndla pol-  nese territorial claims in Ladakhand  rivalry bounded. strained or operationally tooslow.Ina  tion best outside political theatre.
icy, but the current consolidation of ~ Pakistan-occupied Kashmir —  Waterremainsaparticularlysensi- relationship where civilian and mili-  India-Pakistan relations may remain
military authority — with p through i d in. The Indus Waters Treatv tary decision-making in Pakistan do  adversarial for the foreseeable future.
perslsten! nmblgu.lty over militant  development, Line of Actual Control negoualed inavery mﬂemntgeopo not always allgn tmnsparent]y, such  The goal, therefore, is not premature
has narrowed the political ions, an i bili mis- iliation but disciplined rivalry —
space for —h: ietly altered the regional bal-  ing [ramewoka anotherwiseadver-  interpretation from han:lemng into  a framework in which competition

improved
since the constitutional changes of
2019, yet questions of political repre-
sentation, recovery, and

must shape policy thinking. The cen-
tral question is no longer how to revive
dialogue but how to prevent crises

legitimacy continue to shape local per-
ceptions. These internal dynamics
intersect with India-Pakistan relations

from escalating in the absence of dia-

whether poli ha:

sarial roperly und; continues without recurrent crises that
ces underpmmng it have changed are not of d distract both
ic pres- but i countries from their larger develop-
sures, energy climate ion. mental priorities.
variability, and persistent interpreta- Technical cooperation insulated Reading the tea leaves suggests that
tive disputes have altered the opera-  from political signalling can also con-  stability is unlikely to arrive through
1} For Pakistan, the Indus  tribute modestly to stability. Flood fore- grand diplomatic gestures. More often,
system remains a so-called “civilisa- c1su'ng, envircnmemal monitoring, u will emerge through calibrated,
tional” lifeline, agricul- ion, and care- reduce risk
tural viability and social stability. For fullyslructurcd academicorcivilsoci-  even when trust remains elusive.
India, however, growing strategic mis- ety e analyti-
trust, compounded by genuinely rooted ~ cal continuity even. durmg diplomatic Nirupama Rao is a former foreign
COMNCEITS OVer Cross- -border terrorism,  freezes. Such interaction is not a substi- secretary. The views expressed
haped perceptionsof  tute for political dialogue, but it can arepersonal

{ SIMPLY ECONOMICS }
Pramit Bhattacharya

The great Indian local
governance challenge

greed on many policy issues. But most of
them agreed on the need to build a strong
centralised State. Fearful of fissiparous
tendencies in a diverse country, they voted for
a Constitution that empowered the Union gov-
ernmentat the of the states, and virtu-
ally ignored local governments. India’s
embrace of economic planning after Inde-

India‘s founding fathers famously disa-

ments, it deprives citizens of a voice in local
governance, and undermines the provision of
civicamenities.

As in other parts of the world, cities have
been the key engines of growth in India. But the
lack of effective city governance elevates the
costs of doing business, and shackles fresh
investments. Large Indian businesses some-
times arrange for quasi-public goods for their

in

butsuch have their

the country. limits.
Local govcmmems rccewed smtuturv back- Aweak local governance system also hurts
ingonlyafte of the country’s pnlmca] culture. Since the stakes
intheearly 199()5 The 73r¢ dand 4th inlocal body relatively low, very
tional dat few serious aspirants for state and national
ing village and city governments to dehver Ieadersh:p roles contest these elections. This
local public goods such as and base of political
waste management. The constitutional provi- pamcs making them excessively dependent
sions for participatory in these d crimelords.
directsay In several other democracies — from Indo-

in governance.

The reality of local governance has belied
that constitutional promise. The third tier of
governance still remains the weakest tier.
Most state governments have been reluctant to.
devolve powers to local governments, espe-
cially in urban areas. Across Indian cities, une-

enjoy greater powers than elected mayors.
Local ward committees are largely defunct.

Institutions responsible for local body elec-
tions and local fund flows — State Election
Commissions (SECs) and State Finance Com-
missions (SFCs) — have been denied the
resources and authority they need to function
effectively. Solocal body elections keep getting
delayed without rhyme or reason. SFC recom-
mendations are routinely ignored.

A recent report on SFCs published by the

nesia to Turkey — successful mayors have
gone on to become heads of State. In India,
the last time a municipal executive assumed
a national leadership role was during the
British Raj, when Subhash Chandra Bose, a
former chief executive of the Calcutta Munic-
ipal Corporation, became the Congress presi-
dentin1938.

There is growing recognition among policy
elites today that our citiesare crumbling, and
they need better infrastructure and financing.
Theallocati b ionsin th

recent Budget and the increased grants for
urban local bodies by the 16th Finance Com-
mission (for the 2026-31 period) stem from this
realisation.

However, building liveable and thriving cit-
ies is not just a financing challenge. It is an
institutional challenge.

urban watchdog, shows thatsev-
eral states tend to set up SFCs long after the
previousaward period ends, Unlike in the case
of the Union Finance Commission, most SFCs
areappointed for a very short tenure (typically
less than 12 months), lack dedicated technical
staff, and remain ill-¢ equlpped to judge the
evolving
‘While it has become a convention at the
Cemre 1o accept most of lhe Unien Finance
to
have devised their own conventions of ignor-
ing SFC recommendations. Even when action
taken reports are presented in state assem

Ttrequi to tackle hard
local governance. Can unelected municipal
commissioners really drive governance
reforms in a messy democracy such as ours?
Or should directly elected mayors be in the
driver’s seat? Is the three-tier structure for
rural local bodies required? Should peri-urban
villages share a common governance setup
with urban areas? Do we need constitutional
amendmentstostrengthen local body institu-
tions such as SECs and SFCs?

Nearly ten years ago, the Thiruvananthapu-
ram Member of Parliament, Shashi Tharoor,
muoduced aprivate member bill that provided

blies, they often leave out key h
the that would be

for mayors in large Indian cit-
ies. Italso mcluded several lhoughtful provi-

fori particular
tion, or the timeline forit.

State governments often complain about
the Centre's intrusion in state-level policy
issues. But when it comes to devolving power
to the next level of government, most states in
the country fare worse than the Centre.

The lack of effective and accountable local

sions 2! and

citizens’ ward committees. As with other pri-

vate member bills, Tharoor’s did not make

much headway. But the issues it raised remain

important.
Loc:

,and local
lated institutions such as SECs and SFCs,
deserve more attention than they receive.

gover hy itizens,
omy, and weakens the political system. By
denying authority to city and village govern-

Pramit Bhattacharya is a Bengaluru-based
Jjournalist. The views expressed are personal
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We want to be part of the peace

process in Gaza and also contribute
h what we hav

Weaving richer success
for India’s apparel sector

at 9-10%. I.ndm is the second Ialgesl pr&
ducer of cotton globally (5 million metric
tons) and has the second largest spinning

]:nd!a 's domestic textile and apparel maJket
tobe $180

nam. There is an opportunity to enhance pro-
ductivity and efficiency by 20-30% by trans-
forming operations and using fit-for-purpose
digi(al planning solutions. This needs to be

icked by a ruthless pursuit of efficiency across

capacity in th
Ye!, one mlgh! argue !hat Indla has nut fully

Reducing lead times and bring-
mg predictability materially shapes buyer
eed

over

45 mﬂhou leand estimated

behavmur (‘ toadapt technol-

22 billion garments annually exports have
remained broadly stagnant at around $37 bil-
lion for nearly a decade, even as competing
sourcing hubs have steadily gained share. Why
do we not hear about the Ludhiana or Tiruppur
clusters in the same breath as we doabout sim-
ilar clusters in other categories where India is
making some very decisive moves?
Tariffs, global supply chain realign-
ments and reconfiguration offer a
unique opportunity for the industry
which we believe is ata crossroads.

ccompress lead times and
vanablh(v. rather than remain confined to
pilots.
Third. revisit the focus portfolio and leap-
frog. The nature of value creation in textiles is
shifting. Growth is being driven by man-made
fibres, Lechmml [exules deslgn led services,
and d Glo-
bally, man-made fibres account for
close to 70% of raw material con-
sumption, while India’s production
remains skewed toward cotton at
nearly 60%. Where Indian firms have

India largely focuses on upstream L moved into higher-value niches, the
play, which has a significantly lower Rahul economics are already visible, with
return on capital. This is driven by Jain downstream and specialised seg-

fragmented players, with nearly 10
companies whose revenues exceed

ments delivering materially hxgher

$500 million. The government has
proactively supported the sector
through policy and reforms. So, the
question is what must companies do?

First, let’s talk about the table
stakes — build scale, integrate and
modernise to capture a larger share

built impressive capability in spin-
ning, second only to China. That suc-
cess, however, has not been repli-
cated in weaving, processing, and “garment-

Namit
of the garment value chain. India has Puri

g upstream
ing.

The next phase of India’s textile
journey will, therefore, be defined
N less by headline capacity additions
and more by execution choices. Can
large, compliant capacity be scaled
reliably across states, when fewer
than a dozen textile companies
today generate revenues above

35,000 crore?
The opportunity before India is
real, but it is not in perpetuity. Global buyers

and com-

ing", where producuwty and i
matter most. Unlike spinning, 85% of the fab-
ricis produced by small players who are inef-
ficient and lack scale. This results in lower
productivity versus peers (a 30%+ gap with
China and Bangladesh). The leaders in the
space need a strategic blueprint that gives
them the comfort to invest for world-class
returns.

Second, drive productivity with data and
Artificial Intelligence (AI). Even as India builds
scale operations, its private players have the

peting ecosystems are moving with speed and
coherence. Domestic demand will continue to
anchor industry growth, but exports offer
‘margins.
Fur India to emerge as a true alternative
ing hub rather than a
tary one, the industry must rapidly make bold
choices and transform. The next few years
will not reward potential but will put a pre-
mium on those who execute cons:slenlly'
ply, and deliver

a world that i

opportunity to step up the game on prodi
ity and cut down lead times vs our global peers

values reiability

over rhetoric.

(30-50%) higher. This can come via rapid ad

tion of low-cost Al, planning systems that help
drive efficiency, and rapid turnaround times
versus our regional competitors such as Viet-

Rahul Jain is India head, BCG, and Namnit Puri is
Asia-Pacific leader (Consumer Practice), BCG.
The views expressed are personal
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If you want to make peace with
your enemy, you have to work
with your enemy.

— Nelson Mandela
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH
INVOLVES US ALL

Naxalism nears end, work
of democracy goes on

HE SUCCESS against Left-Wing Extremism (LWE) can
'be measured across three registers. The first is state ca-
pacity and policies that take the fight to the armed
cadres of the Communist Party of India (Maoist). The
second s the il
habxh[auonof those whowere uJJ recenﬂy wagmgwar

Maoist
leadership, as we].l as recogmtmu of the futility of “armed
struggle”, ned the Maoists. Tt of

the highest-ranking Maoist, Thippiri Tirupathi alias “Devuji”,
along with 20 other cadres in Telangana, marks the near end of
the LWE, ahead of the central government's March 31 deadline.
Nearly2,000 Maoist cadres have surrendered since 2024. This
has been backed by local intelligence and the spread of forward
postsin forested areas of the “red corridor” across
khand,C AndhraPradeshand Te-

New federal compact mustbe based on
principle of non-domination

L,
P Y
DESHKAAL

BY YOGENDRA YADAV

EARE passmg through a

fresh federal compact ora “structural reset”
of Indian federa.hsm Asis widely acknowl-
edged, the origi ignofth -Stats
relationship in our Constitution leaned
heavily towards centralisation due to the
anxieties of the founding moment of our re-
public. The moment passed but centralisa-
tionbecame “an inherited reflex rather than
a consciously renewed constitutional
choice”. The rise of regional parties and co-
almon governments inthe 19903 checked
Sadly, the new p on-

encoded intheC:

phaseinthe
historyof our republic. Be
itecological living, revital-
isation of weaving, alter-

nativeeducation, efficacious health policies,

smart IT clusters, or innovative business —

Thelast

a“consistentand troubling pattern of federal
imbalance across constitutional design, in-
stitutional practice, and sectoral govern-
ance”. Worse, federal erosion now threatens

many. ofthe ideas, models and

tot ideology packaged i in thetem-

toourcollective future
are emerging from the southern states. As
are cutting-edge debates on politics.

‘Tamil Nadu must be thanked for restart-
inga badly needed conversation on Indian

langana. The neutralisation of Nambala Keshava Rao, alias Ba-
savaraju, the then general secretary of the Communist Party of
India (Maoist), in May 2025, pushed the Maoists further onto the
backfoot. The killing of Madvi Hidma, head of Batallion1,in No-
vemberlast year, and Modiyam Vella, commander of Company
No 2 ,in December, dealt body blows to the People’s Liberation
Guerrilla Army. The Maoists, though, are not merely an armed
band — they are also the bearers of a political 1deology Onthis
front, tl lerof Mallojula’ ,one
ofthe chiefideologues of the Naxal movement, wasa major gain.
‘With Devuji’s surrender, the Maoists are now estimated to
have an armed cadre of just around 180 and a leadership that
isallbut decimated. This moment, however, calls not for trium-
phalism but sombre reflection. At its height, the red comdor

Following the precedent of the
Rajamannar Committee (1969-71) which
made a case for state autonomy in an era
‘when noonespokeabout it, the Tamil Nadu
government last year appmnted a H:gh»
Level C Uni

Chaired by Justice (retd) Kurian Joseph, the
three-member committee (with retired IAS
officer K Ashok Vardhan Shetty and profes-

plate of One-Nation-One-

In this context, the report makes acase
that a federation “that trusts its states, re-

idiarity, emp local

ments, and accommodates heterogeneity
does not weaken sovereignty; it deepens
democracy. Unity in such a system is sus-
tained not by command but by consent,
not by enforced uniformity but by negoti-
ated accommodation, and not by the con-
centration of power but by its principled
distribution.” This understanding of the
“Union of states” should be the starting
point of any future conversation

consulting the states. This is unexcepnon»

pragmanc logu: toa cm].lsanoual mode of

able, asare the

itive | reason-
like education back to the domain of sra(es ing, ralher [han ﬁxed and universalisable
and check the Centre’s very coreofIndian

The

proposals for a political reset include a con-
stitutional code to check the arbitrariness
and partisanship ofdze governor, ehn.un
ationofall

fection provisions and transferring the re-

E]ecnon Commission. While these are

.ivion Tlusacknowledge
mentofdiversity isofthe widelyac
cepted practice of deshachar, respect for
local customs, practices and rules, that we
find inIndian history. The mighty Mauryan,
Gupta, Mughal and British empires learnt
that the only way to rule this subcontinent
was to respect its diversity. Unlike the Chi-

pressing
rhppyan designof
lest

instituti

the Indian state has a “composi-
tional” cbmacter I[S umry is consmu(ed in

the medicine be worse than the disease.

anc us,
Indiaisnota! fedexatmn tormed by “coming

Proposals for a reset of political

tion rightly reject the idea of “One Nation,
One Election” and suggest continuing the
freeze on delimitation till fertility rates sta-
bilise. This could be reframed as a perma-
nent freeze on the ground of balance of
power. There is a valuable and detailed
examinationof the fiscal reset with multiple
options for reworking the GST regime. Fi-
nally, there are proposals for a cultural reset
to clear the misconception that national
unity requires linguistic uniformity, a point
that needs reinforcing in our times. Sadly,

together”of itisa“holding
together” federation. NeitherisIndia’s unity
thatofa “melting pot” like the US, but more
ofa"sala ”where each pi
distinct identity. Centralisation of the kind
pushed in the past decade runs against the
grainof our civilisation.
The conversation onanew federal com-

pact could bebu:\ with a frank discussion on

bal pqwer Hindiand the
non-Hil ‘The former
aguarantee of non-imposition of the Hindi
language and a freeze on their political rep-

the valid imperative to resist the

itstood in1971. The southern

of Hindi leads the to take issue
with the language itself and advocate the
uniform imposition of English. A

(and:

inawaythatt the

sor M Naganathan) hasjust submittedare-  onthe Centre-state relationship. Theconversationenanew perspectivethat placesIndianlan-  poor states in the Hindi heartland and east-
portthatdeservestoberead and debated by The report offers concrete pro- guages onan equal 1oonng would emIndia. The principle of political, cultural
i i i - posalsforaresetinmulti federal compact could iththe d i inationis th
eralism. It does not merely reiterate orup- ~ starting withamuch-neededcon-  begin with a frank discussion ~ spiritofthis report. dation of an enduring and just republic.
date earlier suggestions, but takes the dis-  stitutional reset: Doing away with onabalance of power Minor quibbles apart, this re- )

cussion furward w:[h a set of concrete

thedraconian erof the Centre S
e the across the Hindiand the

ranthrough some of India’s most backward districts,
state was often absent or, at times, coercive. Now, policy and
politics need to protect anc andrep-
resentation. The strength of India’s democracy lies in its ca-
paciousness, its ability to turn critics and rebels into stake-
holders. Issues like forest rights and just and transparent land
acquisition must be addressed. The most marginalised must
be a part of the larger India story. That, as much as the actions
of the security forces, will help ensure that Naxalism does not
return in any form.

Victimhood vsjustice:
V-C should know better

|HE RECENT remarks of vme cham:ellor Santishree D
Panrhr dis-
i urt, aredis-

appomnng They come tmm anarrow trame wlnch
Pandi

higher education, especially one as storied as the Jawaharlal
NehruUniversity. Pandit spoke of the Regulationsas “unnecess-

the Regulations, of course, But the problem is that her critique
seems to come from a denial of the backward-caste experience
ofan 1 historical and inuing injustice, and acom-
pletely ahistorical equivalence of that experience with that of
other groups. Hey remarks on a “permanent victimhood”, en-
couraged by “wokeism” — “thiswasdone for Blacks, samething
forDalits here” — her indignati an “equity regu-
lation” becoming “inequitable” by giving “powers” to “one group”
ddenying “justice” toothers, reekofa i iti A.posi.
tion. Thereisavalid critique of i
sions in the UGC Regulations needlessly lend themselves to
abuse but Pand.lc'svocabulary unforrunalely echoesupper caste
iation of the
Lxslen to V-C Pandit — the comments on caste are part of a
52 te interview to T/ day Guardian — and it is clear
that her misreading of affirmative action is set in a world view
teemingwith* " binaries. JNU, accordil , Was
a“garrisoned university” andan “adda” of Left. pohum anditwas
her task toturn around its repu[anon of! belng anu nanunal a
hotbed of ismand “i ism”. That
these epithets draw upon politically contrived spectres and that
JNUhasa proud and rich record far larger than the sum of these
spectres is unfortunately not acknowledged by its own V-C.On

casteand INU asapioneeri

ive, diverse ancl equitable. These points, added to canmdates
scores, ‘region, caste, gender,
among, others. They were discontinued for research degree ad-

in2017 but remainin pl: 1 post-
graduate admissions.

V-CPanditisright, “everyone s fightingabattle”. But surely
she others. And
that the university campus must be a space that is nurturing
and enabling for those whose right to equality and dignity has
been violated inan unequal society. V-C Pandit must reflecton
her remarks, and the government that appointed her, and to
which she professes loud allegiance, must explain whether or
notshe speaks for it.

Sun sets on East India
Company, again

MPIRES ARE carving up the world and its natural re-
sources, revanchism and territorial warfare are on the
rise, the superiority of Western civilisation is being as-
serted,andthe. Eaztmdlacompanylsshumngshop It's
2026. TheEast India Company i inLon-
don in 2010 by an Indian, Sanjiv Mehta, after he had bought the
rights to the name. He opened a shop in Mayfair, the heart of af-
fluent London, and traded in luxury food and drink items — in-
cluding, inevitably, tea. Now, The Sunday Times ofLondnn has
reported that the pany has been placed into li
After siam_ng his companv Mehta was quoted as saymg that
hehad of for
that “today’s East India Company is about compassion”, It may
nothavebeenthe revenge that Bahadur Shah Zafar dreamt of —
that the “sword of Hi " wouild “flash before tk
London” — but irony, orat least money, can be its own reward.
The money, it appears, hasrun out. Butis the real East India
Compan
are oﬁm mvoked asareference pointto undersland the ohgop~
handinhand wif
nates the world today. Its strange second life in LondonT may be
over, but the East India Company’s ghost may have moved to
haunt Silicon Valley.

ng the toredr
designof! fedemllsm.
‘To put itsimply, the reportis a plea fora

Centre’s primacy in amending
much of the Constitution without

non-Hindi states

need to draw a new federal com-

onthe Yadav, author most recently of

Svadharm (Setu Plakashan 2026), ismember,

pact. Sucha c

beyonda

mustgo Bharat Jodo

policy-

Let high courts steer tech
reforms injustice system

FEW weeks ago, the Madras
High Court permitted an Al-as-
sisted system inside live court
proceedings. Kerala’s 24x7 ON
Court, just a year old, has al-
ready shown how locally designed solutions

andac Tailored illalso
reduce wasted investment in poorly
matched national rollouts. Devolving fund-
ing to high courts need not mean aban-
doning standards, accountability, or
equity. The Centre or the Supreme Court

Abhiyaan. Views are personal

Big win for internal security,
butnotimetorest

India. During 2009-10, its fire had engulfed 223 dis-
trictsspread across 20 states. Today, hardly 11 districts
areaffected, and only three “most affected”.

HE MAOIST insurrection in the country appears to
be at a terminal stage. There was a time when it was
considered the biggest internal security threat to

e can significantly compress resolutiontime. ~ can create mechanisms that ensure both. Security forces have been going hammer and tongs to deci-
SUPRIYA But for these efforts to scale, the Rs 1,200 One option is to release a deﬁned share 'mate Maoists by March 2026, the target date given by the Home
SANKARAN ierthis ~ ofth directlytc Minister. The reported surrender of Thippiri Tirupathi, alias De-
year must become accessibleto the high  as condmonal block; grants for transfon:na vuji,isablowtothearmed insurgency. MallaRaji Reddy, politburo
courts willingtoact. tion. C memberof CPI(M), hasal with50 cadres be-

For nearly two decades, the e-courts  funds, alignment with national technical forethe Telangana police. In the last year, at least 15 central com-
mission has been India’s flagship effortto ~ standards, and transparent pubhcanon of mittee members have been killed and another six have surren-
modernise court administration. Over Rs Th| could dered. The Maoists are thus facing a leadership vacuum.

4,104 crore has been spent since 2011, and  local wer! In the last three months, the Maoists have suffered setbacks

eamm efforts. have followed. Yet, courts re- i it betied in quick succession. It started with the annihilation of Madvi
and di tosimple, auditabl i Hidma, commander of the central rrulxtary commission, in an

ing. A critical reason for this is the way the capacitybuiltor indi ‘Andh

budgetis allocated and governed. posal time. Crucially, these metrics should 18,2025, A day later, former Maoist leadex Mallojula Venugopal

Ifthegoalisfaster,more predictable,and  be proposed and agreed upon by the hlgh Rao released a video urging the Maoists to surrender their
seamless courts, high courts may need 1gi weapons and join the mainstream. He said: “Armed struggle is
greater to ine their own result thanjust u:\pms. nolonger possible. We must work accordingto the Constitution.”
needs and innovate. This autonomy to set A third option is creating competitive On Decemberzi 2025, Ganesh Uike, conunander” andcen-
their priorities, control their spending,and  grants for innovation. High courts bid with tralc Maoist:
drive local innovation may be the missing ~ concise proposals (scope, timeline, budget). inthe Kandhamal district: of ‘Odisha. Ganeshwasin-charge of the
piece. There are three reasons: ‘Asmall central panel, comprising technical Odishaunitofthe party. In Jharkhand, onJanuary 22, 1SMaoists,

First, the Constitution and adminis-  and judicial representatives, evaluates the including Patiram Manjhi, a central committee member who
trative logic support it. Under Article 227,  bid i SC ility, n served as secretary of the Bihar-Jharkhand Special Area Com-
high courts have i ive superin-  oni ucha hwoulden- mittee, killed ina with ity forces.
tendence over district courts. They areau-  courage experimentation while using evi- The Maoist Therewer i too. i
tonomous constitutional courts. Devolving  dence toscale successful models. ] collected by h Asia Terrorism Portal, 1425sur-
flexible resources respects that constitu- The role of central bodies should be li- movementisin rendersin Chhattisgarh, 486 in Telangana, 103 in Maharashtra,
tional autonomy and aligns decision rights ~ mited to creatmg digital public infrastruc- shambles.Near  38inAndhraPradesh, 22in Odisha, 21inJharkhand, 13 inMadhya
with operational responsibility. data,and pri- defeat of the Pradesh, 8 in Karnataka, and five in Bihar in 2025.

Second, it’s practical. Local problems  vacy, certifying compliant vendors and insurrection is ‘The Maoist movement is in shambles. The People’s Liber-
need local solutions. States have different  creating dashboards foreach high court pro- . ation Guerrilla Army has been disintegrated. The near defeat
contexts, capacities, and priorities. Their ~gramme funded through the mission. Such tobeattributed  of the insurrection s to be atributed to firm political resolv,
workflows and caseloads are different. De- il buil i to firm political ised security m based oper-

Ifthe goal is centralised allocation of funds lets hlgh ate 1&: dgffgsion ?f ‘good practices. " resolve, well-  ations, centre-state ion, impi f:( ,and
actually i e budget of Rs 1,200 crore isin place. . socio-economic interventions.
ﬁmm_r’ more cess in their context. outt, i iththe Orga'm_SEd The government deserves credit— this has been the biggest
predictable, Third, decentralisation catalyses ca- [‘ 1tof Justice, hasa hi security victory ontheinternal security frontafter the defeat of terrorism
and seamless pacity and innovation. When high courts  tunity to pilot a decentralised an:lnlecture measures, inPunjab. However, there should be no room for complacency.
courts, high can pilot, measure, and iterate, they learn  this year. A blended model (conditional intelligence- Theghost of Khalistanstill haunts us. We have to ensure that mis-
faster. A single high court experimenting  block grants and competitive innovation based takes of the past are not repeated. The government will have to
courts may with an e-filing workflow or digital court  funding)offersthe bestofbothworlds: Local as N be sensitive to the concerns of tribal communities. Corporates
need greater can produce an evidence base that others  relevance, experiential learning, and operations, aretryingtoenter theareas cleared by the security forces. Devel-
autonomy to can adapt and scale. national standards. centre-state opment maybeanimp ourt recently
determine their Decentralisation is constitutionally Decentralise the money, centralise the coordination. sald it cannot be an absolute goa.l and the nghr !o a heallhy en-
grounded, contextually necessary, and a ighth d ch: p y should not bx for
own needsand o resilient pathtosolutions thatscale.  towatch digitisation transform our lives. improved
innovate Closer to litigants and lawyers, high courts governance The writer, aretired police chief, is author of
can improve user The writer i of PUCAR and A The Naxalite Movementin India
40 YEARS AGO Punjab, afterthe bandh planned, said !he nfﬁc:al d ic orderin the country was work-
ision was based on ily. He said he would not join
February 24, 1986 THE PRIME Minister, Rajiv Gandhl isintend- (he advice ofmos( of his seniorarms con- any political party, including the official
. ingtotake February on Pakistan Muslim League, launched by the
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26, the day of the Bharat Bandh, forimple-
mentation of the Punjab Accord, regarding
the transfer of Chandigarh to Punjab and
some Hindi-speaking villages to Haryana.

Planto eliminate missiles

THE PRESIDENT, Ronald Reagan, inaletter
tothe Soviet leader, Mikhail Gorbachev. is
of

US and Soviet medium-range missiles as
the most likely way to break the deadlock at
the negotiating table in Geneva.

Ziaevades questiononindia
THEPAKISTAN President, General Zia-ul

Prime Minister, Mohammed Khan Junejo.

Incapital,amurderaday

ONE PERSON is murdered in the capital
every day on average and there is one case
afattemp{ed murder. At least halfadozen

Hag, hassaid that it lytosay any-
lhlng ona puss|ble agreement with Indiaon

persons juries in violence
and brawls every day, according to the po-

presidential statement to the nationis also

epaper.indianexpress.com .- -

calllng for the elimij g treaty ora non- lice flgures Many more areinjured or other-
deployed in Europe asa “consts pact. “If ther wise b Is that do not figure

tive first step” towards aworldwide curbof it W|Il emerge before us,’ General Zia told in pol)ce recurds Many of these attacks,

the nuclear armsrace, a US official said. A narrivalin happen when peopls the

Replying to a question, he said that the new

thinline betweenanger and aggressmn

Lucknow



® WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

Israel must exhaust diplomacy before
joining a war with Iran.
— Haaretz, Isracl
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From Panini to Al stack: Delhi is forging
new structures, rewriting frameworks

R
HARDEEP S PURI

HEN PANINI reduced
the chaos of spoken lan-
guage into a compact,
computable grammar, he
proved something that
still holds: Intelligence is most powerful
when it is expressed as structure. Nalanda
took that instinct to institutions, building
methodsto debate, preserve, and txansmit

to host the Indla Al Impacr Sumnm 2026

impulse,
because the next leap in technology is
about systems that can learn, reason, and
act at scale, and the world cannot afford a
future in which only a few capitals decide
how those systems are built.

‘This was the first global AT summit
hosted byaGlobal South nation, andno pre-
viousedition drew participationat thisscale:
Over 20 heads of state, 60 ministers, more
than 500 Alleaders fromover 100 countries,
300 exhibitorsacross 10 thematic pavilions.
‘UnderPM NarendraModi’sleadership, India
is putting forward its own organising idea:
Sovereignty over data, inclusion by design,
accountability by default. And it is inviting
global capital tobuild here on those terms.

Thatidea i in
the PM’s MANAV vision: Ethical

global collaboration around three pillars:
People, planet, and progress. Population-
scale solutions like BharatGen, which sup-
ports22Indi:
that most of the world does not operate in
English. A proposed global compute bank,
modelled on India’s subsidised GPU access
atRs65 per hour, lowersentrybarriersevery-
where. The insistence on data sovereignty
challenges Al extractivism: The pattern in
whichdevelopingnations’ dataisharvested
totrain models they must then pay to use.
‘What gives that framework credibility is
i 1 it. This

over

OVErnance, so

government arrived at Al through the most

data so that the raw material of i

is notextracted the way commodities once
were, broad access so that benefits reacha
farmerin Madhya Pradesh

ambitious digital public i pro-
gramme any democracy has undertaken.
UPI processed over 228 billion transactions

gineerin Bengaluru, andlegal validity sothat

vices and commits $1.1billion to a venture
capital fund for Al and advanced manufac-
turingstartups. The National Critical Min-
eral Mission secures the lithium, cobalt,
and rareearths that Aland semiconductor
manufacturing depend on.

Noneofthis matters, however, unless it
reaches people. On the first day of the Sum-
mit, more than 2.5 lakh srudems toak a

for responsil

Thmy Data and Al labs are operational in
Tier 2 and Tier 3 cities, the first wave of a
planned 570-lab network, while AlKosh
offers over 7,500 datasets and 273 models
as shared public infrastructure. When this
government took office, India had 16 ITTs;
today, there are 23 OpenAlI's CEOdisclosed
thatIndiais ChatGPT s second largest mar-
ket. The consumption is here, and the pro-
duction capability is catching up: Three
sovereign Al models were unveiled at the
summit, including Sarvam AI's LLM and
BharatGen’s Param2.

Equally telling is how partnerships are

of the world’s data but hosts roughly 3 per
cenmf ‘global da(a centre capacrty ‘Thatgap

now because they are no longer
aboutlicensing foreign technology but about
co-building sovereign capacity. The Tata

Congress protest
didn't hurt India’s
image. It sparked

a conversation

/l/l- I
MaN0J KUMAR JHA

ET ME begin with a confession. When some Youth

Congres: d the AT summit
staged their pmtesL my first reaction was Lhdt they
should ite. lalsot

ile there ish many Indi the

US deal, such a dramatic intervention risked appearing misdi-
rected. Yet, reflection has a way of unsettling first impressions.
Now, Iam persuaded that the familiar anxiety about India’s “in-
ternational image” being damaged is overstated. More impor-
tantly, the choice of the protest site must be understood as a cal
culated act of political ication. to amplify a
ideabyinserting it into a space of maximum visibility.

that bur[l Group 'S sua(eguc partnership with OpenAl, Movements and protests emerge within whal scholars de-

UPI: Fast, atscale, and witl ing with 100 MW of Al- ready data scnbeasaﬁeldofpower t ies, constraint:

Consider what was Micro- ityunder and ies. Protest, therefore, is about making
s0ft:$50! bﬂhon by2030for theGlobal South, andscaling lo one vlgawa(l signals that In- claimsin compel ition. Whendi
withst India. ~ dianindustryi ideof itelikeaninter -
Google: The America-IndiaConnectinitiat-  globalil fthe Pax Elitegat toprojectinevi-
ive, anchored by $15 billion over five years. ~ Silica Declaration placesit in the US-led co- rahﬂuy, aprotestat such avenue drsruprs thisscript.
Amazon Web Services: $8 3billionin Maha-  alition securmg supply chains for Al semi- tory of theef-

rashtra. Adani Group: $100 billi

minerals. TheIndia-

rered Al d:
2035. Yotta DataServices: Over$2billion for
one of Asia’s largest Al computing hubs
usingNvidia's Blackwell Ultra chips. Larsen
& Toubro: A proposed venture with Nvidia
tobuild India’s largest gigawatt-scale Al fac-
tory. The IndiaAl Mission’s national com-

in2025, worth $34trillion. The JAM pute cluster has crossed 38,000 GPUs and is
mmty has dehvered over $348lakh crorein scaling to 58,000, available to startups at
5.Noother country roughly one-third ofglobal cost. The govern-

everydep

Hi i outgiving

Al an open sky while keeping command in
‘human hands draws a line many advanced
economies have been reluctant to draw.

Those principles now carry multilateral
weight through the Delhi Declaration,
adopted at the summit and already being
called the first major Al governance blue-
print fromthe Global South; taking a devel-
opment-oriented view, anchored in a
techno-| Iegal appmach tlmt favours flexible

Ttorganise

has built identity, paymenrs and

ment’s target of $200 billion in Al

entitlement delivery at this scale Thatidea findsits sharpest infrastructureinvestment over the
withina single policy arc, and that expressionin the Prime nexttwoyearsisnotaspiration; the
is the foundation on which India’s P 5 et commitmentsalready announced
Almoment stands Minister's MANAV vision: bringitwithjnreamy

If the logic of digital publicin-  Ethical guardrails,accountable Ensuring that this investment
frastructure was to connect every governance, SDVereignty over  becomesalong-term structural
citizentothestate, thelogicof Alin- data so that the raw material of advantage is the purpose of the
frastructure is to connect every . . o Union Budget 2026-27, which ex-~
citizen to capability, and here the mtelhgence 1S nm extracted the tends a tax holiday until 2047 for
numbers reveal a striking gap: way commodities once were foreign companies using Indian

India

LETTERS
To THE EDITOR

Shirtless protest

FREE CITIZENS of a free country
are free to protest ina formof
theirchoice (‘Did Youth
Congress’s “shirtless protest™at Al
summit hurt India’simage? That
isthe wrong quesuon EWEb
February22). Theonl

nearly 20 per cent

P

SHOUMITRO CHATTERJEE

‘THE US Supreme Court has ruled that the
International EmergencyEcmmunc Powers

Act([EEPA): resident
o xmpose tariffs. This decision eliminates
the

is Lha( protest must be peaceful.
Thespace for protest in ademoc-
racy cannot be denied even ifthe
mannerof protestisnot to thelik-
ing of the government of the day.
The “shirtless protest” was uncon-
ventional yet innocuous and
largely succeeded in drawing
publicattention.

David Milton, Chengannur

Righttochoose

THESUPREME Court has
repeatedly affirmed that the right
tochoose one’s partner is intrinsic
topersonal liberty. Against the ju-
risprudence, the Gujarat proposal
does notappeartobe
constitutionally sound (‘Gujarat
moveon parental consent is
regressive', IE, February 23). To
insert parental consent into adult
marriage registrationisto privi-
lege custom over liberty.

SSPaul, Nadia

Tariff twist

THERECENT twists in US Presi-
dent Donald Trump’stariffpolicy
highlight how fragile and unpre-
dictablethe global trade system
hasbecome (‘Space opensupin
tariffsaga. Indiacan useit’, IE,
February 23). Frequent changesin
ratesand legal disputescreate
confusion for businessesand
economies. ForIndia, thisisa
reminderthat overdependence on
anysingle market carries risks.

tariffs imposed so far, but it
would be amistake to read it as a reversal of
US trade policy.

‘Within hours of the judgment, Donald
Trump announced a uniform 10 per cent
global tariff and then raised it to 15 per cent
under Section 122, Paradoxically, the three
primarytargets of tariff action to date — Bra-
zil, China, and India— have seen thelargest
reductions in their tariffs, while some that
had struck deals appear to face higher bar-
riers. Thisrelief, however, islikely tobetem-
porary. Thedirection remainstoward higher
and more coercive trade barriers; what has
changed.i: instrument —

The ruling narrows one pathway for
executive tariff action; it does noteliminate
tariff authority. Tariffs imposed
underSection232onsteeland alu-

data centres for global cloud ser-

USAI Oppommuy Partnership commits

fecuvenms of protest often depends on its capacity to transform
ordinar

both pro-1 ion

on critical technologies, while the India-
France Year of Innovation in 2026 adds
another axis organised around joint skilling
and measurable outcomes.

Under PM Modi’s leadership, the first
Global South nation to host the global AT
summitserieslaid out the terms on which it
intends to compete: A declaration that re-
writes the rules of Al governance, digital in-
frastructure processing nearly half the
world’s real-time payments, investment
commitments in the hundreds of billions,
sovereign models built from scratch, and
entry into the supply chain security archi-
tecture of the Al age. Panini’s lesson was

never
Indiaisbuilding that structure now.

Theauthoris Union Minister for
Petroleum & Natural Gas

Post US SCruling, openness
must be India’s strategy

to use tariffs as a first-response policy tool.
The ruling constrains speed, not ambition,
and should not be mistaken for the end ofa
high-1 (an[f reglme The adnnms[ranon has

mitvente, ificpolicy;
they: it uch decisi
fold insulated from pubhc scrutmy

Anotherdi natureof protest. The

hirt device,

tosignify dispossession or the stripping away of protective nar-
rati i deal. Political icati i

on such stark imagery. In a media-saturated age, movements

musx compete forattention.
hat such nation. This argu-
ment rests ona fragile understanding of democracy. A nation’s
is not buil of di but
nessofil Many

countries regarded as stable democracies today carry histories
marked by disruptive move-
ments. To equate protest with
national humiliationisto privi-
lege order over justice, optics
over substance, and opacity
over transparency.
Itisalsoimportanttorecog-
nisethat movementscalculate
their actions in relation to the
economy of attention. Today,
in the age of information, the
visibility of an issue often de-
termines whether it enters
public debate. A protest at a
high-profile event forces jour-
nalists, policymakers, and

citizensto confront theissue.

Further, lit i
decision: bytheir: By physi-
cally ing the f such spaces, sym-

bolim]ly assert the presence of the excluded.

disruption

is

asourceotcumpamnvead\mnmge Eventhe
theUS

wﬂ] contmue to honour its legally binding

compel society to ask questions it might otherwrse avoid: What
isthedeal about?
who disapprove of the protest are drawn into discussing the

itoother underlyingissue.

“methods, practices, thatcould also reflect a broader One must a]so reﬂect onthe deeper drscomfort !ha( dissent
be used to u'npose tariffs “higher than be- Shlﬁ m].ndlas policy Stance Inrecent trade fauth-
fore”, i that nightdi-  deals, India wlde ority. Tk fnational i rhetorical de-
rected the Office of the US Trade Represen-  range of products. This viceto: without engagingwith
tative to initiate investigations into thatimports are necessary for and Yet: i not fear ‘discord; onthe

“unreasonable” and “discriminatory” trade
practices under Section 301. This route is

that exports remain central to growth and
job creation. This change in mindset is wel-

contrary, such moments signal that citizens remain invested in
the collective future.

likelytobecomethe vehicle forresurrecting  come and should be reinforced. thislen: ‘waspartofalor
tariffs that have been struck down. The agreement ‘with the EU is the more ofconrenuous pohucs Ittried toinsert an alternative voice into
‘What the ruling has y notonl fmar- Whether
donei: Tt ion122  ketsize butalso because of and ’ position is . The
tariff can be imposed for 150 days and ex- disciplineit provrdes The US framework ‘more important question is whether we are willing to acknowl-
tended furtheronly with asimilarreason. As’ edge the legitimacy of dissent ic practice.
proval, creating a rolling cliff edge. Other experiments with post-TEEPA alternatives, Ifdemocmcy is reduced to penudrc elections and ritual af-
authorities will be invoked in sequence,  exporters and investors need a floor for the fir unity, it ris Itsvitality liesinthe
challenged in court, and either upheld or  bilateral relationship. Even a broad irame~ continuous neﬂo[lauon between authority and upposluon, be-
struckdown. Trade policy risk has and animplicit taril el Sov-

not disappeared:; it has become

minium and under Section 301 for
unfair trade practices are unaf-
fected. It also leaves open a Pan-
dora’sboxofnon-tariff tools—em-
bargoes, licensing requirements,
andtransaction bans—thatcanbe
used to curtail trade.

One constant of this adminis-
tration is the President’s proclivity

The ruling narrows one
pathway for executive tariff
action; it does noteliminate
tariffauthority. It also leaves

open a Pandora’s box of non-
tariff tools that can be used to
curtail trade

episodic, legalistic, and harder to
price. Restrictions may reappear
indifferent forms.

How should India read this?Its
recent trade deals have become
more valuable. A bilateral agree-
mentanchored in treaty law cannot
be undone by a single ruling or

der. Inaworld of shift-

provide predictability.

In a world of persistent uncertainty —
onethisruling hasonly reinforced — India’s
strategy isopenness and predictability. That
is essential to leverage the Chma -plus-one

hould

ereignty resides with the people. They disrupt the illusion that
governance can proceed indefinitely without accountability.
‘Therefore, the issue is not whether the protest tarnished Indlas
image, but whether it ngage with th ies
that produced it. 'I'he a isnot by

of protestat its, but

opportunity. Indi

willing to speak even when the setting is inconvenient. Sllence

The writer is assistant professor at. lopi
University and affiliated with ICRIER and the
Carnegie Endowment

may preser but dissent preserves freedom.

Thewriter is Member of Parliament (Rajya Sabha), Rashtriya Janata Dal

SuMAN NATH

MUKUL ROY'S rise to power in Bengal’s

Whilecontinued
with i isi

was rather

equal focus must be placed on
strengthening domestic manufac-
turing, b if

1. He didn’t rely on im-
passioned speeches. Instead, his i

Bengal S polltlcs stlll follovvs MukulRoy’s blueprint

contribute tofl mustcomy id, top- but trans-  tegic the tradi-
While Mamata Banerjee was the TMC’s ~ down “party-society” model of the CPI(M) fomung ‘West Bengals political landscape  tionally urban-f focused BJP with the tactics

ideological heart and public face, Royde- ~ While the Left depended on i in- trom a party-d intoacom- needed to compete in Bengal's rural areas,

signed its operanonal backbone. mezom docmnanon anda Pohtburo led structure‘ T ‘political ignil ibutit i

t02011, he g the iesof Roy suted, Tt and Narada dall ing in the 2019 Lok Sabha elections. How-

rural West Ber\gal il local party  logical i H laceddis-  long shadow over Roy’s political career.  ever, hisreturn to the TMC in 2021, after the

units and gaining the onal[y of key leaders

who

He i Politicsis

ciplined party members with a loose net-
work of local power brokers. Where the
CPI(M) saw an organisational network, Roy

wasbuilt brick by brick through

and expanding trade partnerships
with Europe and Asra Inaworld
where

record-keeping and constant communica-
tion. Looking at his career after hisuntimely
deathrevealsa strategy (hat hasbecomein-
grained in tructure.

night, India’s greatest strength
willbe consistency, clarityand
long-term planning.

Parul Rana, Zirakpur

Roy was a modern-day Chanakya. Hls

i in'West Bengal.
fluence is as much about logistical skill as
political beliefs. In the end, however, Roy's
life also servesa stark wammg The very

political

game, ex-
tending far beyond ideological alignment.
His role in the 2011 “parivartan” (change)
movement was critical; he ensured that the
TMC'’s organisational reach extended into
every local uni At
the peak of his power, he was arguably the
second most influential person in the state.
the trusted insider who understood the in-
tricate details of political operations.
To truly grasp Roy's significance, one

sa istical network. Hisaim wasn'tideo-

Roy leaves behind a political
system where the organisational
structures are liquid, competitive,
and yet effective, though
now primarily witha
transactional purpose

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

These represented the first cracks in the
TMC’s carefully crafted image of integrity.
Roy leepl jated wi
the nexus of political funding and i

BJPfailed towin the state polls, was metwith
considerably less enthusiasm.

Roy leaves behind a political system
where the ional structures are

exploitation. His handling of the investiga-
tions shaped his subsequent political path.

liquid, competitive, and yet effective, though
nmvpmnanlymmauansacnona} purpose.

Roy's polmcal approach:
tally t Ascentral i igative

He e tmmuy political

agencies tightened their focus, the “archi-
tect” began to strategically reposition him-
selfwithin the political arena.

Roy's move to the BJP in 2017 was a

therole ofthe political
“worker”asa“contractor” and transforming
the “voter” into astrategic "target”.

The wnrer apolmcal anlhmpclog:st teaches

moment. notonlyhis
personal influence but also the TMC's stra-

General
Degree College, Keshiary

Lucknow
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Kingfisher jingle
gets ‘sound mark’
tag: The process,
the litmus test

Amaal Sheikh
New Delhi, February 23

ABRAND doesn’t always speak through alogo.
Sometimes, it rings. Earlier this month, Kingfisher’s
iconicjingle “Oolalalale 0” secured a sound mark
registration.

Asound mark isa non-conventional trademark in
which asound —instead of words, symbols or designs —
tells the consumer who is behind a particular product or
aservice. Ifanyone iates it with one
source, it may qualify for registration.

India’s first registered sound mark was in 2008 when
Yahoo's “yodel” was accepted by the trademarks registry.
ICICI Bank later secured protection for its corporate
jingle. From the Netflix “ta-dum” to the Nokia start-up
tune, certain sounds trigger instant recall. Trademark
law recognises that recall value, and in India, such audio
identifiers can be registered. This approach draws from
international developments.

Legal framework

The Trade Marks Rules, 2017, state under rule 26(5)
that the application for a sound trademark must be filed
“in the MP3 format not exceeding thirty seconds’ length
recorded onamedium which allows for easy and clearly
audible replaying accompanied with a graphical repre-
sentation of its notations”.

This requirement represents a non-visual markona
register designed for visual entries. Before 2017,
applicants relied largely on written descriptions or
sheet music.

An applicant must also clearly state the markisa
“sound mark”, else it could be treated as a word or

device mark.
GLOBALCONTEXT Registration process
® In Shield Mark BV v. Joost Kist, Along with Form TM-

A, which identifies the
markas asound markand
specifies the relevant class
of goods or services, the

the Court of Justice of the Euro-
pean Union said that sounds
may beregistered f repre-
sented clearly and precisely.

MP3 file and musical nota-
@ It held that musical notation tion are submitted.
could sansfy therequirement of Details such asthe
e while icant'sname,
vague descriptionsoronomato- g ddress, legal status and
nosicwards woultnot. date of first use must also
be provided.

Duringscrutiny, the
registrar questions the distinctiveness or similarity with
earlier marks. Once satisfied, the mark is published in
the trademark journal. This opens the door to opposition
from third parties, in which case the matter proceedstoa
hearing. If no opposition s filed, a certificate of registra-
tionisissued.

Atrademark typically lasts for 10 years and can be re-
newed multiple times.

Test of distinctiveness

Like all trademarks, sound marks must also satisfy the
test of distinctiveness. The sound must not be common,
generic or purely functional. It must connect the

orupon hearingth d,connectittoapar-
ticulartrader.

Certain categories are harder to qualify for. Simple
tunes consisting of one or two notes, commonly used
chimes, nursery rhymes for children's goods, and
music associated with a region may fail the distinctive-
ness test. Sounds that result directly from the nature of
aproduct, like the ordinary sound or noise of the
engine or the opening of a can, may face objections dur-
ing registration.

Consumer perception is the primary emphasis.
Where inherent distinctiveness could be doubted, ap-
plicants rely on evidence of use — advertising expendi-
ture, direction of use, market surveys and media cover-
age — to show that the sound has acquired
distinctiveness over time.

On All Online,
Pendrive Courses &
Test Series
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AISummit: Indiamakes
strong start, yet to arrive

B

v

SOUMYARENDRA BARIK

NEW DELHI wrapped up the India Al Im-
pact Summit 2026 on February 21, with its
organisers billing it as the world's “largest
and most historic” Al summit.

‘Thesix-day event, which kicked off Feb-
ruary 16 at Bharat Mandapam, drew heads
of state, global tech executives and thou-
sands of visitors — a remarkable feat for a
country that is still catching up to the
United Statesand Chinaon the Al frontier.
And the result was mixed.

The summit achieved real diplomatic
heft, but exposed the limits of both India's
Al ambitions and its capacity to host an
eventof this scale.

‘The summit positioned New Delhiasa
convening power in global Al governance
discussions, producing adeclaration with
broader country sigr I previous

PM Narendra Modi and other del

Al

e b v

India Al Impaet 8ummit 2026

dthe CEO dtabl

‘The White House’s position made the li-
mits of the declaration plain: senior US of-
ficial Michael i it that

summit in the series. It brought together
the most prominent names in AT under
one roof and generated large investment
commitments.

Butat the same time, (he summn s vol-
untary fr the

Washington “totally rejects global govern-
anceof AI”, framing its Al posture asoneof
dominance rather than coordination.
China, the world's second-largest Al
power, was also largely absent fmm pro-
dings, albeit not from The

thatinconveni inary visi

declaration is a political document;

around domestic Al claims all point to the
gapbetween India'sambitionsand its pres-
ent reality.

For India, the summit was a beginning,
notanarrival.

Adiplomatic win
The headline outcome of the summit

was the New Delhi Declaration on Al Im-
pact, which was endorsed by 88 counmes

whether it t into anything sub-
stantive remains an open question.

Changing themes: From safety
totrade

‘When the UK government organised
the first summit in this series, at Bletchley
Park in November 2023, the explicit man-
date was narrow and senous to build
shared by
frontier Almodels and to begin coordinat-

andinternati inggor those risks.
theUS, China, Russia, the UK, France, and The Seoul summit in May 2024 carried
awide range of developing nations. that thread forward.

‘That count comfortably exceeded the
61 signatories at the previous Paris AT Ac»
tion Summit in February 2025,

But, by the time France hosted the
thrd summit in Paris in February 2025,
had already beguntodis-

thatIndia's IT Minister Ashwini Vaishnaw
‘was quick to point out. The breadth of en-
dorsement— spanning geopolitical rivals,
major economies, and the Global South —
gave India grounds to claim it had builta
zhan its

snpala ‘The emphasis in Paris shifted to
boosting the Al sector and setting aside
safety concerns — a far cry from Bletch-
ley's founding spirit.

India inherited and deepened this tra-
jectory. Delhi’s pitch centred on inclusion,

however.

ic opportunity, and investment.

is more measured. It lays out a shared vi-
sion for collaborative, trusted, and
inclusive AL

The commitments, Lhough are: volun-

‘Theresult wasan event that functioned far
moreasan Al tradeexpo thanagovernance
forum. Investment pledges, product

the India Al Impact Summit.

While New Delhi did manage to
assemble considerable star power,
the takeaways at home are of along
road to be travelled still

achallenge in an event of this scale.

This is despite Delhi having fared well
in the G20 event in 2023, even though
that was a staggered event unlike the
Alsummit.

Having combined a trade event with a
G20-type tech leaders summit was clearly
a problem, as was how smaller tech entre-
preneurs were treated at the event. This
does raise question marks on the govern-
ment'sability to foster and execute at scale,

iallywhenit frontier
segments of industry.

Star power and investment
commitments

India managed to pull together a
marquee lineup that few countries outside
the US could manage. Alphabet CEO Sun-
dar Pichai, OpenAl’s Sam Altman, An-
thropic’s Dario Amodei, Google DeepMind
CEO Demis Hassabis, and Microsoft Presi-
dent Brad Smith wereall present, alongside
French President Macron, UN

Governance, inthesense that Bletchley
had originally intended — risk thresholds,
safety standards, coordinated oversight of
frontier models — was barely on the
agenda. What was on the agenda was who
gets to build AL who gets to deploy it, and
‘who gets to profit from it.

Alongroad, the dog, and lapses
The summit’s logistics drew pointed
criticism. Delegates were left stranded
without food or water during the many se-
curity lockdowns that happened over the
summit’s nearly week-long duration.

Secretary-General Antonio Guterres, and
astring of other heads of state.

The summit secured investment com-
mitments of over $250 billion for infra-
structure and about $20 billion for venture
capital deeptech investments, according
to Vaishnaw.

OpenAl and AMD both announced
partnerships with Tata Group. These are
large numbers, though India still lacks the
domestic private capital ecosystem ta
match the headline figures.

India’s domestic AI push
One of the summit’s more substantive
domestic moments came from Sarvam AL

. Across central Delhi, and beyond, road
New Del_hl closures to facilitate VIP movement cre-  the Indian startup that announced it had
Declaration ated prolonged trafficjams, affectingresi-  trained a 30-billion-parameter model and
Endorsed by 88 dents, delegates, and in some caseseven  a105-billion-parameter model fromscratch
DO 5 by speakers at the event. Attendees at the  using amixture-of-experts architecture.
couniries and  venye had to walk several kilometres to The models, designed with multilingual
international  reachtransportation. Thecity wasnotpre-  Indi capability, a
organisations, pared for the scale of thesum- tep for India AL
thedeclaration ~ mitattracted. developmen[
lays out ashared There were also reputational embar- It was not, by most accounts, a Deep-
Visionfor An Indian uni ity was K le disruption — but it was a
B = caught presenunv acommercially avail-  credible demonstration that India can
colle ve, able robotdogasa  build at some level of the Al stack. Micro-
trusted,and domesuc innovation and was subse-  soft's Brad Smith said there would be “avar-
inclusive AL quently evicted from theexpo. Theepisode  iety of different DeepSeek moments” to
. drew attention at a summit where India's  come, and that some of them would
Alsovereignty was a central theme. happen inIndia.
The A senior government official said that ‘The big inference was that diffusion is
commitments, the ability to draw in the bigleaders of A, where Indiawould playa pivotal role, given
though, are alongside world leaders, despite India  that the Chinese market is walled off and
voluntary, with beinghz} bit player in the GenAl space was closed for Western tech ma]ors.
&4 anachievement.
no en{orcqmcnt Butthe Inadequacies of state capacity lacl\of foundanonalcapacmes, Indiawasa

launches, bilateral and CEO
i the

and the govemmenl 's inability to concep-
tualise, and execute

port of call for tech leaders It’s the market

tary, with no

« ENERGY

that atleast foradoption.

To make India full member, IEA needs to amend founding charter

Amitabh Sinha
New Delhi, February 23

AT ITS recent annual ministerial meeting
inParislast week, the International Energy
Agency (IEA) welcomed the progress being
made on India’s request for full member-
ship of the organisation. Currently, Indiais
an associate member of IEA, which is a
leading intergovernmental body that
worksonglobal energy security and policy,
and, now increasingly, on climate change
and energy transitions.

India’s membership request is not
stralghtforward IEAwould have toamend

embargo led to unprecedented rise in oil
prices and fuel scarcitv
Thi;

f major
industrial cuunmes»alsothe biggest con-
sumers of oil. These countries, which had
formed OECD a decade earlier, decided to
act together to reduce or manage their de-
pendence on imported oil in the future.
One result of this was the establishment of
TEA by 17 OECD countries.

IEA’s original mandate was to ensure
that oil supplies were kept stable, and po-
tential disruptions in future were antici-
pated and prevented through timely ac-
tion. It also developed an elaborate

its legal k, which re- todeal with oil
tri bercoun-  future, making it mandatory for every
tries of the O isation of ic Co- membercountry intai in mini-

operation and Development (OECD).

The agency

IEAwascreated in1974 as oneof the re-
sponsesto the global oil crisis, triggered by
the decision of the major Arab oil-produc-
ing countries to impose an embargo on oil
supplies tocountries seen to be supporting
Israel during the1973 Yom Kippur War. The

mumstrategicstocks of oil that can be used
to neutralise supply disruptions. The
emergency mechanism has been used sev-
eral times, including the 1991 Gulf Warand
inthewake of Russian invasion of Ukraine
in2022.

Although many more countriesbecame

later,

only for OECD countries. Now, [here are 32

ThenvsNow

® When [EAwas set
up, itsmember coun-
triesaccounted for
more than 60% of
global energy de-
mand.

® Withassociate
members suchas
India, China and Bra-
zil, the IEA family
nowaccounts for
80%of global de-
mand.

full members, and last week, Colombia
(OECD member since 2020) was inducted
asthe33rd.

1In 2015, IEA opened the doors for non-
OECD countries to become associate
members (13 as of today). They participate
in policy discussions and activities, but do

OECD membership, IEA would have to
either amend its eligibility criteria for
members, or make an exception for India.
Current deliberations suggest that an
amendment to TEA’s legal framework
might be on the cards. Recently, even Bra-
zil, also a non- OECD member, has sought

not have decision- rights. India be-
cameonein2017.

India’s quest for membership
India has been seeking full member-
ship for the last few years. In October
2023, it submitted a formal request. The
issue of India’s full membership has come

full

1EA has repeatedly supported India’s
bid, and has said it was actively consider-
ingits request. At last week’s meeting, the
delegates “welcomed recent develop-
ments in discussions with India following
the Indian government’s request to be-
come a full TEA member”, according toan

IEAs engagement with India has also

upinIndia’ discussionswiththe [EA
USas well.
Themove fromthed

ly in recent years. It

tohavearolein[EAsd pro-

has publi: several India-focused re-

cess, helping guide global energy policies.
TEA has also evolved into a useful knowl-
edge platform for energy-related matters,
and hosts one of the most comprehensive
energy databases.

Agreeing to India’s request, however,
would require TEA to amend its founding
charter. Since India isn’t inclined to seek

portsand data.

India also engaged [EA recently todoa
special report on its LiFE (Lifestyle for En-
vironment) initiative, which revealed that
widespread adoption of simple lifestyle
changes had the potential to avoid global
emissions by as much astwobilliontonnes
by 2030.

PM Modi’s call for organ donation highlights India’s deccased donors challenge

Anonna Dutt
New Delhi, February 23

IN THE latest episode of ‘Mann Ki Baat’,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi narrated
stories of how deceased organ donors can
save lives. He mentioned 10-month-old
Aalin Sherin Abraham, whose family de-
cided to donate her organs. He also spoke
of organ recipients like Delhi’s Lakshmi
Devi, who travelled to Kedarnath last year
after a heart transplant, West Bengal's
Gaurang Banerjee, who had been toNathu
La pass twice after a lung transplant, and
Rajasthan’s Ramdev Singh, who is excel-
ling in sports after a kidney transplant.
This is third time that lhe Prime Min-

numbers, too. The number of t
using organs from deceased donors was
highest in 2024 — the last year for which
data is available, There was an increase of
16% ascompared to the previous years, tak-
ingthe total numberto 3403, accordingto
data from the National Organ and Tissue
Transplant Organisation (NOTTO).

There has aiso been a surge in the
numberof i re-
lated donorsat thesame time, but thereare
still some crucial gaps in the ecosystem.

What the numbers show

The number of deceased organ donors
crossed the 900 mark for the first time in
2016, droppmg inthe fol]owmg years, be-

ister about. tionand elsin2022after
transplantation, with his previous men-  the second wave of the pandemic. There
tions seeing a surge in the number of were930deceasedd in 2016, followed

pledgesand donations. Over theyears, on-
going awareness drives have increased

by 773the next year, which increased to 941
in 2022, according to NOTTO data. There

» How the numbers stack up

ORGAN 2024 | 2023 |
Total transplants | 18,911 18,378
Living donor transplants 115,505 15,435

Deceased donortransplants ‘ 3403 2935 ‘

"Kidney 13.476 13,426
Liver \4901 4491
Heart 253 221 |
Lung IZREA
Pancreas 44 27

Small bowel I 6 |

SOURCE:NOTTO

were 2,265 transplants using organs from
deceased donors in 2016, dropping to 2,110

increased t02,694 in 2022. These numbers
have kept on increasing ever since.

After another mention by the Prime
Minister in 2023, a survey of 1,093 people
found that 82.9% respondents were more
willing to pledge and donate organs after
listening to the episode. The g

2024. When it comes to liver, heart and
lungs, there were 4,901 transplants in 2024
as against the estimated need for around
50,000. And, there were only 44 pancreas
transplants in 2024 as against the esti-
mated need for 2,500 a year. Besides, or-

has since introduced an Aadhar-linked
platform for pledging organs. “We are in-
spired by the PM’s campaign ... There is a
need for everyone tojoin the initiative and

asheartand lungs are harvested
only from deceased donors.

Importantly, deceased organ donation
ratein India continuestobe very lowat 0.77
per million population, below the rates re-
ported by neighbouring countries such as

create more awareness about how many
liveswec: dc “said
DrAnil Kumar, director, NOTTO.

Moredeceased donations
needed

There remains a huge shortfall in the
number of patientsin need ofa

il 21),China(4.5),Sri Lanka (3.38),
md Japan (1.18). That figure is 48 in Spain,
which has one of the highest deceased do-
rmnons This is concerning for India con-

i 173lakh dueto
road traffic accldentsevery vear, wu.h most
of the victims eligil

requirement to register in the domicile
state or age limit for receiving an organ. It
isalso i national portal
and a uniform policy for allocation of or-
gans, ensuring greater transparency and
reducing wastage of organs through coor-
dination with the national network.

“There is a digital waiting list where
the details of anyone in the country in
need of organ transplant are added and
allocated as per policy. This is a very trans-
parent policy and anyone in need for
organ can get it through this network,”
said Dr Kumar.

A Tamil Nadu h
estnumberof deceased donor transplants,
making it one of the biggest organ trans-
plant hubs in the country. Delhi tops the
charts itcomestolivil trans-

and the number of organs available. India
needs 1.75 to 2 lakh kidneys each year but

in 2017, and going back up t0 2.254 in 2018.
i t

of

just13.476 ki in

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

Promotingorgan donation
NOTTO has done away with the

plants. Delhi conducted nearly 2,500 kid-
ney transplants and nearly 2,000 liver
transplants with living donors.
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Al for all

The Al Impact Summit was a sign of
things to come in India
T he attendance at the Al Impact Summit,

in New Delhi, showed an extreme enthu-
siasm for Artificial Intelligence (Al) tech-
nologies by digitally connected Indians. While
statistics shared by Al firms have frequently cited
India as the biggest user base outside the U.S., the
crowds over the week were the biggest indicator
of just how keen many Indians are to adopt this
technology. At its core, the summit was a contin-
uation of a series of annual multilateral discus-
sions on Al, and 89 countries have signed a decla-
ration laying out a voluntary set of commitments
to share knowledge on Al democratisation. The
summit’s context comes with foreboding chal-
lenges for India: namely, deploying and diffusing
a technology whose capital and infrastructure re-
side abroad, and finding a place in the global Al
ecosystem that will place Indians well in the eco-
nomic transformations that this technology’s
adoption promises. India’s data centre capacity is
growing healthily, but the Al moment calls for
further momentum, a difficult ask when the costs
of graphics processing units (GPUs) driving Al
push up the cost of domestic deployment so
much, not to mention the additional electrical ca-
pacity that must be built. A national strategy that
relies overwhelmingly on becoming a hub for the
deployment of models, with less emphasis on
their training and finetuning, could pose risks; af-
ter all, with fewer labour costs, the advantage
that India has will be smaller than in the ITeS era.
On the international cooperation front, it is
disappointing that India has so eagerly enabled
the U.S’s hands-off impulses for AL This is a tech-
nology with enormous scope for economic and
social disruption. Countries must use the annual
Al forum to collectively build tools and safety
standards that can exercise actual leverage over
how LLMs diffuse throughout society. Leader-
ship of the Global South entails empowering
countries that are individually vulnerable to col-
lateral damage in an era of great power rivalries.
Al is increasingly defining that era more and
more acutely. Consensus at all costs is not the ap-
propriate approach. As a country of enthusiastic
Al adopters, India has the leverage and capacity
to articulate an optimistic but prudent way for-
ward for Al governance, and the summit declara-
tion showed no signs of this power. The summit’s
central pillar remains an important one: for Al to
be a net good, its capabilities need to be demo-
cratised. As India closes its digital divide, there
cannot be an inference gap. If the summit made
anything clear, it was that India is as capable of
organically contributing to worldwide growth as
it has the capacity, should it choose, to be a force
to shape its orderly growth.

o
Stick together
India and Brazil have realised the
importance of their groupings
B razilian President Luiz Indcio Lula da Sil-

va’s India visit last week sent important
messages for both India-Brazil ties, and
for solidarity in the developing world, as two Glo-
bal South powers focused on global governance
and leadership. After his talks with Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi, India and Brazil agreed to try
and double trade to $30 billion by 2030, and
signed ag on critical Is, steel
mining, and digital cooperation to diversify
beyond China-led supply chains. Mr. Lula, along
with French President Emmanuel Macron, was
among about 20 leaders at India’s Al Impact Sum-
mit and was later accorded a state visit. The 80-
year-old Brazilian President’s presence was im-
portant, as he faces elections later this year,
which may make it difficult for him to attend In-
dia’s BRICS summit if it coincides with his cam-
paigning for a fourth term. It also came amidst
fresh turmoil over U.S.-imposed trade tariffs, af-
ter the American Supreme Court struck down
U.S. President Donald Trump’s rationale for the
reciprocal tariffs. India and Brazil were both the
highest taxed countries by the U.S. — 50% tariffs
each — and both faced further possible tariffs ov-
er BRICS ties, Iran trade, and Russian oil imports.
India and Brazil are also key members of the
BRICS grouping of developing nations, the India-
Brazil-South Africa (IBSA), G-4 with Germany and
South Africa on UNSC reform, and co-founders of
the biofuel alliance for alternative energy; each of
these has faced challenges from Mr. Trump’s pol-
icies on trade, territorial sovereignty, multilater-
alism and the UN, and fossil fuels. Amid such un-
certainty, Mr. Modi and Mr. Lula reaffirmed their
commitment to protecting the multilateral order.
Before leaving India, Mr. Lula, who is set to vi-
sit Washington next month, did not mince words
while speaking to journalists about the challeng-
es posed by the U.S. government. As a former
trade union leader, he said he believed that the
only way of tackling geopolitical uncertainty un-
leashed by the U.S. was for countries to “union-
ise”, rather than cutting deals individually with
Washington, which leave smaller nations at a dis-
advantage. The words are particularly important
for both Delhi and Brasilia, as both have negotiat-
ed with the Trump administration on tariffs, but
have not so far signed trade deals with the U.S.
The U.S. court ruling offers an opportunity to re-
set the terms of the agreements, and it is signifi-
cant that New Delhi has postponed a meeting of
trade negotiators this week to give the U.S. and
India time to assess the ruling. India and Brazil,
and their developing world partners, should
coordinate the next steps and stay engaged with
Washington. Mr. Lula’s warning is clear: it is easy
to break a single stick, but far more difficult to do
so if the sticks are bundled tightly together.

»

The quiet crisis of adolescent mental health in India

he passing of three adolescent girls in

Ghaziabad, Uttar Pradesh, earlier this

month, is a case that deeply unsettled

the public. The intense media attention
reflects collective grief — but treating this tragedy
as an isolated incident risks ignoring a larger
reality. India faces a growing, largely neglected
crisis in child and adolescent mental health
rooted in early vulnerability and worsened by an
unregulated digital environment.

Mental health challenges are no longer limited
to adults or older teens. Clinicians increasingly
see anxiety, depression, attention disorders and
behavioural issues in much younger children. Yet,
many families, schools and even parts of the
health-care system still view these as “adult
issues”. In fact, emotional and behavioural
disorders can appear as early as four or five years
of age. Early trauma, neglect and chronic stress
can disrupt emotional and cognitive
development, often resurfacing with greater
intensity during adolescence.

These conditions have also grown more
complex. Where children showed a single
diagnosis, comorbidities are now common —
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
with anxiety, depression with compulsive digital
use, learning difficulties with emotional
distress—making early recognition crucial.

The extent of the problem
Population-level data mirrors what clinicians
observe daily. Findings from the National Mental
Health Survey and subsequent studies suggest
that between seven per cent to 10% of Indian
adolescents have diagnosable mental health
conditions, and five per cent to seven per cent of
school-aged children have ADHD. Yet early signs
— withdrawal, impulsivity, sudden behavioural
changes — are often dismissed, leading to
academic, social and long-term emotional harm.
India faces an acute shortage of trained child and
adolescent mental health professionals. With
fewer than 10,000 psychiatrists for a population
exceeding 1.4 billion—and only a small fraction
specialising in child mental health — the gap is
stark. Shortages of clinical psychologists, child
psychologists and psychiatric social workers
further strain an already fragile system. Families
are left to navigate fragmented care largely on
their own.

Childhood vulnerability has been amplified by
a transformed digital landscape. The rise in
mental health concerns parallels the spread of
smartphones and low-priced Internet data, now
used by over 800 million Indians—many of them
children. The COVID-19 pandemic further
embedded screens into daily life including
education, recreation and social interaction.

With schoolwork, communication and
entertainment all on the same device, boundaries
have blurred. Internet addiction which is marked
by loss of control, irritability, sleep disruption
and social withdrawal, is now a routine clinical
concern.

As early as 2019, the World Health

A
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Families,
schools and
policymakers
must prioritise
youth mental
wellbeing

Organization issued guidelines and had cautioned
against excessive screen exposure among
children and adolescents, highlighting its adverse
effects on sleep, attention, emotional regulation
and overall wellbeing. These recommendations
predated the pandemic. It is important to
understand that the excessive screen use does
not cause neurodevelopmental conditions such
as ADHD or autism spectrum disorders. However,
it can significantly exacerbate symptoms, delay
diagnosis and displace the human interaction
essential for healthy brain development during
periods of heightened neuroplasticity. In
vulnerable children, this displacement can have
lasting consequences.

Against this backdrop, parents and families
have to assume a central role. They are not
merely caregivers but a child’s first mental health
buffer — as the earliest observers of emotional
change and the most consistent source of
psychological safety. Trauma-informed parenting,
which recognises how stress, loss and adversity
shape behaviour, must extend beyond clinical
settings into everyday life. Listening without
judgement, noticing changes in sleep, mood or
social engagement, and seeking help early can
dramatically alter outcomes.

Support groups are proven to further
strengthen this protective environment. Parent
support groups reduce isolation, normalise
help-seeking and enable shared learning.
Adolescent peer-support groups provide safe
spaces for emotional expression,
resilience-building and the development of
coping skills. Evidence consistently shows that
such collective, community-based approaches are
more effective than isolated, clinic-centred
interventions.

Schools are a weak link
Schools, however, remain a critical weak link.
Academic performance continues to dominate
institutional priorities, often at the expense of
emotional wellbeing. Examinations, rankings and
competition define school culture, while
structured attention to emotional regulation,
stress management and happiness remains
limited. This imbalance is neither benign nor
Mental wellbeing is fou ional to
learning, creativity and long-term productivity;
without it, academic success is fragile and
transient.

A further challenge lies in the gap between
evidence and practice. India’s research base on
child and adolescent mental health, digital
behaviour and early intervention has grown
steadily. Yet, translation into routine care remains
slow. Paediatricians — often the first point of
contact for families — must routinely inquire
about emotional wellbeing, sleep patterns, screen
use and peer relationships, and not just physical
growth. Teachers, counsellors, psychologists and
all professionals working with children need
structured training to identify early signs of

families often seeking help only during crises.

In today’s context, child and adolescent mental
health is intricately linked to social media and
Internet use. These concerns were explicitly
acknowledged in India’s Economic Survey
2025-26, released in January 2026, which
highlighted rising mental health challenges
among young people and proposed a range of
preventive strategies. Several Indian States,
drawing on precedents in Australia, France and
South Korea, are considering regulatory steps to
limit adolescent social media use. This is an idea
whose time has come, provided it is implemented
thoughtfully, alongside education and support
rather than punitive controls.

Actions to implement

Policy and programmatic action must now align
with reality. India can strengthen existing
platforms — the National Mental Health
Programme, school health services under
Ayushman Bharat — health and wellness centre
initiative, and tele-mental health initiatives — by
introducing routine school-based screening,
training teachers and frontline workers in early
identification of child and adolescent mental
health issues, and reinforcing referral pathways.
Earmarked funding for child mental health
initiatives, clear guidelines on digital use in
schools, and affordable community-based
counselling, especially for low- and
middle-income families, are urgently needed.

Implementation, however, faces practical
hurdles. Stigma surrounding mental health
remains pervasive, and child psychiatry carries
an even heavier burden of fear and
misunderstanding. Concerns about labelling,
judgement and long-term consequences often
delay help-seeking until distress escalates into
crisis. Normalising conversations around mental
health within families, schools and health-care
systems is not optional; it is a public health
imperative.

The Ghaziabad case must not remain just a
headline. Preventing similar tragedies requires
coordinated action between schools,
paediatricians, mental health professionals, and
communities. Even modest, timely interventions
can change developmental paths. While
telepsychiatry and digital platforms have
expanded reach, access remains unequal;
extending these services to underserved families,
alongside investment in training and
interdisciplinary care, must be a priority.

Parents need guidance on early warning signs
and healthy digital use. Schools should make
mental wellbeing part of daily learning.
Paedjatncxans must screen for emm_mna] and

1 issues, and ¢ 'y support
networks strengthened. Policy must treat mental
health as central to child development.

Equally important is a need to shift in what we
value as outcomes. Childhood should foster
wellbemg, resilience, and connection—not just

mental health p and Internet-related
harms. Stigma continues to delay care, with

Neglecting it now will carry far
hlgher social and economic costs later.

India’s energy shift through the green ammonia route

Week (IEW), in January 2026, Prime

Minister Narendra Modi positioned India’s
ambitions at the centrestage of the global energy
discourse, highlighting investment opportunities
worth $500 billion across the sector. As India
raises its ambition from energy security to energy
independence, the affordability of clean energy
such as green hydrogen and its derivatives is
critical to the long-term competitiveness of India’s
energy transition. But from fertilizers to clean
energy and marine fuel, there are now green
ammonia applications which are wide-ranging.
Green ammonia — produced by combining
nitrogen with green hydrogen — is currently
leading in the adoption of green hydrogen, with
its strategic adoption advanced across regions
such as the European Union (EU), India and
South Korea.

Aggregated procurement mechanisms are
starting to lay the foundation for a global green
ammonia market. Some noteworthy examples
include H2Global’s tender of green ammonia
under the EU’s hydrogen import strategy, South
Korea’s Clean Hydrogen Portfolio Standard
(CHPS) tender for clean ammonia procurement
as a bulk fuel, and the recent tender concluded
by the Solar Energy Corporation of India (SECI)
under the Strategic Interventions for Green
Hydrogen Transition (SIGHT) programme of
India’s National Green Hydrogen Mission.

‘ t the inaugural session of the India Energy

Green ammonia auction

Compared to these global procurement practices,
India’s green ammonia auction under SECI
demonstrates broader market participation,
attracting 15 bidders and resulting in seven
unique successful awardees. Under the SIGHT
programme, SECI floated a tender in June 2024
for an aggregated demand of up to 724,000
tonnes of green ammonia annually across 13
fertilizer plants in India. These tenders concluded
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The country’s
green ammonia
auction model
has the
potential to
redefine global
standards for
clean energy
adoption

in August 2025, and offered a 10-year, fixed-price
offtake agreements to successful bidders. This
clarity in price and offtake provided producers
with the market certainty required for
investment. The auctions established a significant
breakthrough in cost-competitive green ammonia
procurement, setting new global benchmarks,
almost 40%-50% less than the prices from the
H2Global auction

The tender process faced multiple extensions
and revisions, primarily to resolve concerns
around risk allocation, payment security, and
clarity on offtake and pricing conditions, raised
by both project developers and offtakers. These
refinements successfully addressed concerns,
leading to a balanced win-win framework for all
stakeholders.

In this auction, seven bidders secured a total of
13 delivery contracts for green ammonia. Notably,
one company won six contracts for 3,70,000
tonnes/year. These contracts include production
subsidies of ¥8.82 a kilogramme, ¥7.06 a kg, and
5.3 a kg for the first three years and a 10-year
fixed price supply agreement to existing fertilizer
manufacturers in India.

The discovered prices of green ammonia
across these tenders range from ¥49.75 and
¥64.74/kg ($572 and $744 a tonne). In India, the
grey ammonia price is as high as $515 a tonne.
When factoring in the newly discovered price of
green ammonia, supported by longer-term
contracts, the cost gap has significantly
narrowed.

On delivery and transportation

Notably, a standout feature of SECI's tender is the
pre-identification of delivery points, as most
fertilizer plants where the green ammonia is to be
delivered are located near coastal areas, enabling
the transportation of green ammonia through
shipping as well. The contracted volumes of

green ia contribute to app: 30%

of the total ammonia being imported, offering
price predictability and greater insulation from
global gas market volatility, currency risks and
geopolitical pressures. In locations where grey
ammonia costs are higher, green ammonia
procurement increases its appeal for scale-up.

Propelling the momentum

India’s approach is increasingly shaping the clean
ammonia landscape worldwide, owing to its
combination of low renewable energy costs,
large-scale logistics, robust contract design and
targeted incentives. As more countries seek
reliable clean ammonia imports to decarbonise
industry, power and transport, India’s successful
auction model is well placed to shape emerging
global market structures and accelerate adoption
atscale.

However, sustaining the momentum created
by India’s green ammonia auctions will require
coordinated and sustained action from
policymakers, project developers and financiers.
Developers must focus on strong technical and
financial due diligence, integrate hybrid
renewable systems with storage, and adopt
transparent monitoring frameworks to ensure
long-term operational viability. Policymakers, in
turn, need to provide stable and harmonised
regulations on grid access, banking and
incentives, while strengthening safety standards
and aligning certification frameworks with
evolving global norms.

Long-tenor, blended finance facilities, backed
by extended offtake agreements and dedicated
risk-mitigation instruments, can further enhance
project bankability and crowd in private capital.
Together, these measures can reinforce investor
confidence, accelerate scale-up, and firmly
position India not just as a participant but also as
a global leader in clean ammonia markets.

The views expressed are personal
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The price of membership
India’s entry into the Pax
Silica alliance marks a shift
from exclusion to inclusion
in key technology coalitions.
The challenge now lies in
meeting scrutiny and
conditionalities that test its
industrial capacity. Heavy
reliance on PLI schemes

While telecom has
advanced, battery

the limits of capital

exposes structural gaps.

manufacturing lags and
upstream solar segments
remain weak, highlighting

depth. Though Pax Silica
promises trusted supply

chains, it also bri

controls, and technology

transfer guardrail

Tiruchi

subsidies without strong
technology partnerships,
skilled labour and R and D

Sowbakyatha S.U.,

C.L. Ramakrishnan
C.L. Ramakrishnan, IPS, and

a former Director General of
Police, Tamil Nadu, who
passed away on February
22, was a remarkable

ls. personality known for his
integrity, erudition, and
deep knowledge of police

ings export

Investigation. His genuine
simplicity encouraged junior
officers to approach him
freely and learn the
intricacies of criminal
investigation. He was also
an acc

audiences far and wide.
Personally, his demise is a
great loss, as his guidance
taught me many subtle
nuances of the law.

R.K. Raghavan,

lish Chennai

1 Sanskrit

procedure and law, honed
over his long tenure in the
Central Bureau of

scholar, whose discourses
on scriptures, especially the
Narayaneeyam, captivated

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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Rethinking tribal women’s inheritance rights

he question of women’s

inheritance rights in

tribal communities

remains unresolved.
Customary laws of most tribal
communities deny absolute
property rights to their women,
and the Hindu Succession Act,
1956, which grants daughters
inheritance rights in ancestral
property, keeps tribal women out
of its purview. Until recently,
however, the Supreme Court had
in some cases granted inheritance
rights to tribal women who had
‘Hinduised’, i.e., adopted Hindu
customs and traditions after
abandoning their customary
practices. This inconsistent
approach — excluding tribal
women from inheritance rights in
some cases due to the acceptance
of exclusion clauses under Hindu
laws, while granting rights in
others because of ‘Hinduisation’ —
created uncertainty for tribal
women whenever questions of
inheritance arose.

Reaffirming an old principle
This came to an end when, on
October 8, 2025, the Court
delivered a verdict, upholding the
core inheritance provisions of the
Hindu Succession Act, 1956. A
Bench of Justices Sanjay Karol and
Prashant Kumar Mishra stated that
the Act cannot be applied to
Scheduled Tribes under any
circumstances. While this
observation was not new, it
reaffirmed the law’s principle of
providing special protection to
indigenous communities under
the legal system.

The verdict was given in the
case of Nawang v. Bahadur. The
civil appeal challenged the order
dated June 23, 2015, passed by the
High Court of Himachal Pradesh at
Shimla, pertaining to a particular
property case. The High Court had
said that tribal daughters who had
been ‘Hinduised’ ought to have an
opportunity to inherit property
under the Hindu Succession Act.
The Supreme Court overturned
that order stating that only
Parliament had the authority to
extend the Act to tribal

Shalini Saboo
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Now that the
Supreme Court
has ruled that
the Hindu
Succession Act
does not apply
to tribal
communities, a
separate law
could be
introduced to
govern
inheritance
among
indigenous
populations

communities. The Court brought

A converted person continues to

to light the fact that the High Court | be a member of the tribe unless
had overstepped its jurisdiction by | his ancestors had converted long
directing legislative changes. It time ago and have stopped

affirmed that tribal inheritance

following tribal customs including

falls under the rubric of the the customary laws of inheritance
customary practices of and marriage, as are expected of
communities unless the Central the members of that tribe.
government officially intervenes. This judgment of the Supreme
The Supreme Court’s decision Court raises a question. Was not
came just months after it the earlier practice of
recognised, in Ram Charan v. ‘Hinduisation’ of tribal people a
Sukhram, that excluding daughters | negation of the constitutional

from ancestral property violates
their fundamental right to

guarantee to protect the unique
identity of tribal people? The

equality. It invites not only deep ruling affirms the constitutional
analysis, but also partially answers | validity of Section 2(2) of the
certain questions. Is ‘Hinduising’a | Hindu Succession Act, which
tribe the only way to secure excludes Scheduled Tribes from
inheritance rights for tribal the Act. This provision had
‘women? Should Scheduled Tribes | previously been challenged on the
be granted inheritance rights grounds that it created invidious
solely on the basis of religion, discrimination between women
disregarding their unique social belonging to Scheduled Tribes and
and cultural characteristics? Can those outside the category.

they not be given equal Earlier, the courts used to

inheritance rights by expanding
any other statute? Or, in the

broaden the scope of Section 2(1)
of the Hindu Succession Act to

absence of consistent statutory include Scheduled Tribes by
and customary law guaranteeing holding that since they are not
tribal women inheritance rights, expressly excluded under the

should tribal women continue to
face discrimination under the
pretext of upholding tradition?

Defining Hindu

On defining the term ‘Hinduw’, the
Supreme Court, in Sastri
Yagnapurushadji v. Muldas
Brudardas Vaishya (1966), said
that “unlike other religions in the
world, the Hindu religion does not
claim any one prophet, it does not
worship any one God, it does not
subscribe to any one dogma, it

section, they would be included
within the definition of ‘Hindu’
under Section 2(1) of the Act. This
is not only contrary to Section
2(2), which states that
notwithstanding anything to the
contrary in Section 2(1), no
provisions of the Act shall apply to
notified Scheduled Tribes, but was
also used to force tribal women to
choose between their tribal
identity and becoming followers of
Hinduism.

does not believe in any one An opportunity

philosophic concept, it does not Now that the Supreme Court has
follow any one set of religious rites | stated that the Act cannot be

or performances, in fact, it does extended to tribal people

not appear to satisfy the narrow irrespective of their religious

traditional features of any religion
or creed. It may broadly be

allegiance, it would be wise to
introduce a special

Congress tightens grip, but tests lie ahead

The party cannot afford to be complacent even after winning the municipal polls

STATE OF PLAY

R. Ravikanth Reddy

ravikanth.ramasayam@thehindu.co.in

he results of the 2026
T Telangana municipal

elections mark anoth:
er milestone in the Congress’s
steady political consolidation
in Telangana. Before this, the
party won the 2023 Assembly
elections; secured eight seats
in the 2024 Lok Sabha polls,
which was as many as the Bha-
ratiya Janata Party (BJP); and
won a majority of sarpanch
positions in 2025. Together,
these victories have streng-
thened the Congress’s urgam
sational confidence and rein-
forced the public perception
that the party is the new pole
of stability in Telangana.

The municipal results have
also served as an internal sta-
biliser for the leadership.
Chief Minister A. Revanth Red-
dy appears to have firmly con-
solidated his position. Chal-
lengers and sceptics within
the party seem to have re-
signed themselves to the reali-
ty that the Chief Minister is
politically unshakeable, at
least for the foreseeable
future.

It is not uncommon, ho-
wever, for a ruling party to
perform well in local body
elections. The advantages of
incumbency, visibility of wel-
fare schemes, administrative
access, a favourable bureauc-
racy, and the perceived ability
of ruling party MLAs to get
work done often weigh heavi-
ly on voter psychology. This
was evident in

described as a way of life and governing inheritance rights
nothing more”. A person can be a among the indigenous population.
Hindu either by birth or by Codifying customary laws of
conversion. Conversion means a succession in other States with
bonafide intention to follow a significant tribal populations on
particular faith with an the lines of Mizoram could provide

unequivocal conduct expressing
sufficient evidence of conversion,

asolution to ensure gender parity
while preserving tribal identity.

2020 as well, when the Bharat
Rashtra Samithi (BRS) swept
over 95% of municipal bodies
and captured the Zilla Parish-
ad chairperson’s post in all the
districts.

However, a comparison
between 2020 and 2026 also

of the BJP, the Congress
only retained its base but
expanded it further. The

Telangana which had polled nearly

cially in urban areas whe:
is considered strong.

highlights why the present
Congress victory carries deep-
er political meaning. Unlike
the BRS’s sweep of 2020, the
Congress secured just over
70% of municipal wards this
time. Yet, this outcome is sig-
nificant precisely because
Congress faced two strong Op-
position parties. The BRS still
commanded a sizeable pre-
sence with 37 MLAs (including
10 defectors), while the BJP
entered the contest with eight

polls. The party emerged

Hyderabad, Warangal,

from this round.

organisationally battered, re-
duced to just six MLAs, with 12
legislators defecting to the rul-
ing BRS, and a mass migration
of grassroots cadre. The BJP
then had only one MLA,
though it had four MPs. The
Congress’s journey from that
nadir to its current dominance
shows the scale of its revival.
The Congress has emerged
as the single largest party this
time. Securing 39.80% of the
vote share, it finished 11.05%
points ahead of the BRS. This
gap is striking when viewed
against the backdrop of the
2023 Assembly elections,
where the difference between
the two parties was just 2%.
The Congress had already wi-
dened this lead in the 2024
Lok Sabha elections, polling
40.1% while the BRS secured
just 16.7%, with much of its
vote share shifting to the BJP.
The municipal polls reveal
an interesting reversal. While
the BRS recovered a signifi-

vernance issues
broader political themes.

second Assembly victory

weaknesses.

cant portion of its lost vote
share, largely at the expense

not
also
BJP,
35%

in the Lok Sabha elections,
slipped to a surprising 15.68%,
which is a huge setback, espe-

re it

The scale of the Congress
victory is evident in seat distri-
bution too. Of the 2,996 wards
across 123 urban local bodies,
it secured 1,347, winning 99
out of the 123 municipalities
and corporations that went to

vic-

torious in 68 of the 81 Assemb-
ly segments where municipal
elections were held, despite
major urban centres such as

and

Khammam being excluded

MLAs and eight MPs. Mr. Reddy himself set the
This stands in contrast to | campaign narrative in the final
2020, when the Congress was | days, while adopting a decen-

tralised approach that gave
ministers and MLAs autono-
my but with accountability.
He also deftly diverted atten-
tion from sensitive urban go-
towards

Yet, the Congress cannot af-
ford complacency. Nearly 38
municipalities delivered hung
verdicts, underlining local dis-
satisfaction and factionalism.
The BJP’s victory in Karimna-
gar Corporation and the BRS’s
continued presence in several
municipalities signal that ur-
ban Telangana remains politi-
cally competitive. Moreover,
incumbency fatigue, gover-
nance delivery in urban areas,
and internal party manage-
ment will become bigger chal-
lenges as the Assembly elec-
tions approach. Transforming
the present momentum into a

will

depend on whether the Con-
gress is able to address its

Why upper caste support matters for the BJP

Sustained majority-level support suggests that upper caste voters view the BJP as their primary political vehicle at the national level

| DATA POINT

Sanjay Kumar
Vibha Attri

been debates and protests in

universities across India over
the University Grants Commission
(UGC) (Promotion of Equity in
Higher Education Institutions)
Regulations, 2026, designed to
promote fairness in higher educa-
tion. The Supreme Court put the
regulations on hold after concerns
were raised that the key provisions
were vague and prone to misuse.

While the protests focused on
educational policy, they also re-
vealed political tensions, particu-
larly among upper caste voters.
This is a constituency that is histor-
ically significant to the BJP. Alth-
ough the initial anger was directed
at the UGC rules, it soon extended
to criticism of the BJP. This was es-
pecially true of upper castes who
may have been most affected if the
regulations were implemented.
The episode highlights the conti-
nuing electoral importance of up-
per castes for the party.

Survey evidence from the Na-
tional Election Study (NES) con-
ducted by Lokniti-CSDS shows that
upper caste Hindu voters have
steadily consolidated behind the
BJP and its allies over the past
three decades (Table 1). While up-
per castes form a modest share of
the electorate, their cohesion and
concentration in key States en-
hance their influence.

In the 2024 Lok Sabha elec-
tions, about 60% of upper caste
voters backed the National Demo-
cratic Alliance, with 53% voting di-
rectly for the BJP. Around 20%
backed the Congress-led alliance
and 14% voted for the Congress.

During the coalition era (1996-
2004), upper caste voters leaned
towards the BJP, though support
had not yet reached majority le-
vels for the party. The 2009 elec-
tion marked a brief weakening.
From 2014 onwards, consolidation

l n recent weeks, there have

FROM THE ARCHIVES

@he ARindu.

FIFTY YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 24, 1976

became clear: upper caste support
for the BJP crossed 50% and has re-
mained above that level. This sus-
tained backing suggests that upper
caste voters increasingly view the
BJP as their main political choice at
the national level.

State-level data (2014-2024)
show that this consolidation is geo-
graphically widespread. In Uttar
Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, and Ra-
jasthan, support for the BJP re-

have ¢

\Voting patterns

The data were sourced from the National
Election Study (NES), 1996-2024 conducted
by Lokniti-CSDS and the various State
Assembly election studies conducted in
different States by Lokniti-CSDS

All the figures are in percent

Photo-setting for books:

Plant in Bangalore

Bangalore, Feb. 25: The Macmillan group of

companies, the internationally known

publishers, have selected Bangalore for locating
their modern type-setting plant because of its
climate, which is suited to men and woman as
also the computers in the plant, as Mr. Harold

Macmillan put it.

The former British Prime Minister and
President of the Macmillan group of companies
inaugurated the plant here this afternoon.

The Rs. 40-lakh-plant has been set up for
photo-setting pages of texts composed for
printing. The film negatives will be composed
with the aid of computerised monokeyboards
and film-setters. However the printing of the
books would be done in the United Kingdom
and Australia with the use of the films exported
from Bangalore. The investment in the project

will be doubled next year.

After the inauguration of the most modern
type-setting project, Mr. Macmillan said his
company had begun a “new phase of association
between the U.K. and India which would open
up a new field of exports for the latter.” He

d that the value of exports of films from

the plant would go up to Rs. one crore a year by
1978. Production would begin in a month or

He recalled that the company opened its
branch in India over 100 years ago. To-day its

in India were being carried on by an

lndlan company called the Macmillan Company

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO FEBRUARY 24, 1926

Emigrants from Fiji

A representative of “The Hindu” interviewed the
emigrants last night and was able to gather the
following particulars concerning the present
condition of the Indian labourers in Fiji, the
wages obtaining there and the facilities afforded
to them for settlement and comfortable living.

Thelr general appearance, to begin with,
d extreme poverty, great suffering and

Enquired about the general conditions in Fiji

they all represented, without one single

exception, that Fiji was no doubt a good and
comparatively healthy place to settle down but
they would never advise their brethren in India
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debates seen as affecting upper (43), West Bengal 2021: AITC (40), West Bengal 2021:
: N litical Sanjay Kumar'is a Professor and political analyst. Vibha Attri is a researcher AITC (40), Karnataka 2018: JD(S) (18), Karnataka
_Castg interests can carry pol itic: working with Lokniti-CSDS. Views expressed by the authors are personal, 2023: D(S) (14), Telangana 2018: TRS/BRS (44),
I:hnp'l:s:am;?i th(zj\t extend beyond do not reflect views of their institution, Telangana 2023: TRS/BRS (36) '
e issue at hand.

to leave their homes.

MERX

+



COIMBATORE » www.thehindu.com « Tuesday, February 24, 2026

Text&Context

NEWS IN NUMBERS
The number of rape

Number of Maoists

THE

Flights disrupted due

= HINDU

Amount utilised for

Amount required by

cases reported in

who surrendered in

to drones during the

flood management

Ukraine to rebuild

Qdisha last year

Chhattisgarh in 2 years

Lunar New Year

Odisha Chief
Minister Mohan
’ Charan Majhi

informed the Assembly that 2,994 rape and
7,382 molestation cases were reported in
the State in 2025. The CM said 1,183 cases
of sexual harassment and 115 attempt to
rape cases were also reported. e

Chhattisgarh

27045

L ) Ramen Deka
declared that the State is on the verge of
eliminating left-wing extremism, citing a
massive crackdown with 532 Maoists
neutralised, more than 2,700 surrendering
and 2,004 arrested in the last two years. en

Unauthorised drones
0 disrupted more than 50
flights at Vietnam’s Danang
international airport during the Lunar New
Year holiday. Two separate incidents last
week saw flights delayed or forced into
holding patterns when authorities detected
drones flying close to aircraft. are

0st-2014 in J&K

in  crore. The Jammu
487 and Kashmir

government has
expended over ¥487 crore on a series of
flood management initiatives under
various phases of the flood management
programme, in the aftermath of the 2014
deluge that ravaged the Valley. eni

from Russia’s invasion

In § billion. Ukraine
88 needs $588 billion to
rebuild from the
destruction caused by Russia’s four-year
invasion, a figure almost three times the
country’s annual economic output, the
World Bank and other institutions said. e
COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM
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On the independence of the EC

An independent Election Commission is the bedrock of Indian democracy. To ensure that it remains so, various safeguards

LETTER & SPIRIT
C.B.P. Srivastava

ree and fair elections are key to a

successful and vibrant

democracy, a maxim included in

the Basic Structure of the
Constitution via Indira Gandhi versus Raj
Narain (1975). However, in recent times,
the fairness of the electoral process in
India has been under question for many
reasons, culminating in a resolution by
the Opposition alliance to remove the
Chief Election Commissioner (CEC).
These controversies centre around the
issue of alleged ‘vote theft’, and the
manipulation of electoral rolls in the
much-talked about Special Intensive
Revision (SIR).

1t has been alleged that the Election
Commission (EC) has allowed massive
irregularities in voter lists, specifically
targeting minority and
Opposition-supporting voters. it was
alleged that the SIR in Bihar was rushed
and designed to delete voters in order to
target minorities. The names of
approximately 65 lakh voters have been
deleted during the SIR exercise which was
challenged in the Supreme Court.

This is quite a casual way of doing away
with a citizen’s ‘right to vote’. Adult
franchise as provided in Article 326 of the
Constitution is the bedrock of democracy.
Any procedural impropriety would affect
its merit and sanctity.

On selecting the EC

The process of appointing election
commissioners had caused controversy
when the Government passed the Chief
Election Commissioner and other
Election Commissioners (Appointment,
Conditions of Office and Terms of Office)
Act, 2023, which regulates the
appointment and removal of the CEC and
election commissioners, replacing the
1991 Act. The 2023 Act stipulates that
election commissioners should be
appointed by the President based on a
selection committee comprised of the
Prime Minister, a Union Minister and the
Leader of Opposition. It was alleged that
the passing of the Act was in
contravention of the decision of the
Supreme Court in Anoop Baranwal versus
Union of India, 2023 in which the Court
held that the Chief Justice of India should
also be included in the committee.
However, this provision was removed
which created a controversy on the
grounds that the independence of the EC
would be adversely affected. The Act has
been challenged again in Jaya Thakur
versus Union of India, 2024. The next
hearing for the same is scheduled for
March 2026.

The Constitutional mandate

The Constitution of India, under Article
324, provides for a permanent Election
Commission with powers of
superintendence, direction and control of
the elections of the President,
Vice-President, Parliament and of the
legislature of the States. This
constitutional basis and permanency of
the Commission creates a background for
its independence. The 2023 Act provides
that the CEC will hold office for six years
or until the age of 65, whichever is earlier.
By far the most significant provision
ensuring independence of the EC is the
provision for the removal of the CEC and
other election commissioners. Clause (5)
of Article 324 says that the CEC can be
removed only in the manner prescribed
for the removal of a Supreme Court judge
under Article 124(4), which are either
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are built into the basic structure of the Constitution
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Speaking out: Activists from various groups stage a protest against the SIR at Freedom park in Bengaluru on February 7. ALLEN EGENUSE. J

proved misbehaviour or incapacity.
Under Article 324(5), the CEC’s conditions
of service cannot be varied to their
disadvantage during their tenure.

The removal of other election
commissioners is done by the President
on the advice of the CEC. However, the
Supreme Court in Vineet Narain versus
Union of India, 1997 held that the CEC
shall not give his advice suo motu. This
provision strikes a balance between the
executive power and the independence of
the election commissioners.

The CEC’s position

Article 324 provides for an EC with a CEC
and other commissioners, and also
includes a provision for regional
commissioners. In 1989, the commission
was made multi-member but the two
additional posts were abolished in 1990.
Again on October 1, 1993 after drawing
strength from clause (2) of Article 324, it
was made a multi-member commission
permanently which was validated by the
Supreme Court in T. N. Seshan versus
Union of India (1995).

Interestingly, Clause (3) of Article 324
provides that when any Election
Commissioner is so appointed the CEC,
he/she shall act as the Chairman of the
EC. The language of Article 324 makes it
crystal clear that the CEC is appointed
and issioned as the cc issi
having certain exclusive powers, and in
case of making the Commission
multi-member, he shall preside over the
meeting as its chairman. The idea behind
this provision is to ensure that the
conduct of elections is done by an
administrator and at the same time to
make the decision of the Commission
consensus-based or democratic. Such
provisions also ensure the independence
of this constitutional body.

The procedure to remove the CEC is

very complex and rigorous. Itis a
quasi-judicial Parliamentary procedure.
The complexity of the process ensures its
independence from any possible arbitrary
action by the government. While the
Representation of the People Act of 1950
and 1951 focuses on electoral procedures,
voter registration, and candidate
qualifications, Section 11 of the CEC and
other ECs (Appointment, Conditions of
Service and Terms of Office) Act, 2023
gives the procedure to remove the CEC
and other Commissioners.

For the removal of the CEC, Article 324
(5) shall be read with Article 124(4) in
order to understand the grounds for
removal and the procedure.

Section 3 of the Judges (Inquiry) Act,
1968, deals with the investigation into
misbehaviour or incapacity by a
commission member. It says that if notice
is given to the Lok Sabha, at least 100
members must sign, while in the case of
the Rajya Sabha, the minimum number of
signatories to such a motion shall not be
less than 50. Following this, the Speaker
or, as the case may be, the Chairman may
admit or refuse the motion.

The Speaker or Chairman thereafter
C i a three- ber c i
comprising the Chief Justice of India or a
Supreme Court Judge, the Chief Justice of
a High Court and a distinguished jurist.

In order to ensure coordination
between the two Houses of Parliament, a
provision is made that if the notice is
given to both Houses on the same day, the
committee shall be constituted only after
both Houses accept the motion.

Further, definite charges must be
framed and communicated on which
investigation needs to be conducted. The
CEC should be given reasonable time and
opportunity to present his statement of
defence. This is a provision which
ensures the protection of the Doctrine of

Natural Justice by way of protecting the
‘Rule of Fair Hearing'. This is again one of
the most significant features of India’s
itution. In the case of allegations of
any physical or mental incapacity,
medical examination by a medical board
appointed by the Speaker or Chairman, as
the case may be, needs to be conducted.

The political angle

Though the Opposition has said that it
will adopt democratic tools to move the
motion against the CEC, it is unlikely to
get passed as the ruling alliance holds
sufficient majority in Parliament. The
ruling government has rejected the
allegations of any bias. The moot point is
that constitutional bodies must be
well-respected by all, be it citizens, ruling
parties or the Opposition; otherwise, it
sends a wrong signal to the masses across
the country.

All political parties need to consider
that constitutional or statutory bodies
operate according to the provisions
provided in the Constitution or in the
respective statutes. While dissent against
the actions of such bodies is not wrong, it
should also be considered that the
politicisation of the Constitution or
constitutional bodies would be
detrimental to Indian democracy.

The political safeguard provided by the
Constitution must be taken care of and
any dilution would be politically sensitive
mainly because it would affect fairness in
the electoral process and in the balance of
power between the Government and
independent and credible democratic
institutions. The rule of thumb in Indian
democracy is that it thrives on a blend of
liberality and command, by balancing the
authority of the state with the liberty of its
citizens.

C.B. P Srivastava is President, Centre for
Applied Research in Governance, Delhi.
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It has been alleged that the
Election Commission (EC) has
allowed massive irregularities
in voter lists, specifically
targeting minority and
Opposition-supporting voters.

v

Article 324 provides for an EC
with a CEC and other
commissioners, and also
includes a provision for
regional commissioners.

v

Though the Opposition has
said that it will adopt
democratic tools to move the
motion against the CEC, it is
unlikely to get passed as the
ruling alliance holds sufficient
majority in Parliament.
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Dangerous game: The Polymarket prediction market website on January 9 in Philadelphia. ap
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The explosive rise and inherent risks
of prediction markets

Polymarket and Kalshi, two popular prediction market platforms, allow users to bet on anything from Bitcoin prices to bombings, raising a host of

legal and ethical red flags. Such prediction markets are also sparking interest in India

Sahana Venugopal

The story so far:

n a booming section of the
+ Internet, gamblers do not restrict

their bets to sports teams and

horses. They also bet on the
possibility of Israel launching strikes
against Gaza, the U.S. election results, the
possible return of Jesus Christ, and the
number of tweets Elon Musk might post
on a given day. These bets are placed on
prediction market platforms like Kalshi
and Polymarket, where speculators bet on
the outcomes of real world events
including wars, the Oscars, ongoing court
cases, gold prices, government
proceedings, and even the local weather.

How do prediction markets work?

A prediction market is a platform where
users buy units of a ‘probable event’ to
make a profit when that event happens
(or not). Generally, users can fund their
trading accounts through crypto,
credit/debit cards, or bank transfers. A
platform fee may or may not be charged.
Once set up, users can browse topics such
as science, sports, culture, finance, etc. to
find an event they want to bet on. Kalshi
and Polymarket both claim to be the
largest prediction market platforms. For
transactions, Polymarket uses the USDC
stablecoin — a non-official cryptocurrency
pegged to the value of the U.S. dollar — via
the Polygon network.

Take a real question from Polymarket,
as of February 4: “Will anyone be jailed
over Epstein disclosures?” Here, the
answer ‘Yes’ was worth 19 cents at the
time, while ‘No’ was worth 82 cents.
Clearly, users were betting on the latter
outcome. Users choose to buy ‘Yes’ or
‘No’ “shares,” and these values may
continue to change based on new
developments. A Polymarket calculator
showed that buying $100 worth of ‘Yes’
shares meant the user would get $499.43
in case anyone was jailed due to the
Epstein disclosures. If they bought $100
worth of ‘No’ shares, they would get
$121.95 in case the situation panned out as
they predicted. Remember the “unit”™
prices can change drastically at any time.
Users can also choose to sell their
“shares” before the stipulated deadline, in
case they want to cash in their profits or
cut their losses.

Prediction markets are surging in
popularity because of their design, ease,
and social media virality. Kalshi and
Polymarket give speculators the
confidence to bet on real-world events
they are familiar with, instead of forcing
them to research unfamiliar asset classes
or learn about technical investment
options and indicators. Zooming out,
prediction markets claim that such
economies are focused on crowdsourced
truth or crowd wisdom, and that there is
less chance of bias and deception, since a
large number of people bet on outcomes

they truly believe will happen.

Regarding the controversial West
Asia-related prediction markets that allow
bets on future air strikes, Polymarket’s
website stated: “After discussing with
those directly affected by the attacks, who
had dozens of questions, we realized that
prediction markets could give them the
answers they needed in ways TV news
and X could not”.

Kalshi tells its users that they “have the
ability to make the same smart trades and
strategic investments that were once the
exclusive domain of the financial elite”.

Why are they being criticised?
Those opposing prediction market
platforms list risks including the
promotion of irresponsible gambling,
people being encouraged to bet on
violence, the rapid spread of false news,
and the potential for insider trading due
to powerful individuals becoming
involved in sensitive markets where
privileged information results in profits.
In January 2025, Kalshi announced that
Donald Trump Jr. had joined as a strategic
advisor. Mr. Trump Jr. claimed on X that
people close to him used Kalshi during
the election night to know that Mr. Trump
had won “hours ahead of the fake news
media”. In August, media outlets reported
that the Trump Jr.-linked venture capital
firm 1789 Capital invested in Polymarket,
and that he had joined its advisory board.
Both Kalshi and Polymarket are also

active on social media platforms like Elon
Musk-owned X and Meta-owned
Instagram, where they post clickbait-style
news snippets to their huge followings
and depict their users’ bets as though
they are fact-based statistics.

Moreover, both Polymarket and Kalshi
have published fake news in the past. In
fact, Amazon’s Jeff Bezos once disputed
Polymarket’s claim that he asked Gen Z
entrepreneurs to get “real world jobs” at
McDonalds or Palantir before starting a
business. Meanwhile, the Axios outlet
reported that Kalshi falsely posted about
U.S. and Denmark discussions, leading to
an official clarification from Denmark.

Are prediction markets regulated?
This is a grey area. Prediction markets are
regulated in some jurisdictions while
banned in others. Kalshi reported it was
regulated by the U.S. Commodity Futures
Trading Commission (CFTC), but it faces
restrictions and legal challenges in
multiple U.S. states. Meanwhile, 33
countries are completely restricted from
accessing Polymarket, including the U.S.,
Germany, the UK., and Singapore.

Prediction markets are also sparking
interest in India. In recent months,
multiple Reddit users have created
threads to ask whether betting via
platforms such as Polymarket is legal in
India. Other Redditors explored ways to
make money off prediction markets
without attracting legal scrutiny.
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On February 24, 1920, Adolf Hitler announced the Nazi Party’s 25-point
programme in Munich. A quiz on Hitler’s various security groups

Vasudevan Mukunth 1923 he created a separate unit in charge of
his personal security. However, this unit

[N was abolished after the event known as X

QUESTION 1 that year, failed and landed Hitler in prison.

In September 1919, Adolf Hitler joined the Name X.

German Workers' Party (DAP), a small |9

nationalist group in Munich founded by QUESTION 4

. On February 24, 1920, the
DAP renamed itself ‘NSDAP”, later

blanks.

In 1925, Hitler created Y, whose name was
German for ‘Protection Squadron’. For
colloquially called the Nazi Party. Fill in the | Hitler’s purposes, it replaced the

Thanks to the leadersh

A
QUESTION 2

of Heinrich Himmler from 1929, it went on
to become one of the most powerful and
In 1921-22, the NSDAP set up a paramilitary | feared organisations in Nazi Germany.

Mullu

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz:
1. Name Rajinikanth’s debut film. Ans: Apoorva Raagangal
2. The names of Kamal Haasan and Rajinikanth's characters
in 16 Vayathinile. Ans: Kamal was Gopalakrishnan aka
‘Chappani’ while Rajinikanth played the villain
‘Parattai’

3. The Tamil version of the Telugu Andamaina Anubhavam.
Ans: Ninaithale Inikkum

4. The last time the two shared the screen as full-fledged
co-leads was in this 1979 fantasy film. Ans: Allauddinum
Albhutha Vilakkum

5. Rajinikanth’s first full-length comedy film. Ans: Thillu

6. In their only Hindi film to date, this legend enacted the

wing called the Sturmabteilung, or SA for | Name Y.
short, and used it to intimidate its [N
opponents and to stage rallies. What was QUESTION 5

the colloquial name for members of this
wing, which was based on the colour of
their uniforms?

A
QUESTION 3
Hitler didn’t trust the Sturmabteilung, so in
CcM
K

Name the event of February 23, 1933, that
Hitler used as a pretext to arrest
communists en masse, skewing the
elections on March 5 in the NSDAP’s favour
and eventually leading to Hitler getting the
power to make laws without parliament.

»

|9

Visual question:

Name this leader who, despite his dislike of
Hitler, made choices that sowed political
instability and allowed Hitler to consolidate
power.

role of Kamal's sibling. Ans: Geraftaar and Amitabh
Bachchan

7. This person is directing and composing the music for the
reunion film. Ans: Nelson Dilipkumar and Anirudh
Ravichander

Visual: Name this acclaimed K. Balachander work. Ans:
Moondru Mudichu

Early Birds: Sunil Madhavan| Arun Kumar Singh| Tito
Shiladitya| Renuka Jadhav| R. Sivakumar

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

S. Upendran

‘What is the meaning of “roller
coaster ride”? (Rani Gurunathan,
Erode, Tamil Nadu)
Aroller coaster is a ride which one finds
in many amusement parks. It is a small
railway which goes up and down steep
slopes and sharp curves. As it comes
down the steep slopes, the roller coaster
suddenly and sharply changes direction,
often causing the people in the carriages
to scream in excitement or fear. When
you say something is a roller coaster ride,
it means it is full of unexpected ups and
downs. A situation which is impossible to
control is often referred to as a roller
coaster ride. Here are a few examples.

Life with our new boss has been a
roller coaster ride.

Anand’s relationship with his father
has been a constant roller coaster ride.

What is the meaning of “vertically
[: ? (M. Moh d i
Nellai District, Tamil Nadu)

People who are short, generally, don’t like
to be told that they are short. When you
tell someone that he is short, he feels
hurt. If you are talking to someone who is
short and want to refer to his/her height
without hurting his/her feelings, you can
say that he/she is “vertically challenged”.
It is the politically correct term.

Can the word “any” be used with
plural nouns? (S. Manikantan,
Chandra Layout, Bangalore)

Yes, it can. When the word “any” is
followed by a countable noun, the noun is
usually plural. Here are a few examples. If
you have any questions, please talk to our
Manager. We don’t need to buy any
cassettes. Do you have any one rupee
coins?

What is the difference between

“ ion” and “desi; ion”? (V.
K. Vithal, Gulbarga, Karnataka)

The word “occupation” refers to the kind
of work you doj; it refers to your job. You
may be a teacher, an accountant, a
salesperson, a police officer, etc. These
are all examples of different kinds of
occupation. The word “designation”, on
the other hand, refers to the title that you
have been given. For example, when you
join the university as a teacher, you may
join as “Lecturer”. Lecturer is a
designation, it tells other people where
you are in the teaching hierarchy. When
you get a promotion, you become a
Reader, and later a Professor. Your
designation changes from Lecturer to
Reader, etc. But the occupation of all
three — Lecturer, Reader, and Professor —
is the same — teaching.

‘When you talk about the “chemistry”
between two people, what are you
talking about? (N. Balasubramanian)
When you refer to the “chemistry”
between two individuals, you are talking
about the attraction and understanding
between them. Uma refused to marry
Satguru because there was no chemistry
between them. My boss and I have the
‘wrong chemistry. We just can’t stand each
other. The first time they met, there was
an immediate chemistry.

Published in The Hindu on September 7,
1999.

Word of the day

Unsolicited:
not requested or sought

Synonyms: unasked-for

Usage: He keeps giving me and my friends
unsoficited advice.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/
unsolicitedpro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /ansstsitid/

~N

¥

CORRECTION: In the article ‘Why are
apple traders in J&K worried?' published
in these columns on February 23, the
extent of land under apple orchards
should read as 1.73 lakh hectares, and
not as published. The error is regretted.
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Intelligent summit

India should focus on Al regulation, education, skilling

he recently concluded Al summit was a

signal moment in the country’s digital

journey. With packed halls, global CEOs,
innovators, policymakers and researchers under one
roof, the event underlined India’s ambition not
merely to consume Artificial Intelligence but to
shape it. A key highlight was the buzz around
home-grown large language models (LLMs).

\l's

Players such as Sarvam Al and BharatGen
unveiled models tailored for Indian
languages, governance needs and
sector-specific use cases. The emphasis was
clear — that India’s Al story must go beyond
English-speaking urban elites and address
agriculture, healthcare, education and
public service delivery. If these models
deliver on scale, costs and linguistic
diversity, they could democratise Alin a way
global platforms have not fully achieved.
Equally significant was the adoption of the
Delhi Declaration which is a voluntary,
non-binding framework endorsed by over
88 nations. The declaration seeks to anchor
Al development in shared values. Inaworld
increasingly fractured over technology
governance, even a voluntary alignment
signals recognition that AI’s risks and
rewards are global. Global technology
leaders such as Sam Altman, Sundar Pichai
and Vinod Khosla had interesting
observations to make. On one hand, they
suggested that Al is edging closer to systems
with ‘superintelligent general intelligence’.
On the other, they were candid about the
disruption ahead. Jobs will change, work
will be redefined and productivity gains may
not translate neatly into wage growth.

For India, that warning should be the real
takeaway. If Al enables companies to do
more with fewer workers, or with
differently skilled workers, the ripple
effects onincome distribution and demand
could be profound. The response must
begin with education. Schools and colleges
need to urgently rejig curricula to prepare
students for a world where humans
collaborate with machines. Foundational
digital literacy, critical thinking,
interdisciplinary learning and ethical
reasoning must move from the margins to
the core. Coding alone will not suffice;
understanding how to work alongside Al
systems will be as crucial as building them.
Industry, too, must shoulder responsibility.
Companies deploying Al at scale should
commit to structured workforce
transitions, identifying roles at risk,
mapping emerging opportunities and
investing in training. The cost of transition
cannot be borne solely by displaced
workers,

Finally, regulation requires foresight.
Allowing industry to craft its own guardrails
may spur innovation in the short term. But
as Al diffuses at population scale, stronger
institutional frameworks will be necessary
to manage risks, from bias and
misinformation to systemic shocks in
labour markets. The experience of social
media is instructive. Policymakers globally
reacted years after platforms became
ubiquitous, by which time data breaches and
manipulation had taken root. India must
ensure not to repeat that lag.

OTHER VOICES.

[ The_
National

The New Delhi Declaration will help fight Al colonialism

One certainty about artificial intelligence is the speed with which it has
advanced in recent years — a reflection of its increasing relevance in many of
our lives. Yet it would be a mistake to conflate pace with progress if the
technology grows unevenly across geographies and within nations, and as long
as the guardrails necessary to protect the vulnerable from potential associated
threats are insufficient. It's no longer enough to ask in what ways Al can benefit
humanity, but instead how it can be made to work for everyone. The New
Delhi Declaration, endorsed by 86 countries during last week’s India Al Impact
Summit, represents a decisive step towards answering this question. The
premise of the declaration is simple: Al must be shared equitably across

Al: Blinded

by optimism J

NEVER BEFORE. We are not facing another
industrial revolution. We are facing the
industrialisation of cognition. That difference
must serve as the basis for our policy response

P

RKRISHNA KUMAR

sthe recent Al Summit

concluded, one question

lingered in public discourse:

Will Ilose myjob? While

many responses from the
stage were optimistic or evasive, the
IMF Managing Director’s warning of
significant employment disruption
turns this question from casual curiosity
intoa legitimate concern. There are
three core issues in the current ‘Al
revolution” that need serious attention.
The firstis job loss, the second is the
major shift it brings to education, and
the third is its impact on the healthcare
sector. We will concentrate on the first
two.

Many delegates responded to the first
issue, recalling past technological shifts,
such as the Industrial Revolution, the
mechanisation of mills,and the
computer revolution. Some mentioned
retraining and predicted anincrease in
client-facing roles. Overall, they seemed
toavoid addressing the core issue. Every
technological revolution has brought
both benefits and displacement. The
Industrial Revolution shifted labour
from agriculture to manufacturing. The
[r:msmnu ‘was gradual. Mill automation

1 workers but service
sectors absorbed them, The computer
revolution became a productivity tool,
creating entirely new industries. The
present Al revolution is fundamentally
different. Earlier revolutions replaced
physical drudgery. Generative Al tools
are not merely machines; they are digital
entities capable of performing
reasoning, synthesis, and structured
decision support. This revolution

replaces cognitive abilities. It attempts
to build a powerful digital clone with
superhuman abilities.

HIERARCHY OF COGNITION

youthbulge, especially among
white-collar youth. If this segment
‘weakens, consumption slows,
investment patterns shift, and the
macroeconomic impact becomes

Everypt ionhasa of

Unlike previous revolutions,

disnl

Juniors use op 1
cogmnon which encompasses
algorithmic execution. As we move up
the ladder, algorithmic execution is
replaced by cognitive compression, the
ability to compress years of knowledge
intoa capsule for decision-making. The
Al revolution is, in fact, a form of
cognitive automation capable of

P d youth today have limited
alternative sectors to absorb them
quickly. Large-scale manufacturing is
notanalternative, as its contribution to
employment is only througha
trickle-down effect. Agricultural
absorption is unrealistic. Informal
sectors lack stability. If cognitive
automation spreads faster than job

er eation inadjacent sectors, the

boon risks bec ga

mastering both types of cogmnon
Entry-level white-collar rol
sectors are clearly vulnerable, not just d hi

computer programmers. Butitisa
mistake to assume senior roles are
immune. Al’s ability to compress
millions of documents into actionable
knowledge capsules challenges even
experienced professionals.

The real competition is no longer the
colleague sitting next toyou. Itisa
system with vast computational
memory, continuous retraining, and no
cognitive fatigue. The term “retraining”
becomes ambiguous when the
competitor is being retrained faster and
at scale. The question one has t

ane.
Afrequently proposed safety valve is
Iarge~scale employment as Al
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is primarily solution-based — aimed at
producing correct answers from given
input data within a structured system.
Meanwhile, industry increasingly
requires decision-making amid
uncertainty, relying on strong domain
expertise. Altools are excellentat whata
graduating student can do, and also have
the cognitive depth to make decisions.
There is a risk that a graduating student
will face a massive wall, regardless of the
discipline.

The pedagogical transformation
required is enormous. We have to move
to open-book and Al-assisted learning
and examination formats, faculty
retraining with the changed worldin
mind, shift from information delivery to
decisionarchitecture, and emphasise
ethmal reasoning and contextual

, auditors, or This
15 mtellecruallv comfamng but
structurally flawed.

Meaningful evaluation requires
mastery of the domain equal to or
greater than that of the system being
assessed. When Al continuously
re-trains and aggregates global
knowledge, staying consistently ahead
of it becomes unrealistic for large
populations. Presenting Al monitoring
asa solution risks

is: Can I go up the value chain faster than
AT? Can1be the David in my fight with
the Goliath?

The real danger for India is the

becoming another evasive reassurance
rather than a credible strategy.

In sum, no level of the hierarchy is
safe. Itisa fallacy to claim that only

ible ion of the d hi

The pedagogical
transformation required
is enormous. We have
to move to open-book
and Al-assisted learning
and examination formats,
besides faculty retraining

junior-level p willbe
affected. Anyone who sits at acomputer
for their job is at risk of losing their seat.

HIGHER EDUCATION CHALLENGE
Higher education faces a disruptive
challenge: what to teach, how to teach,
and how to assess. When ChatGPT is
banned in institutions, it often becomes
the most valuable resource after
duation. This creates a clear
contradiction. Our educational system

d Ifwe do not restructure
higher education, we risk graduating
students trained for aworld that no
longer exists.

Al challenge cannot be faced with
blind optimism. The solutions are not
easyto find. Strengthening MSMEs,
reinvigorating manufacturing, and
accelerating “Make in India” initiatives
may provide partial buffers. Small-scale
sectors have thrived on innovations. But
policy responses must move beyond
slogans. Alis a double-edged sword. Its
benefits in productivity, healthcare, and
designare undeniable. Yet its fodder —
data centres, computational scale, and
rapid self-improvement — gives it
unprecedented momentum ahead of
humans.

We are not facing another industrial
revolution. We are facing the
industrialisation of cognition. That
difference must serve as the basis for our
policy, educational, and economic
strategies.

‘The writer s Institute Professor, Indian Institute of
Technology Madras

Data centres, GCCs powering India’s tech stack

Global enterprises rely on India teams for engineering leadership, data strategy, Al model development and cybersecurity
|

—
Sindhu Gangadharan

technology conversations today, it’s

the recognition that infrastructure
drives innovation. Al ambitions, digital
platforms, and cloud adoption all
depend on strong digital foundations.
Data centres have therefore moved from

kground enablers to strategi

At the same time, India’s Global
Capability Centres (GCCs), continue to
deepen their role in global engineering,
product development, and advanced
digital innovation. Together, these
trends are influencing how the next
generation of technology gets built,
increasingly from India.

Al has raised expectations from
infrastructure. Training large models,
running enterprise Al workloads,
enabling real-time analytics, all require
sustained compute power, secure
environments, and resilient
connectivity. Infrastructure choices
now directly influence how quickly
organisations can experiment, deploy,
and scale Al solutions.

According toa new Macquarie Equity
Research report, India’s data centre
capacity is poised for massive expansion,
set to double by 2027 based on
under-construction capacity and may
grow fivefold by 2030 if pipeline capacity
is fast-tracked. Investment activity
across Bengaluru, Mumbai, Hyderabad,
Pune,and NCR reﬁects both enterprlse

I fthere’s one shift shaping global

Many GCCs are anchoring advanced
engineering, Al development,
cybersecurity operations, and digital
platform ownership from India,
naturally increasing the need for
high-performance domestic
infrastructure. Al workloads themselves
are evolving. Generative Al digital
twins, automation platforms, and
real-time analytics require specialised
infrastructure suchas GPU clusters,
advanced cooling systems, and
low-latency connectivity. These
requirements are shaping the design of
newer data centre facilities.

COMPUTATIONAL BACKBONE
India’s experience with population-scale
digital platforms continues to influence
engineering thinking. Aadhaar, UPI, and
other digital public infrastructure
demonstrated how reliable large-scale
digital systems can operate. That
exposure has created engineering

DATA CENTRES. Provide the
computational muscle for Al

new GCC investments focus on Al
engineering, cloud platforms,
cybersecurity, and advanced analytics
rather than traditional IT or business
process support. Global enterprises
increasingly rely on their India teams for
engineering leadership, enterprise data
strategy, Al model development, and
cybersecurity architecture.

Automotive are building

infrastructure, low latency connectivity,
and strong data governance

ks, Data centres
support this layer, particularly where
enterprises require proximity between
engineering teams, data infrastructure,
and innovation programmes.

Al sovereignty has quickly become
part of mainstream technology
conversations. Governments and
euterpnses are thinking about trusted

structure, secure data ecosystems
and responsible Al development

India’s deep digital talent pool,
expanding compute infrastructure,
strong enterprise participation, and
digital public infrastructure that has
already operated at population scale
create favourable conditions for trusted
Al development. Collaboration across
industry, academia, and policymakers
will help ensure innovation progresses

connected mobxllry‘platforms,

around scale, resili and

ded software, and digital twin

performance. Data centres provide the
compurational backbone that allows
organisations to translate that
confidence into enterprise Al
deployments.

India’s GCC ecosystem continues to
scale in both size and strategic depth.
The country now hosts over 1,700
centres employing close to two million
professionals, with indusu-y estima(es
from Nasscom placing the

capabilities from India. Financial
institutions are advancing Al-led risk
modelling, fraud detection, and
real-time analytics programmes here.
Healthcare organisations are expanding
data-driven research, clinical analytics,
and patient insight platforms through
India-based teams.

As GCC mandates expand,
mfrastrucrure reqmremen(s namrallv

value contribution at upwards of! $SO
billion annually. The mix of work has
1

demand and hyper-

hifted steadily. A growing share of

TOW
‘workloads, Cybersccu.nty opcranons,

and real-time analytics environments
require high-performance computing

ibly. Access to domestic
compute capacity, secure data
environments, and strong research
ecosystems will determine how quickly
India can translate its talent advantage
into scalable Al innovation.

India stands as the second largest
AI/ML/Data Analytics talent pool.
Which also translates to the speed of
translation from experimentation to
enterprise deployment. Academic
partnerships, startup innovation,
enterprise R&D, and infrastructure
create a strong innovation loop.

Thewriter is Chairperson, Nasscom, and MD, SAP Labs
India

humanity, and not concentrated in the hands of a few, roue, resrusey2s)

Modernisation evidenced by festival’s opening-up

China's special nine-day shopping campaign during the Spring Festival holiday
has demonstrated how a saciety once rooted in agrarian rhythms has rewired

itself for the digital age without severing its cultural roots. Consider the

numbers. In just the first four days of the holiday, Hainan’s offshore duty-free

sales hit 970 million yuan ($140.51 million), up 15.8 per cent year-on-year,

and average daily sales at key retail and catering enterprises nationwide rose
8.6 per cent year-on-year. Flight bookings to China surged more than 400 per

cent around the holiday period. These are not merely statistics; they are
signals of a society shifting from export-led growth to consumption-driven
resilience. (seuins, resruary 23)

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

Marine bio-fertilizers

This refers to ‘How sea microbes can
protect agrifields’ (February 23)
Marine bio-fertilizers show good
market potential as they improve soil
health, increase nutrient use, and
reduce chemical use. Before
large-scale launch, clear government
guidelines are necessary. Reliable
safety data, field results, and

the steadyand long-term benefits of
microbialinputs. Hence, gradual
market entryis practical. With clear
policy support and monitoring, sea
microbes can create astable
agri-input market and maintain
farmer trust.

S Balasubramaniyan

Villupuram, TN

Emergency Powers Act provides a
critical strategic opening for New
Delhi. While the ruling temporarily
dismantles reciprocal tariffs, the
administration’s pivot to Section 122
and the loomingthreat of Section
338signify that protectionism is
merely changingshape, not
disappearing. India must avoid the
reactionary impulse to walk away

Il build
buyer confidence, Farmers usually
prefer the quick returns of chemical
fertilizers, so awareness
programmes are needed to explain

trade pact
Apropos Tricky pitch’ (February 23),
the US Supreme Court’s strike
against executive overreach under
the International Economic

deals.
Instead, the current legal volatility in
Washington should be leveraged to
renegotiate terms froma position of
relative strength. By focusing on

digital sovereignty and agricultural
standards, India can transforma
confused trade environment intoa
bilateral pact that prioritises
economic pragmatism over shifting
geopolitical alignments. Persistence,
not retreat, remains the smartest
play.

K Chidanand Kumar

Bengaluru

School education

This refers to ‘School education will
change, if children were to vote’
(February 23). Voting is ademocratic

exercise, which demands knowledge
and maturity from voters, Children
have their own limitations. Hence,
they cannot step up to the plate. One
feels, schools and parents should
take full responsibility of catering to
the needs of children, be it
curriculum, evaluation or standard
of teaching, Of course, they may get
the views of children on the
aforesaid and articulate themin
appropriate forums to optimise the
potential of children.

S Ramakrishnasayee

Chenrai

hman at No 13621

»
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Haze over Ukraine war

Four years on, a ceasefire still seems far-fetched

—
Sridhar Krishnaswami

tisadate that fewin the

comity of nations would want

1o observe, certainly not
Russia or Ukraine. On February
24,2022, President Vladimir
Putin ordered his tanks to roll
into Ukraine in what was termed a
“special military operation”ina

wishful thinking that his invasion

would be over in a few days and

that the Ukrainians would - S—

capitulate quickly. STUMBLING BLOCK. The
‘Atthe end of four years demand for territorial concessions

Moscow seems to be nowhere
close to achieving its objectives,
and the conflict has heightened
European tensions, drawing in

absence of any firm security
guarantees from the West.
The idea that there could bea

nations through American stabilisation force as a way of

sanctions asaway of punishing assuring Kyiv has also runinto

Russia. trouble, with Moscow bluntly
Itis not as if Moscow and Kyiv saying that this European force

are not talking but onlyat the would be fair targets.

nudging of President Donald ‘What Kyivis witnessing in

recent weeksisalot of chatterin
capitals of Europe on ways to
deter potential and possible
Russian future aggression that

Trump who has sought to employ
aseries of ways to get the warring.
parties to the table — coaxing,
cajoling, threatening, and loud

rhetoric. includes testing various exotic
All these seem to have missiles.

impacted the neighbourhood but

not so much the principals. The STATUS OF NUKE PLANT

latest round of parleys in Geneva Moscow and Kyiv would also have

thatincluded the USshowed that  toaddress the status of the

Russiaand Ukraine are still far Zaporizhzhia Nuclear Power

apart. There is one thing that Plant that sits in the frontline and

stands between them fora isunder Russian control. Its
ceasefire: territory or territorial safety has been a source of
concessions. concern since it has taken hits in

the bloody conflict; but nuclear
LITTLE HEADWAY inspectors who have examined
The talks have been variously the plant have vouched that there
described as “difficult” and has been no radiation leaks.
“challenging”, even In demanding its return,
“businesslike” or “not easy”. Oras  Ukraine has said that this power
one senior Russian official has plant, Europe’s largest, can be ina
been quoted: “This is complex Kyiv-Washington control

work that requires alignment
among all parties and sufficient

framework, something that
President Putin is unlikely to sign

time.” Ina nutshell: Russia is off easily.

demanding the Eastern Donbas For now all attention isona

that includes the regions of ceasefire and defining the

Donetskand Luhansk. frontlines on what could be a
That’s a definite non-starterfor  future Ukraine that isalready

Ukraine; it is of the view that devoid of Crimea which Russia

ceding territory means captured in 2014. But the bigger

vulnerability to another attack,
drawing references to the 1938 would insist on linking the lifting
Munich Treaty thatallowed Adolf ~ of sanctions to a Ukrainian peace
Hitler to annex Sudetenland of deal.

Czechoslovakia. Further, Complicating this is the talk of
President Volodymyr Zelensky using frozen or seized Russian
said in arecent interview that money for the reconstruction of

question is if President Putin

giving up Donbas would be Ukraine that could run into
rejected by Ukrainiansina hundreds of billions of dollars.
referendum. With Russia itself hurting

Fora person who believes that
he is put through a lot of pressure
and that it was “not fair” to be told
“better come to the table, fast” by
President Trump, President
Zelensky is wary of givingup
heavily secured and fortified areas
in the east, especially in the

economically, it would be wishful
thinking that President Putin
allows the West to keep or spend a
huge pile of his money.

Thewriter isa senior journalist who has

reported from Washington DC on North
Americaand United Nations

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.
February 24, 2006

calls turn cheap idy cut 33%
Tetecom tariffs are set to take a big tumble W|th the Tetecom Regulatory
Authority of India today announcing reduced access deficit charges. The
decrease in the total subsidy amount, which is used to fund rural telephony,
will enable all telecom operators to lower STD rates to ¥1 a minute from the
present average tariff of ¥2.50 a minute.

IPO scam: Transit remand for accused

The four key accused in the Initial Public Offer (IPO) scam have surrendered
before the CBI and will be produced in the special CBI Court in Mumbai on
Friday. The CBI has been granted transit remand of the four — Deepak
Panchal, Jayesh Khandwalla, Parag Zhaveri and Dhirendra Vora.

Tatas interested in nuclear power

The Tata Group will be interested in getting into nuclear power as and when
the Government permits the domestic private sector into this field, according
to Mr Ratan Tata, Chairman, Tata Sons. At the same time, Mr Tata believes that
the country’s power strategy should be coal-based, adopting new coal
technologies to control air pollution.

Energy options after US verdict

India can use the space created by the US Supreme Court ruling to diversify oil purchases without capitulating on Russian oil

CAPITAL
IDEAS. <

RICHA MISHRA

fter the US Supreme Court

struck down President

Donald Trump’s sweeping

tariffs, now the debate is will

India enhance buying
Russian oil once again? Indian officials
‘have been maintaining that price, supply
stability and national energy security are
paramount. Indiaimports the bulk of its
crude requirements and has used
discounted Russian oil to manage
economic pressures.

However, the purchase of Russian oil
did drop. Russia was replaced by Saudi
Arabia for the top supplier position
looking at the numbers February 1-23.
The top five suppliers to India are Saudi
Arabia, Russian Federation, Irag, United
Arab Emirates and the US, currently.

According to Prerna Prabhakar,
Fellowat the Centre for Socialand
Economic Progress (CSEP), “India has
consistently refrained from formally
commenting on its purchases of Russian
oil, maintaining that its energy policy is
guided by national interest rather than
geopolitical pressures. In this context,
the recent Supreme Court ruling may
reduce immediate legal pressure on
India to curtail such imports.”

“However, it would be prudent to
remain cautious rather than assume the
matter is settled. Given the
unpredictability of the Trump
administration and the indication that
alternative legal routes could be
explored to reimpose restrictions, the
situation remains fluid. A calibrated and
watchful approach may therefore be
more appropriate than a premature
renegotiation or strategic shift,” she
said.

Prabhakar hasa point here —a
watchful approach is what is needed.

‘Umud Shokri, Energy Strategist and
Senior Visiting Fellow at George Mason
University, said: “The Supreme Court
knocking down Trump’s “global tariffs”
under emergency authority doesn’t
magically end US pressure on countries
buying Russian energy, but it does blunt

India’s
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one of the bluntest instruments
Washington had been waving around.”
On pressure over Russian purchases,
he said, the immediate effect is that the
USloses some tariff-threat credibility as
aone-step punishment tool, especla].ly if
tariffs were being used as a ba.rgmmng
chip in broader trade talks. “That said,

The smart play for New
Delhi is to honour enough
of the deal to keep the
relationship warm while
quietly renegotiating the
pieces that hurt most

the US still has plenty of other levers
that don’t depend on that particular
tariffauthority: targeted sanctions,
financial restrictions,
shipping/insurance pressure, and
“secondary sanctions” style threats,” he
said.

Recent analysis has described the US
using trade negotiations and tariff
threats specifically to push India on
Russian oil imports, and that pressure
doesn’t vanish just because one legal
pathway got blocked, he cautioned.

Can India turn this to its advantage?

“Potentially, yes, ina very practical
way: ifa big chunk of “tariff leverage” is
now legally constrained, India can
negotiate trade terms with less fear of

sudden, blanket tariff punishment, and
instead push for clearer, rule-based
outcomes (MFN tariffs, narrower trade
remedies, or negotiated carve-outs).
Indian trade-policy voices are already
framing the ruling as a reason to reassess
the trade bargaining landscape,” he said.

On the energy side, India can also use
the moment to diversify without
capitulating: gradually reduce exposure
to Russian barrels where it makes
commercial and diplomatic sense, while
preserving flexibilityand insisting on
sovereignty over import choices, Shokri
said.

‘Well, his argument does has a point.
Reporting and analysis around early
2026 have already pointed to US efforts
to steer India towards alternative
supplies (including US crude), and to
India’s partial reduction rather thana
full stop.

That “managed adjustment”
approach is exactly how India turns
pressure into bargaining space instead
of abinary yes/no fight, he said.

Vandana Hari, Founder and CEO of
Vanda Insights, said, “The SC decision
does put a question mark on the interim
trade deal, including its implicit
provision of India pivoting away from
Russian oil. But I doubt Indian refiners
will rush back into Russian oil. They
have been actively diversifying the
basket, and it would be good to stay on
that path in the long run, anyway.”

According to Tracy Schuchart, Senior
Economist, Ninja Trader Live, Ninja
‘Trader Group: “Yes, unambiguously.
India just got handed leverage it didn't
have 24 hours ago.

“Now the most the administration
can do unilaterallyis 15 per cent under
Section 122, and that expires in five
months. After that, any new tariffs
require formal investigations that take
months or Congressional action that’s
politically uncertain heading into
midterms. India knowsall of this,” she
said.

The smart play for New Delhi is to
honour enough of the deal to keep the
relationship warm while quietly
renegotiating the pieces that hurt most,
particularly the energy procurement
commitments and agricultural market
access, she pointed out.

The structural gaps in infrastructure finance

Saurabh Bandyopadhyay

he Union Budget has reaffirmed

India’s reliance on public capital

expenditure as the central pillar
ofits growth strategy. Public
investment has expanded rapidly over
the past five years. Central government
capital expenditure has risen sharply in
both absolute terms and as a share of
GDP, markinga clear break from the
fiscally constrained post-2012 period.
This sustained push has helped crowd
in private investment.

However, execution capacity has not
scaled up at the same pace. Project
‘monitoring data continue to showa
sizeable pipeline of stalled or delayed
infrastructure projects, with time
overruns and cost escalations
remaining widespread. Land
acquisition challenges, regulatory
clearances, weak project preparation
and financing stress are repeatedly
cited as binding constraints,
particularly in highways and urban
infrastructure. The divergence
between rising allocations and uneven
outcomes suggests that India’s
infrastructure challenge is now less
about spending levels and more about
delivery systems.

Three structural gaps in
infrastructure finance merit closer
attention, First, India does not lack
project announcements; it lacks
bankable projects. Too often, projects

are launched before land is secured,
demand risks are rigorously assessed,
or revenue and risk-sharing.
frameworks are clearly defined. The
result is predictable: delays, cost
overruns and growing risk aversion
among long-term investors,

A professionally managed and
funded project p

k— covering
studies, environmental and social
safeguards, and financial structuring —
can materially improve execution
quality. International experience
shows that relatively small upfront
investments in preparation
significantly reduce downstream fiscal
and contractual stress. Without this
foundation, higher capital outlays risk
translating into stranded assets.

NON-DEBT INSTRUMENT

Second, asset monetisation has
emerged asan important non-debt
financing instrument, particularly in
the transport sector, Recycling capital
from mature, revenue-generating
assets into new infrastructure can ease
fiscal pressures while sustaining
investment momentum.

Adequate project preparation

inter-State variation in fiscal space,
project readiness and execution
capacity. Many States continue to face
weak project pipelines, limited
own-source revenues and rising
committed expenditures. In this
context, Central support — through
long-tenor, concessional loans for State
capital expenditure —would yield
stronger results if increasingly linked to
measurable improvements in project
preparation, financial repomng and

One ufthe most under ~emphasised

sheets. Absent these guardrails,

monetisation risks being perceived asa

short-term fiscal expedient rather than

adurable trategy. P
Third, despite the scale of

infrastructure spending, India’s
ﬁnancmg base remams relatively

f India’s infrastructure
strategy is operations and maintenance.
Inadequate lifecycle fundingleads to
rapid asset deterioration, eroding

narrow. B:

d budgetary returns and raising costs.
still dominate, while long-term Climate risks compound this
ion funds, It Floods, heat d

domestic investors — pe

insurance companies and provident

extreme weather eventsare shortening

But credibilityis key. T
valuation, compeunve hlddmg,
service-quali dsand clear

ring-fencing of proceeds forfresh
capital formation are essential to
ensure monetisation strengthens,
rather than undermines, public balance

funds — playa limited role. asset lives and increasing maintenance
Expanding the use of long-dated, burdens. Integrating maintenance

inﬂatiou—linked mﬁastmcture bonds, planning, climate-resilient design

pooled dards and riskeshart 2o

finance mechanisms and pmvldm;, into infrastructure finance frameworks

regulatory clarity for institutional would significantly improve value for

investment in infrastructure funds moneyand protect public investment.

would hetter al|gn financing tenors The challenge now is institutional:

withasset li ensuring that projects are prepared
Recent RBI dnta indicate that States better financed smarter and

havei d capital ditureasa ined properly across both the

share of GDP in recent years reflecting  Centre and the States.

awelcome shift towards

growth-enhancing spending. However,  Thewriteris Senior Fellow at NCAER, New Delhi.

aggregate improvement conceals wide

Views expressed are personal

@ BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2623

deliberation (11)
8. Contrivance, trickery (8)
9. Brought into the world (4)
10. Privately, apart (5)

13, Labyrinth (4)

16. Not fat (4)

17. Gratis (4)

18. Flat-bottomed river

craft (4)

20. Brewing, baking agent (5)
24. Notion (4)

25. Loud, harsh (8)

26.At
quarrelling (11)

EASY
ACROSS DOWN
1. Headlong, without 2.Duty list (4)

drowsiness (11)

satissue,

3. Turned-back sleeve ends (5)
4.Given running rate (5)

5. Blank-leaf book (5)

6. One sufferingirresistible

7. Forerunners, ancestors (11)

11. Seeming fate-mocked condition (5)
12. Something in addition (5)

14. Sprightly, off-handed (4)

15. Chess front-piece (4)

19. Sound of plucked string (5)

21.Put name down for (5)

22. County, rural district (5)

23, Make one’s way (4)

NOT SO EASY

ACROSS

1. Make it rain and hurl oneself headlong into action (11)
8. Bit of trickery seen if one is put in wrong crate (8)
9. Brought into existence by old boy backing the

Navy (4)

corn (4)

hydrogen (11)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2622

ACROSS 1. Somebody 4. Oval 8. Col 9. Drake 10. Run 11. Larceny 12. Elide 13. Prosecution 17. Rinse 18. Debacle 20. Ado 21. Sauce 22. All 23. Tone 24. Pediment
DOWN 1. Sickly 2. Molar 3. Diary 5. Vertigo 6. Lender 7. Detestable 9. Dress sense 14. Rundown 15, Truant 16. Pellet 18. Drupe 19. Crave

10. Privately, 24s may be revised (5)
13. Complicated system of extracting one from the

16. Be inclined to have little flesh on one’s bones (4)
17.1s not tied up for nothing (4)

18. Back a horse one can move with a pole (4)

20. It leavens, and is easy to mix on tabletop (5)

24. Thought one to be almost deaf (4)

25, Loud, grating way it sent dirt packing (8)

26. At such, is quarrelling about George’s lad gulping

DOWN

2.Duty cycle that originally turns up in part (4)
3. Blow the ends of one’s sleeves (5)
4. Regulated rate at which one walked up and down (5)

5. Record may have something in it, book perhaps not (5)

6. He keeps dropping off in order to conceal trip (11)
7. Can't see dent formed by previous history (11)

11, Satirical form of one right, only left out (5)

12. There’s more to him than playing in a crowd (5)

14. Jaunty pen lost her head (4)

15. Take a chess piece to uncle (4)

19. Nasal tone gnat makes flying up round top of

window (5)

21.Come on stage of National Theatre ere it's changed (5)
22.She is about to put one right in the county (5)

23. Make one’s way to the West End (4)
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Terror plot

Hand of foreign nationals underscores
vulnerability posed by porous borders

he recent foiling of a terror plot in the national
I capital, allegedly involving Bangladeshi nationals,
is both a moment of relief and a warning that
threats to India’s internal security continue to evolve in
complexity and intent. The swift action by Delhi police,
aided by intelligence inputs and inter-agency coordina-
tion, prevented what could have been a catastrophic
attack on civilian and symbolic targets. Yet, the incident
raises deeper questions about cross-border radicalisa-
tion, intelligence preparedness and the fragile balance
between openness and security. Preliminary investiga-
tions, reportedly supported by the National Investigation
Agency and the Intelligence Bureau, suggest that the plot
was not an isolated act of desperation but part of alarger
ideological and logistical framework. The involvement of
foreign nationals underscores the persistent vulnerabil-
ity posed by porous borders, forged identities and sleeper
networks that exploit urban anonymity. Terrorism today
is less about organised battalions and more about small,
determined cells capable of inflicting disproportionate
harm.

The repercussions of such a plot extend beyond
immediate security concerns. First, it highlights the
urgent need to strengthen border management. Agencies
like the Border Security Force operate under immense
pressure, but technological upgrades, biometric tracking
and real-time intelligence sharing must become standard
practice rather than reactive measures. The threat land-
scape has shifted from conventional infiltration to covert
embedding within civilian spaces. Second, there are
diplomatic implications. India and Bangladesh share a
historically cooperative relationship in counterterror-
ism, with the Government of Bangladesh taking decisive
steps in recent years to dismantle extremist networks.
Incidents like this risk straining public perception, even
when state institutions on both sides remain committed
to mutual security. It is crucial that the actions of a few
do not undermine the broader trust painstakingly built
between the two nations.

Third, the social repercussions must be handled with
care. Security failures often trigger suspicion against
entire communities, which can deepen alienation and
inadvertently aid extremist narratives. The responsibil-
ity of the Government of India lies not only in ensuring
vigilance but also in preserving social cohesion.
Counterterrorism must remain precise and intelligence-
driven. At another level, the foiled attack is a testament
to the quiet efficiency of India’s intelligence apparatus.
India’s response must therefore be equally adaptive --
combining hard security measures with diplomatic
engagement and social resilience. It is a test for India’s
democratic stability.

.
Perception gap
Entry-level hiring of women has improved but
pipeline at senior level narrows dramatically

study by All India Management Association in col-

laboration with KPMG delivers a sobering rem-

inder that India’s corporate ambitions rest on an
incomplete foundation. Even as boardrooms boast of
diversity policies and inclusion pledges, women remain
underrepresented in leadership roles, particularly in
positions with real decision-making authority. The
study’s key finding is stark: While entry-level hiring of
women has improved significantly over the past decade,
the pipeline narrows dramatically at middle and senior
management. The so-called ‘leaky pipeline’ continues to
drain talent long before women reach CXO and board
positions. In many sectors, women account for a healthy
proportion of the workforce but occupy only a fraction of
top executive roles. Representation is even thinner in rev-
enue-generating and operational leadership assignments
~ the very roles that traditionally lead to the corner
office.

The reasons are structural rather than individual.
The report highlights persistent biases in promotion
practices, lack of sponsorship networks, uneven access to
mentorship and the disproportionate burden of caregiv-
ing responsibilities. Hybrid and flexible work models
introduced after the pandemic have helped, but flexibility
without cultural change often sidelines women from
high-visibility assignments. Informal networks, where
crucial decisions are shaped, remain male dominated.
Another telling insight is the perception gap. Many
organisations believe they are meritocratic and gender
neutral, yet women respondents report slower career pro-
gression and fewer stretch opportunities. Diversity dash-
boards and compliance metrics have created awareness,
but numbers alone cannot dismantle entrenched norms.
True inclusion requires rethinking performance evalu-
ation, succession planning and leadership grooming.

The economic cost of this imbalance is immense.
Multiple global studies have linked gender-diverse
leadership to stronger financial performance, better gov-
ernance and improved innovation outcomes. India
aspires to be a $5 trillion economy, yet under-utilising
half its talent pool is not merely unjust, it is economi-
cally irrational. Encouragingly, the study also points to
what works: Structured leadership development pro-
grammes for women, formal sponsorship initiatives,
transparent promotion criteria and accountability at the
highest levels. Companies that tie diversity outcomes to
executive compensation demonstrate measurable prog-
ress. Change accelerates when CEOs treat inclusion as a
business imperative rather than a CSR checkbox. The
glass ceiling in India is no longer invisible, it is measur-
able. The challenge is whether India Inc is willing to
break it, not with rhetoric, but resolve.

Read more on www.epaperlokmat.com/lokmattimes
Nagpur, Tuesday, 24.2.2026

OPINION

A tech sovereignty challenge!

Al must be approached cautiously as it risks deepening monopolies

Shivaji Sarkar

rtificial Intelligence was

supposed to be India’s next

moonshot moment - the

arena where its vast pool
of engineers, data scientists and
entrepreneurs would finally chal-
lenge Western technological domi-
nance on equal terms. It was a con-
fident global showcase but had its
mix of successes and failures. Goof-
ups, mismanagement, confused
coordination and embarrassing no-
shows did cast a long shadow over
India’s prestigious Al summit on
the one hand and on the other, the
lineup of world leaders and global
Al companies sent out a favourable
message for India. To some, the gap
between rhetoric and readiness
seemed to look wider:

This was meant to be India’s dec-
laration that it is not merely a mar-
ket for global tech giants but a
maker of world-class technologies.
Yet the optics offered a different
story, despite kudos coming Modi's
way. Delays, diluted participation
and lack of clear outcomes sug-
gested a system still struggling with
basics -- planning, delivery and
accountability. For a country that
speaks of leading the digital cen-
tury, logistical issues could harm its

reputation.
The shocking incident of a pri-
vate university, Galgotias

University, showcasing a Chinese
robot as its own, symbolises the
state of affairs in the private Indian
education system. Also, that
research except for some special-
ised government institutions is a
sham and a PhD degree may not be
worth.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi
has tried to reframe the conversa-
tion with his “Manav Vision”, an Al
philosophy centred on humanity,
inclusion and social good. It is an
attractive idea. It reassures a world
wary of algorithmic excess and sur-
veillance capitalism. But vision
statements, however noble, cannot

India must therefore move with caution, clarity and self-reliance -- neither

starry-eyed nor submissive.
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substitute for execution. Without People vs Al. The backlash to the
strong domestic ilities, ethical  irr i an itati

slogans risk sounding like consola-
tion prizes.

Resource guzzling monopoly

The real concern is not a botched
summit but whether India is seri-
ous about technological sovereignty.
Today, India is largely an Al user,
not a developer: Even leading engin-
eering institutes lack robust teach-
ing models and original research
capacity. Al must be approached
cautiously as it risks deepening
monopolies, concentrating power
and undermining democratic,
humane systems.

With only about 10,372 crore
($1.2 billion) allocated, India can ill
afford a capital-intensive, energy-
guzzling technology that fuels infla-
tion, strains resources and delivers
limited jobs. The global Al rush is
already unsettling markets; rising
costs and weak returns could hurt
currencies and growth. Ironically,
even Pakistan plans $1 billion in
investment, while Iran is commit-
ting far less but more cautiously.

As investments soar and employ-
ment shrinks, Al risks becoming a
monopoly-driven, job-killing model.
India must prioritise self-reliance
and measured adoption over blindly
chasing a costly technological race.

The Time magazine has high-
lighted the issue this week: The

ive pro-
motion of Al at all costs is growing.
It says, “Politicians who choose to
do the bidding of Big Tech at the
expense of hardworking Americans
will pay a huge political price.”

For decades, India has been con-
tent to play the role of back office to
the world -- coding for others, ser-
vicing others, building platforms
owned by others. In software ser-
vices, this model worked. In Al it
will not. Artificial Intelligence is
not just another industry; the West
calls it foundational power (India
needs to question it). Whoever con-
trols Al controls data, defence,
finance, health, agriculture, media -
- practically every lever of modern
life. To depend entirely on Western
platforms would be to accept a
subtle form of digital colonisation.

‘Why is India consumer, not producer!

Today, most of India’s Al stack rests
on foreign infrastructure:
American cloud providers, Western
chip designers, proprietary models
built in Silicon Valley. Even our
brightest startups often seek valida-
tion, capital and exits abroad. If
this continues, India will remain a
consumer of intelligence rather
than a producer of it. That is not
sovereignty. That is dependency
dressed up as global integration.
The danger is not abstract.
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DONALD DUMP

Algorithms decide what citizens
read, what they buy, what loans
they receive, even what narratives
dominate public discourse. If these
systems are owned and trained else-
where, national priorities become
secondary. Data flows outward,
profits flow outward, strategic con-
trol flows outward. India cannot
afford to become a digital tenant in
its own house.

What is needed is not protection-
ism but purposeful independence.
Domestic data centres, indigenous
AI models trained on Indian lan-
guages, locally designed chips and
homegrown platforms must
become policy priorities.
Investment should favour deep
tech, not just app-based conveni-
ences. Marketing should project
Indian products globally, not merely
resell Western solutions under local
branding. Venture capital must be
encouraged to stay patient rather
than chase quick foreign acquisi-
tions.

Above all, the state must stop
confusing grand announcements
with structural reform. Big-ticket
summits and glossy brochures can-
not replace long-term ecosystem
building. Real capability grows
quietly in labs, factories and class-
rooms, not on ceremonial stages.
And here is where another uncom-
fortable truth emerges: India’s uni-
versities, which should be the cru-
cible of innovation, are often fail-
ing at the moment.

Too much “academic” research
has slipped into what can only be
called humbug -- papers written for
promotion metrics, conferences
attended for travel grants, jargon-
heavy studies with little practical
value.

Therefore, dependence, not delay,
is the real danger. A country that
imports intelligence without build-
ing its own capacity does not mod-
ernise, it mortgages its future. India
must therefore move with caution,
clarity and self-reliance - neither
starry-eyed nor submissive. -INFa

The author is former senior editor;
The Financial Express & Prof, IIMC.
Views expressed are personal.
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India’s Al: Beyond buzzwords

The recent Al summit highlights India's potential to pivot from a back
office hub to a global Al architect. While the trillion dollar race is
exhilarating, our success hinges on moving beyond symbolic pledges.
With India's Al market projected to reach $17 billion by 2027, we must
address the red tape. To fuel frontier models, we need more than just
intent - we need a massive upgrade in data centre infrastructure,

which currently consumes nearly 2% of global electricity.
Democratising education via Al is noble, but we must ensure human
centric don't become ic hurdles. India’s UPI
success proved we can scale innovation and regimes should ensure Al

...YOU'RE IMPOSING
SWEEPING TARIFFS,

RIGHT ?
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leap is powered by sustainable energy, not just soaring rhetoric.

Dr Vijaykumar HK,
Raichur.

An ever-growing partnership

Prof D K Giri

he jogging by Emmanuel

Macron, the President of

France, on the streets of

Mumbai is not only a story
of routine physical exercise, it is
also a sign of the fast-growing
friendship between two countries.
The bilateralism between France
and India is deepening by leaps and
bounds. The elevation of the ties
into a Special Global Strategic
Partnership indicates how the rela-
tionship is becoming comprehen-
sive and multi-dimensional. The
partnership has stood the test of
time.

Emmanuel Macron was on a
three-day visit to India, which
began on February 17, 2026. His
visit aimed at strengthening bilat-
eral ties, focussing on areas like
trade, defence, innovation and
technology. The highlights of the
visit included the launching of
India-France year of innovation,
the elevation of partnership, Al
Impact Summit and defence coop-
eration, mainly the procurement
of 114 Rafale fighter jets and joint
production of helicopters. The
visit reflected the growing stra-
tegic convergence between India
and France with shared interests

in the Indo-Pacific and global sta-
bility.

The main driver for this grow-
ing partnership is the adherence to
strategic autonomy in the foreign
policies of both countries. Let us
recall that during the Cold War, as
the West overlooked India for its
non-aligned approach, France was
more accommodative to India than
its fellow-member countries in
NATO. This was because France
did not succumb to American
pressure and refused to completely
toe its line. In 1998, when India car-
ried out the nuclear test, France
was the only western power that
did not impose economic sanctions
on New Delhi. Not only that, Paris
did not withhold cooperation with
India in nuclear energy.

France has been the first
country in the world that recogni-
ses India as an independent power
centre, a credible democracy, offer-
ing economic opportunities for the
world. There has been a consensus
in French politics that if the
European Union has to carve out
an independent political identity
apart from alignment with
America or China, it must embrace
India. This perspective was amply
manifested in Macron's latest visit
to India.

Macron asserted that both coun-
tries oppose domination of any
kind from India-Pacific to any field
of technology in any part of the

world. He likened friendship with
India to a sovereign alliance. Prime
Minister Narendra Modi in his

response said, “Both countries
believe in a multipolar world and
are working diligently to make it
happen.” He implied that France
and India will collaborate on global
issues without being beholden
either to America or China. It is
possible that a ‘third way’ may be
created. This option is not without
any ground. In recent times,
Europe has been hurt by China’s
aggrandising policies and the
insulting behaviour of the US
President Donald Trump. France
feels bound to explore the third
way.

The ties between France and
India in the defence sector are
growing stronger by the day. It is
evident from the facts that France
is next only to Russia in exporting
defence equipment to India. It will
be no surprise if France overtakes
Russia in near future if one takes
into account the increasing

number of agreements on the sale
of fighter jets, submarines and the
joint production of defence
material. To counter China and
consolidate power in Asia, France
is set to co-manufacture Rafale air-
crafts, H-125 helicopters, HAMMER
missiles, scorpene submarines and
the fifth generation of jet engines.

Notably, France does not sell any
deadly weapons to China or
Pakistan whereas Russia has been
supplying sophisticated weaponry
to China, and America to Pakistan.
The collaboration between France
and India is not limited to export of
arms. Keeping the importance of
emerging technologies in strategic
thinking, France and India have
constituted a Joint Advanced
Technology Group which will co-
develop emerging technologies,
secure military supply chains and
maintain the competitive strategic
advantage. This group also included
critical minerals, collaboration on
Al, digital technology, aerospace
and innovation. This initiative falls
under the broader framework of
2026 India-France Year of
Innovation. In the light of such
agreements, Prime Minister Modi
said, “Our partnership may grow
boundlessly from the deepest ocean
to the highest mountain.” -inea

The author is a Prof of Practice,
NIIS Group of Institutions
Views expressed are personal.
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To ensure Opp. stays united,
Congress should be realistic

he single most important factor that stops the INDIA bloc of
Opposition political parties from ewlvmg into an effective plat-
form that can take on the government is the refusal of the Indian
National Congress to recognise its strengths and weaknesses and
act accordmglv especially when it deals with its regional allies. The latest
instance is the grand old party’s attempts to bully the DMK in Tamil Nadu
into apportioning a number of seats for the forthcoming Assembly elec-
tions that is grossly disproportional to its electoral strength in the state.

The DMK has been holding the Tamil Nadu fort against the saffron
assault on its own, but has been graciously accommodating its allies, espe-
cially those at the national level. The Congress, the Left parties and the
Indian Union Muslim league are the beneficiaries of this policy. The
Congress fought an election on its own last in 2014 Lok Sabha election
when it managed to get 4.73 per cent of the popular vote, winning none of
the 39 seats it had contested. Fast forward to 2024, the party, as a member
of the Secular Progressive Alliance led by the DMK, won all the nine seats
it contested and polled 10.67 per cent votes in an election which the alliance
swept. In the 2021 Assembly election, the party won 18 of the 25 seats it was

otted.

The DMK had singlehandedly managed to get a majority in the 2021
Assembly seats and repeated the winning spree in the local body elections,
byelections and Lok Sabha elections that fol-
lowed. Additionally, the party has a new ally in
the DMDK, founded by the late actor
Vijayakanth, and once a formidable player m
state politics. It is in this background that the
Congress has been giving contradictory sxguals
from all the vantage points that it is unhappy
with the DMK and has kept its options to forge
an alliance with Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam of
actor Vijay. The party’s national leaders from
the state have been acting cozily with the actor-
politician, in an effort to send a signal to the
DM'K which, however, refuses to acknowledge

Every party is
ambitious about its
future, and the
Congress also. But
it fails to be prag-
matic and realistic
to achieve its goals.
Its ambitions get
the better of its
legitimacy to lead
the Opposmon. The Congress acts as if it has too many options
though it has very little in Tamil Nadu. The
DMK has been its steadfast ally for over a decade on the national stage and
has been a major supporter of Rahul Gandhi as the leader of Opposition in
the Lok Sabha. The DMK, which rules a state which sends 39 members to
the Lower House of Parliament has been the pillar of strength of the INDIA
bloc while Trinamul Congress leader and West Bengal Chief Minister
Mamata Banerjee blows hot and cold.

How the Congress lost and went down with the entire Opposition in the
Bihar Assembly election is for everyone to see; how it refused to even
acknowledge the presence of its INDIA bloc allies in elections to Madhya
Pradesh, Rajasthan and Chhattisgarh Assembly elections is also on record.
How the party fails to design a cohesive Opposition strategy and execute it
in Parliament where it has substantially higher numbers than last time is
also evident.

Every party is ambitious about its future, and the Congress also. But it
fails to be pragmatic and realistic to achieve its goals. Its ambitions get the
better of its legitimacy to lead the Opposition coalition. Pressurmg its
allies into conceding demands that have no connect with realpolitik is not
going to do the Congress good, not for its brand of politics either. It must
play its politics with its feet on the ground. It must learn from the BJP, its
arch-rival, on how it makes every ally feel important, and still gets its way.

Peace in Ukraine will help Russia

oday (Feb. 24) is the fourth anniversary of Russia’s full-scale invasion
Tof Ukraine. The four years of a grinding war of attrition, which began

as Mr Vladimir Putin’s euphemism of ‘special military operation’,
have served no one, bringing mayhem and destruction to Ukrainians while
Russia has been sinking all its resources and its soldiers into a war that it
appears incapable of winning.

‘As many as 1.8 million soldiers on both sides are said to have been killed
or gone missing in action, with Russia losing 1.2 million soldiers and
Ukraine around 600,000. The Russian economy, boosted initially by war
spending, is tanking now, its oil revenues dwindling and its budget deflclt
rising even as its people are tired but unable to speak out against a war that
has lasted longer than the Great Patriotic War fought against the Nazis in
World War II.

As an indescribable fatigue sets in and drones fly both ways across
boundaries, near enough to Moscow for the major airports to be shut over
the weekend the objectives of a megalomaniacal Mr Putin, whose revan-
chist mission of annexing -aine and reshaping the destiny of the former
Soviet Union and Europe has hardly been fulfilled.

His troops may have taken close to 20 percent of Ukrainian territory,
mcludmg Crimea in 2014, but progress on the war front is being measured
in yards these days as Ukraine's fabled ‘unbreakability’ has kicked in. US
President Donald Trump may have boasted that this was a war he could
stop on his first day back in office, but too he is too tired of it now as evi-
denced in his disinterest. Not without lOglC does Mr Narendra Modi keep
reminding Mr Putin that this is not the “era of war”, certainly not even for
a feared military machine whose brazen land grab has been halted in its
tracks, with missiles aimed at Ukraine's elecmcnty grid doing more dam-
age in bringing deprivation to the people than hypersonic missiles and
other hardware said to be a frightening symbol of Russian prowess.

If the czarist president were to pause for a moment and think where
Russia might stand in the comity of nations in an era of free trade bringing
prosperlty to his people, he might just be mch.ned to be satisfied with what
little pieces of Donetsk that Ukraine may be willing to sacrifice for the
cause of peace. After four years of death and destruction, peace in Ukraine
will be a victory for the world.
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ince US President
Donald  Trump
unleashed his
“Liberation Day™
global tariffs over
a year ago, the world has
struggled with the disrup-
tion. It was further compli-
cated by the American
motives being not purely
trade-related. Tariffs
became a weapon to com-
pel compliance with
President Trump’s geopo-
litical preferences and bias-

es.

Different nations reacted
in different ways. Some
quickly swallowed their
pride and chose compro-
mise, even at the cost of
economic interests. This
produced apparently
unequal trade deals, justi-
fied tactically to avoid con-
frontation and await Mr
Trump’:

flattery, by endorsing Mr
Trump's claims ediat-
ing the ceasefire after
India’s Operation Sindoor,
and economic and finan-
cial allurements, In the lat-
ter category fell Pakistani
support for the Trump fam-
ily's eryptocurrency busi-
ness as well as promised
US access to Pakistani rare
earths and chemicals.
President Trump’s social
media claims about his tar-
iff policy generatinga trade
surplus and massive job
creation was contradicted
by economic and trade data
revealed just before the US
Supreme Court ruling. The
trade deficit was up, espe-
cially in goods. With
China, the US trade deficit
did fall, but overall, US
exports also fell, especially
agricultural exports to

Trump’s Greenland annex-
ation demand created
disharmony. Others like
China retaliated by with-
holding US access to
Chinese rare earths, col
pelling a US climb- duwn
and lowering of tariffs from
punitive levels. A tempo-
rary trade truce has fol-
lowed. Yet others, like
India, held protracted trade
talks while the US mean-
while imposed 25 per cent
punitive tariffs for import-
ing Russian oil. Some
nations, to  appease
President Trump, even
committed huge invest-
ments in the US. For
instance, Japan offered to
invest $500 billion, while
South Korea promised $350
billion. The model that
emerged for effective han-
dling of President Trump
was to provide him head-
line-creating concessions,
employable by him domes-
tically to boast success. He
Jjustified the massive tariffs
as enabling the balancing
of trade, forcing manufac-
turing to shift to the US
mainland and reducing
dependence on foreign
products.

Pakistan provided yet a
different model for US-han-
dling, involving a mix of

tomul-  China. ing jobs

tlply both at home and fell by 80,000. Thus,
ibroad. The European Presxdent Trump’s claims
Unmn opted for this line, on Truth Social that the
although subsequently Mr  trade deficit had dropped

by 78 per cent and would
entirely disappear this
year proved fallacious.

Perhaps he was misled by
the trade deficit droppi.ng
to the lowest level since
2009 in October. However,
it surged again in the fol-
lowing two months.

The US “Liberation Day”
tariffs had been imposed
under  the Internal
Emergency Economic
Powers Act of 1977. The
Supxeme Court ruled that

“IEEPA does not authorise
the President to impose tar-

", It reasoned that the
framers of the US
Constitution did not vest
taxing power in the execu-

ive.

That immediately raised
two issues. One, what hap-
pens to the almost $100 bil-
lion of tariffs already col-
lected by the US govern-
ment and their likely reim-
bursement to American
importers. Two, the status
of the already concluded
trade deals, most with
higher tariff numbers and
one-sided conditions
favouring the US? For
India, the second issue is
immediately relevant
because the India-US trade
deal still awaits formalisa-
tion. Therefore, would the

The US Supreme
Court has weakened

President Trump
headed to China for a
visit start-
ing March 31, the
iveness or oth-
erwise of the recon-
structed US tariffs
strategy should
emerge. China has
positioned itself
strongly behind Iran.

Indian commitments, such
as not m]portmg oil from
Russia, still stand?

President Trump lam-
basted the US Supreme
Court judges, especially his
own nominees. The 6-3 split
verdict indicates that half
the conservative judges,
rmmhermg six out of the
nine, had shifted sides.
President Trump immedi-
ately imposed fresh 10 per
cent global tariffs under
Section 122 of the 1974
Trade Act. They were
raised soon after to 15 per
cent.

US trade representative
Jamieson Greer has main-
tained that they had found
means to “reconstruct” the
tariffs eliminated by the
Supreme Court. The new
section used, however,
relates to a balance of pay-
ments deficit enabling tar-
iff imposition, not trade
deficits. Moreover, these
are valid only for 150 days.
Thereafter, it requires US
congressional  approval.
Thus, President Trump
can no longer dangle tariffs
like the knights twirling
their chain maces. There
are procedures which must
be followed, both before
imposing tariffs and after-

wards.

Thus, the US is planning
to use two other sections of
the same law. Section 301
allows imposition of indi-
vidual country tariffs if dis-
criminatory trade prac-
tices can be established.
This involves examining
possible industrial excess
capacity, suspected forced
labour, the pricing of phar-
maceuticals, discrimina-

US court forces Trump’s
tariff reset: World in fix?

fore appears that the
Trump administration is
likely to insist that commit-
ments under already
finalised trade deals must
be abided by, otherwise
they will unleash fresh tar-
iffs under these other pro-
\15\0115 of the law.

One thing is nevertheless
clear. The US Supreme
Court has weakened the
negotiating position of the
US. With President Trump
headed to China for a three-
day visit starting March 31,
the effectiveness or other-
wise of the reconstructed
US tariffs strategy should
emerge. China has posi-
tioned itself strongly
behind Iran, having trans-
ferred more lethal offen-
sive  and  defensive
weapons. Logically, the US
should not attack Iran
before the China visit. But
Trumpian logic can vary.

Beijing is unlikely to
offer one-sided conces-
sions. The trade negotia-
tion, coming after the US
court ruling, strengthens
the Chinese position. This
writer, speaking on a tele-
vision show, had suggested
on the day
trade deal was announ
that perhaps India could
have waited till the expect-
ed court ruling on tariffs.
The Sino-US negotiations
at the sum it level would
show how China uses that
advan

The Umted States is,
meanwhile, focusing on
Section 301 investigations
on the trade practices of
Brazil and China. While
the US wants a firm com-
mitment on the export nf
Chinese rare e
also needs a stable lrad.mg
environment to overcome
its domestic economic tra-
vails and top-level Army
purges. In conclusion,
President Donald Trump
canat embarrassed
and partially constrained
by court rulings. Only a
serious setback in the
November mid-term elec-
tions to the US Congress
can bind his hands. India’s
dilemma is that, like most
of the developed world, it
has to engage and not con-
front the US, to buy time.
However, that stance has
domestic political implica-

tion against US tech com- tions as it hurts the govern-
panies and trade in ment's projection of strate-
seafood, rice, etc. gic autonomy and vocal

Another legal ip of the Global
provision is Section 232 of ~ South.

the 1962 Trade Act, relating
to national security. That
has already been used for
higher tariffs on steel, alu-
minium and cars. It there-

The writer is a former
secretary in the external
affairs ministry. He tweets
at @ambkesingh.
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REGRESSIVE NORTH

The Gujarat government has
made it obligatory to tak
parental approval for registra-
tion of marriages, in a bid to
curb “love jihad”. How many
girls are cheated by Muslim
boys under false pretences? Are
the existing laws not enough?
about young people’s
heir partner?

ers that the
fe of minorities is being made
uncomfortable. Assam CM
Himanta Bisw: 'ma has been
blatant in harassing M u:hm<
This attitude is evident

ble-engine sarkars”, b
Utremm:nd or Utt

lopment in

s, They take pride in
building a “Hindu Rashtra”,
'Ttt ly means ha

north of t nndhyns‘ The

southern st: are compara-
tively more progressi
otter law and order.
Anil Bagarka
Mumbai

TERRORISING BENGAL

THE CENTRE'S decision to deploy 480
companies of Central forces to West
Bengal long before the announcement
of elections is simply to terrorise the
state’s ruling party and the electorate.
Surpr]smgly the home ministry didn’t
deem it necessary to discuss this with
the state chief secretary before dis-
patching forces, which sadly exposes
how the ruling party at the Centre
ignores the presence of an elected gov
ernment in the state.
ness by the Centre needs to be stopped_
Arun Gupta

Kolkata

MIZO CIVIC SENSE

TO ENSURE that coaches of the
Guwahati-Aizawl train service don’t get
dirty, Mizos tie their food waste in small
hags and hang them neatly beside their
seats! Not laws, rather an in-bui
ture, inspires them. This is their
life: train coaches get treated as share
property, deserving respect and dignity!
Guided by Tlawmmngaihna, the Mizo
ethic, these passengers are also extreme-
1y cooperative towards each other. If
anyone falls ill or finds themselves in
any kind of trouble, they take turns to
look after and care for them. Mainland
India has a lot to learn from Mizoram
and its citizens in other areas too, such
as upholding women'’s rights, family val-
ues, equality and the spirit of service,
community and togetherness.

Kolkata

Aakar Patel

Targeting Muslims:
What ‘Gujarat Model
means for the rise &
rise of the ‘New India’

Gujarat for about 30 unbroken years now.
Notionally Gujarat is a two-party state, but the
Congress has not won an election, either Vidhan

Sabha or Lok Sabha, since before the Babri Masjid
was pulled down. In this period the BJP has had the
full scope and freedom to develop a structure of gov-
ernance and law. Around 20 years ago, after the 2002
pogrom, there came into currency the phrase
“Gujarat Model”. We will take a look at what this
model is and what it can reveal about “New India”.

The first element of the Gujarat Model is the politi-
cal exclusion of Muslims. There has been no Muslim
BJP legislator or minister in Gujarat for decades and
the party does not give them even tickets to contest.
Absolute exclusion for the sake of exclusion. This
has been replicated in “New India”, where the BJP
in the last three Lok Sabhas has won two majorities
and a substantial plurality but with zero

Today, the BJP has around 90 Rajya Sabha MPs, but
with no Muslims.

The second element is through laws that are aimed
at minority persecution. Tllegal cattle slaughter is
ostensibly an economic crime (Amcle 48 of the
Constitution is about animal husbandry an
Jmprovmg breeds). But no while collar mme

ttracts life in prison, as Gujarat's laws on cows do.
Dupmg ‘banks and investors of thousands of crores

'I‘he Bharatiya Janata Party has been governing

—+ o0 ©

does not attract life. The reason is that cattle slaugh-
ter has been made into a religious matter and this
has been replicated amund the muntry Laws crim-
inalising possession of beef came only smrﬁng

2015 (first with two BJP states, Maharashtra and
Haryana) and the Iynchings started. Now the phe-
‘nomenon is natio)

Rajasthan’s Cabinet has said it will rephcate
Gujarat’s law which foreibly and legally

Citizens and Lawyers Initiative, have recorded the

manner in which governments have encouraged

lawlessness and then stepped in with bulldozers.
‘The justice system has looked away from this for

the most part and there is complicity in those organs

of the State which could curb excess and violence

against individuals.
Thefounhalemeunsthemannermwhchthe

Indiaand its

is one of the unspoken but understood and accepted
facets of the Gujarat Model. It is communicated
through maxims hke “government has no business
to be in government”.

While all of the other five elements have found
acceptability in society, it is this sixth one that is
slightly problematic. It is why the Prime Minister
chafedat bemg the head of a “suit boot ki sarkar”

his humil-

Muslims and prevents them from renting and buy-
mg pmperty ums)ﬂe these ghettoes.

betw Hindus and
Mushms begun to be Ieglslated in 2018, starting with
Uttarakhand, oday in seven states. Laws

and p
mﬁln;aremp]aoetodayandbemgmﬂedoutacmss
Ing

This connects with the third element, which is tar-
geted persecution through use of the state machin-
ery. The New York Times reported this week that in
Uttar Pradesh’s Sambhal, the government apparatus
that once served to act in a neutral manner is today
being sused by a majoritarian state. This has
become the norm actually. Around 2017, BJP state
governments began to use bulldozers to raze homes
and businesses, mostly of Muslims, in violation of
the law. Two reports, one by my organisation
Amnesty International India and another by the

isbeing

shaped The language is deliberate and it is meant to
inject division. It has been successful at doing this.
One way in which we can tell is that what used to be
unusual and episodic is today endemic. Violence
against individuals purely because of the faith they
were born into is now normal. The total lack of
action from the State, judiciary and media has made
it so. Undoing it will not be easy and can only happen
if there is not oan a stop but a reversal of course,
‘which is hard to

The fifth element of the Gujarat Model is a low pri-
ority on human develupment Gujarat ranks low in
the HDI index, which is made up of three elements:
income, health and education. This is the basis of the
intellectual opposition to the Gujarat Model and the
stressing by many of the Kerala Model. which
focused on the development of individuals.

The privileging of capital and its interests as hal-
lowed over the interests of people, our sixth element,

_‘_

ity and his Lakm

The idea of a haudﬁlluicorpmteenuﬂm Tun
mostly by Gujarati businessmen of a ular
community, owning most of the ports, mines, air-
ports, refineries, and other goods associat-
ed with government patronage is not easy to sell to

Indians. This is so especially because the benefits of
this have not come to Indians who remain more or
less m the same (xmdmon as (hey Wem mmu No

can alter
thm.r lived naa].\ty It will llkely be Lhe ane that will
cause the failure of the 1 in time.

However, for now and for the foreseeable future, it
is hard not to accept that the Gujarat Model has won
and it is the base on which our New India has been
constructed.

The writer is the chair of Amnesty International
India. Twitter; @aakar patel
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Freebies are
Jiscal poison

he Supreme Court’s recent observations on elec-
toral freebies come at a critical moment for Indian
democracy. Questioning whether indiscriminate sub-
sidies and cash transfers amount to appeasement, a
bench led by Chief Justice Surya Kant warned that such
practices threaten fiscal stability and national devel-
opment. The Court’s intervention serves as a crucial
reminder that democracy is undermined when public
funds are deployed as electoral bait. For an election to
be meaningful, citizens must vote freely and fairly,
based on informed choice, not financial inducement.
Yet, India’s electoral landscape has drifted from mani-
festo-driven governance toward competitive populism,
with direct benefit transfers timed suspiciously close to
polling dates.

This evolution from material giveaways to direct cash
transfers represents a troubling shift. Previously, states
like Tamil Nadu and Bihar distributed goods such as
saris, television sets, and bicycles—schemes framed as

developmental  aids.

Today, money is elec- A democracy
tronically transferred that trades

into bank accounts on

the eve of elections votes for

under the guise of gov- subsidies risks
ernment programmes. . .

In recent Bihar and Ma- mortgaging its
harashtra  elections, future, eroding
such transfers—particu- .
larly to women, who both ??Onomlc
constitute  half the | stability and
population—were '

widely believed to have the sanctity Of
influenced outcomes. the ballot

‘When incumbents use

state resources to deliver immediate financial benefits,
the principle of a level playing field is severely compro-
mised. For instance, the Opposition can only promise,
while the ruling party can implement it. Tamil Nadu's
promise of free electricity ahead of Assembly elections
reflects a nationwide pattern where ruling parties con-
vert governance into electoral advantage.

The economic consequences are equally severe.
Every rupee spent on indiscriminate giveaways is de-
nied to roads, schools, hospitals, and long-term infra-
structure. States pleading poverty for development
projects somehow find resources for universal freebies.
The Supreme Court has wisely distinguished between
targeted welfare and blanket subsidies: supporting
those below the poverty line aligns with constitutional
commitments, but extending benefits to affluent house-
holds is fiscal imprudence masquerading as com-
passion. Subsidies must remain transparent and subject
to legislative scrutiny. India faces a fundamental choice
between empowering citizens and cultivating depend-
ency. Welfare is essential; appeasement is corrosive. A
democracy that trades votes for subsidies risks mort-
gaging its future, eroding both economic stability and
the sanctity of the ballot.

Not just a matter
of going shirtless

Wth more arrests and detentions on Monday of
those involved in the shirtless protest at the Al Impact
Summit in Delhi, the Delhi Police have now arrested or
detained five young men, all Congress workers, from
Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, and Delhi. The men
had stormed into one of the halls at the Summit bare-
chested with T-shirts in their hands, protesting the
Indo-US Trade Deal and India-related disclosures in the
Epstein Files. One of the slogans on the T-shirts read
“Compromised PM". The Delhi Police have addressed
this as a law-and-order issue and alluded to the youth
being inspired by the Gen Z protest in Nepal.

Itis important to note that while there may have been
embarrassment at the global event. which drew sting-
ing repartee from the Prime Minister himself, there was
no violence or anti-national posturing during the pro-
test. While the law-and-order aspect must be ad-
dressed, it would be grossly unfair to limit the entire
discourse and action to this. The protest must be evalu-
ated for its manner and tactics, there is a raging debate
about the shirtless-ness, its use of the global summit
space, and the democratic articulation of the right to
protest. To go shirtless during an international summit
was silly and juvenile, but the unusual—even risqué—
act drew the attention of the national and the inter-
national media to the controversial issues of the trade
deal and Indian links in the Epstein Files. The opaque
terms of the deal have raised a storm, while the mention
of the former cabinet minister Hardeep Singh Puriand
industrialist Anil Ambani in the Epstein Files has
brought embarrassment. Neither the government nor
the people involved have convincingly explained or de-
nied. Where legitimate ways of focusing on these failed,
the shirtless protest scored. It garnered attention across
the board. In these aspects, the tactic. though in poor
taste, succeeded.

The democratic articulation of dissent was its most
significant aspect. Opposition leaders across the spec-
trum expressed discomfort at the shirtless-ness, but the
fact remains that this tactic by Congress workers came
on the heels of the party leader and Leader of Opposi-
tion, Rahul Gandhi, repeatedly being stopped from dis-
senting in the Parliament and the mainstream media
offering little space to ask questions of the government
about the trade deal or the Epstein Files. The shrinking
space for critiques pushed dissenters to adopt unusual
tactics. It is a comment on the lack of robustness in
India’s democracy. The Delhi Police, which arrested
people protesting air pollution earlier, cracking down
on the shirtless protestors shows their moral bank-
ruptcy. While the cops and the national conversation
focus on the shirtless-ness, even those who condemn
the poor tactic acknowledge that the protest, in an era
of the attention economy, made the issues visible, com-
pelling the nation’s attention.

The Road Ahead

www.freepressjournalin

Non-partisan enforcement of
fiscal rules need of the hour

JAYAPRAKASH NARAYAN

he Supreme

Court made sev-

eral sharp com-

ments on
Thursday (Feb 19, 2026) regarding
indiscriminate distribution of lar-
gesse to voters undermining the
state’s primary responsibility of
collective goods and services and
genuine welfare obligation. The
Chief Justice wisely refrained from
giving a direction, saying the Court
did not want to “cross our limita-
tions and comment or decide on
the purpose of a welfare scheme or
how it should be given”.

This restraint and refusal to in-
tervene judicially is constitu-
tionally sound and enhances the
Courts credibility. At the same
time, the Court gave expression to
the anguish and concern most
thinking citizens feel about fiscal
profligacy and unchecked popu-
lism at the cost of core functions of
the state and imperatives of invest-
ment and economic growth. This
gives us an opportunity to examine
the issue in a dispassionate and
non-partisan manner and arrive at
a mature consensus to protect the
future.

It would be unwise and unpro-
ductive to tell political parties what
kind of electoral promises they
should make. But there is a line
that is sometimes crossed. The

Rational Analysis

DMK'’s promise of free colour TVs
in the run-up to the Tamil Nadu
Assembly election in 2006 is one
such case. The matter went to the
Supreme Court, and in 2013, the
Court directed the Election Com-
mission, in the absence of legis-
lation, to frame guidelines
regarding electoral promises
under Article 324 in consultation
with recognised political parties
and include them in the Model
Code of Conduet. So far, no such
action has been taken by the Elec-
tion Commission.

The nature of the electoral
promises apart, it is clear that un-
checked populism at the cost of
core functions of the state, infra-
structure, promotion of growth,
and enhancing the incomes of the
poor is driving many states into a
debt trap and fiscal crisis. This
author made the case for fiscal re-
sponsibility in the columns on sev-
eral occasions.

What can be done now? The
Constitution makers anticipated
this problem and made provisions
to address the future fiscal chal-
lenges. Article 360 expressly states
that “if financial stability and credit
of India or of any part thereof is
threatened”, the President may
make a declaration to that effect by
a proclamation. But that is an ex-
treme step after a full-blown crisis

develops. The critical issue is that
the Union has the responsibility to
ensure the ‘financial stability’ and
‘eredit of India’.

The Union is endowed with the
authority and responsibility to
avert the fiscal crisis in states under
Article 293. Under Article 293, ‘a
state may not without consent of
the Government of India raise any
loan'if it owes money to the Union
or if any Union guarantee is in
place. The Union may impose con-
ditions for granting such a consent
as it ‘may think fit to impose’. This
salutary provision is not utilised by
successive governments for fear of
political backlash and out of sheer
neglect over time. In a highly po-
larised political climate, any denial
of consent to loans or imposition of
conditions will be portrayed as an
act of hostility to the state.

Worse still, innocent voters may
be incited by saying that while the
state government, out of goodness
of their heart, wants to extend wel-
fare to the people, the Union is ma-
liciously preventing them from
doing so!

The Union, just like the states, is
governed by a political executive,
and every party wants to maximise
its vote share in a state and is reluc-
tant to risk the voters wrath to pro-
mote fiscal discipline.

We need a constructive debate

in the country to protect the future.
Otherwise, several states will enter
a debt trap from which recovery
will be difficult. The Union has
been exhibiting impressive fiscal
discipline in recent years. But sev-
eral states are borrowing heavily
for current expenditure without
creating durable and productive
assets or enhancing the earning ca-
pacity of the people. This is rob-
bing the children of their future, as
they have to repay the debt as fu-
ture taxpayers without inheriting
assets. Such conduct is contrary to
the ethos of Indian society and det-
rimental to our future asa country.

‘What is the way out? Perhaps
we should follow the golden rule:
governments should borrow ex-
clusively for investment purposes,
not to finance current consump-
tion. Many governments have rev-
enue deficits. But our economy is
growing at 7%. The nominal
growth probably will be over 10%
in the long term, and government
revenues will grow at the same
rate. All we need to do is either
freeze revenue expenditure at cur-
rent levels until the revenue deficit
is nil or at least allow expenditure
growth well below, say, 2-3% per
annum. In a few years’ time the
debt will be manageable; a road
map can be provided for each
state, taking into account their spe-

There are practical and relatively painless ways of applying fiscal rules.
The rules can be enforced in a transparent and non-partisan manner

cific circumstances, and the con-
dition may be imposed under Ar-
ticle 293(4) to reach nil revenue
deficit in a finite time frame for
consenting to any new debt.

How do we enforce such a con-
dition without partisanship? The
Comptroller and Auditor General
(CAG) is a credible constitutional
authority. The task of keeping track
of the finances of the states in real
time, ensuring transparent public
accounts, taking into account off-
budget loans and pending bills,
ete., may be entrusted to the CAG.
and the consent or denial of a loan
may be based on the CAG's recom-
mendation, reviewing transparent
data and evidence.

Some states are already in im-
pending crisis. The Constitution
gave us the tools. There are prac-
tical and relatively painless ways of
applying the fiscal rules. The rules
can be enforced in a transparent,
credible, and  non-partisan
manner. The task is urgent. The
time is ripe. We should act without
delay. Any dithering or failure will
jeopardise India’s growth pros-
pects at a critical juncture in our
national life.

The author is the founder of Lok Satta move-
ment and Foundation for Democratic Re-
forms. Email: drjploksatta@gmail.com /
Twitter @jp_loksatta

Did Congress plan operation
Shikhandi on PM Modi ?

Can ONOE, which clubs Lok Sabha and Assembly elections to the jointly

S MURLIDHARAN

he BIJP has al-

ways been ac-

cused of

performing op-
eration lotus, or Kamala, to reduce
the Congress’ strength in an as-
sembly. Engineering a split is much
more difficult, given the two-thirds
defection required by the anti-de-
fection law. So, the second best was
operation lotus—contrive large-
scale resignations from the Con-
gress so that the truncated
Congress s close to a minority gov-
ernment. The rest is simple. The
Congress' plan in the Lok Sabha
seems to have been more brazen,
not to gain a majority, for which it
is placed hopelessly in terms of
numbers, but to catch the eyeballs
of the TV audience of the Lok
Sabha proceedings.

Shikhandi was a significant fig-
ure in the Hindu epic, Mahabha-
rata. Born as a daughter
(Shikhandini) to King Drupada but
raised as a male and later transi-
tioning to a man. As the reincarna-
tion of Amba, seeking revenge
against Bhishma, Shikhandi was
pivotal in the Kurukshetra war,
acting as the cause of Bhishma's
downfall because Bhishma refused
to fight someone he considered a
woman. Lord Krishna, the war
strategist for the Pandavas, placed
Shikhandi in front of Arjun as a
protective shield. Bhishma couldn't
pierce through the shield, and
Arjun rained arrows on the help-

Form Over Fame

A hat-trick duck by Abhis-
hek Sharma proves there
are no minnows in modern
T20 cricket. Even strong
teams like the Netherlands
can challenge reputations.
Selection must rest on
current form, not past
glory. Performance, ac-
countability and adaptabil-
ity alone guarantee a place
in today’s competitive
squad.

A P Thiruvadi, Chennai

daily lives.
Prevent Temple Insiya Raj, Ujjain
Tragedies
The Morena temple roof Parliamentary

collapse and recent stam-
pedes highlight recurring
negligence. Despite re-
peated warnings, unsafe
structures and poor crowd
control persist. Authorities
must urgently identify and
demolish dilapidated build-
ings and enforce safety
norms. Preventive action,
not post-tragedy regret, can
save precious lives.
Hema Hari Upadhyay ‘Akshat’,
Khachrod, Ujjain

Service Beyond
Symbolism

A new administrative com-
plex symbolising “seva” is
welcome, but service must
extend beyond architec-
ture. Governance should
ensure efficiency, trans-
parency and timely griev-
ance redressal. Institutions
gain credibility when
promises translate into
policy impact. True tribute
to service lies in tangible
improvement in citizens’

Decorum Needed
The conduct of the Leader
of Opposition in Parlia-
ment raises concerns
about decorum and re-
sponsibility. Criticism of

sponses. Public represen-

less and vulnerable Bhishma. Was
the Congress counting on PM
Modi being similarly disarmed in
the face of some ten women MPs
laying siege to him when he was
about to reply to the presidential
address? To be sure, no physical at-
tack would have been planned, but
the spectacle of PM Modi warding
off his women interlocutors would
have embarrassed him and the
BJP much to the amusement of the
opposition. The plan with unpre-
dictable results, however, came un-
stuck with the Speaker, Om Birla,
stopping Modi in his tracks. He
pre-empted the possible operation
Shikhandi by asking Modi not to
present himselfin such a hostile at-
mosphere.

People resort to gimmicks when
they are frustrated. Both operation
Kamala and the putative operation
Shikhandi belong to the gimmick
genre. But then the Congress has
been desperate with a string of As-
sembly defeats after a reasonably
good performance in the 2024 Lok
Sabha elections. Rahul Gandhi, the
scion of the Nehru-Gandhi family,
is getting restless. He thinks being
blue-blooded, the prime minister’s
chair rightfully belongs to him, and
Modi is its usurper if not a pre-
tender. In the 2019 Lok Sabha elec-
tions, he hurled the abuse ‘chor’
(thief) against Modi in the context
of Rafale fighter plane purchases
from the French government,
which the Modi government inter-

posed so as to make it a govern-
ment-to-government deal to pre-
empt the charge of kickbacks
rampant in private seller-state pur-
chaser defence deals. He had the
mortification of having to apolo-
gise to the Apex Court for bringing
itinto the murky waters of politics.
Charges of EVM being manipu-
lated and vote chori, in which the
Chief Election Commissioner was
a willing ally of the Modi govern-
ment, then followed in his desper-
ation to discredit his arch rival
without a shred of evidence.

That said. the Westminster
model of parliamentary democ-
racy has quite a few warts, includ-
ing the first-past-the-post system
(FPPS) and the speaker being the
handmaiden of the ruling dispen-
sation. There is no reason why the
speaker needs to be an elected
member of the ruling party or al-
liance. The CAG doesn' remain be-
holden to the ruling dispensation.
Likewise, the office of the speaker
must be delinked from party
politics and affiliations. Let the
speaker be the senior-most retired
CJL And if he is disinclined, the
next senior most, and so on. Much
of the angst and accusations of the
opposition benches are against the
speaker for his alleged partisan
role. Any disciplinary action by
such a disinterested speaker, in-
cluding calling in the marshals to
physically remove the obstreper-

| ous members, would be more ac-

ceptable. No no-confidence mo-
tion should lie against him or her.
Given the long hours devoted by
the speaker to his job, invariably ad
hoc speakers from a panel have to
do duty during the speaker’s brief
or long absence. Such interim
speakers too should be shorn of
party affiliations. At the end of the
day, the speaker occupies a quasi-
judicial office. A sense of fairness
and evenhandedness goes a long
way in removing bitterness and ac-
rimony in house proceedings.

The wisdom of the live telecast
of the parliamentary proceedings
is also debatable. Members tend to
play to the galleries, not of the two
houses but of the viewers en-
sconced in their homes. Fiery and
comical harangues make for free
entertainment. For the opposition,
rushing to the well and gheraoing
the prime minister are good
phaoto-and e-ops.

The bottom line—waste of
precious resources and taxpayers’
money. Meaningful debates are
rare in the milieu of unending hos-
tilities between the treasury and
opposition benches. The protec-
tion against defamation given by
Article 105 to members of Parlia-
ment emboldens them, especially
from the opposition benches, to
hurl unsubstantiated charges. The
BJP accused Arvind Kejriwal of
AAP of never adjourning the Delhi
Assembly sine die so that he could

| convene it anytime whenever he

held quinquennial polling, reduce the tension among political parties?

needed to let out his spleen from
the cocoon of the floor of the as-
sembly with television channels
beaming his thundering charges.
Mercifully, the Supreme Court re-
visited its own verdict in the JIMM
case of the nineties when it granted
immunity to the JMM MPs from
the charge of bribe-taking for vot-
ing in favour of the minority gov-
ernment headed by Narasimha
Rao. On review, it has conceded
that Article 105 immunity didn’t ex-
tend to criminal acts, including
bribe-taking.

Can one nation, one election
(ONOE), which clubs both the Lok
Sabha and Assembly elections to
the jointly held quinquennial pol-
ling, reduce the tension among the
political parties? It is true that with
the election pot boiling every year,
there are mounting and ceaseless
tensions. Ergo, the quinquennial
celebrations of democracy would
leave at least four years for the rul-
ing dispensation to govern, though
four years is too long a time for the
opposition to bide and sulk. TV
news channels, too, provide
forums for all the political parties
to expound their views through ar-
ticulate spokespersons. But they
are as cacophonous as the parlia-
mentary proceedings, though
couch potatoes lap up both.

S Murlidharan is a freefance columnist and
writes on economics, business, legal and
taxation issues.
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Electoral Irony

The ECl has informed the
SC of significant discrep-
ancies in West Bengal’s 2025
electoral roll during the on-
going SIR. In Assembly Con-
stituency No. 283, Barabani
(Asansol district), one indi-
vidual has been recorded as
the father of 389 voters,
raising serious data integrity
concerns. Similar anomalies
have reportedly surfaced in
other constituencies. The
ECIl termed these as “logical
discrepancies” requiring
verification and corrective
action. The revision process has triggered political debate, with CM Mamata Baner-
jee criticising aspects of the SIR exercise while the commission maintains it is ensur-
ing accuracy and transparency.

A.P. Thiruvadi, Chennai

HASAN ZAIDI

transparent clarification.
When global figures re-
sign over similar scrutiny,
silence invites suspicion.
Public office carries moral
responsibility beyond
legality. If such claims re-
main unanswered, public
trust erodes. Accountabil-
ity and openness are es-
sential to protect
governance from reputa-
tional damage.

Tharcius S. Fernando,

Chennai

Lenten Season
Begins

Ash Wednesday marks
the start of Lent in West-
ern Christianity, a 40-day
period of prayer, fasting
and reflection before

tatives must uphold insti-
tutional dignity.

binary. Traditions evolve,

but constitutional guaran-
tees of equality and dignity

verdict must reinforce con-

stitutional authority for
every citizen.

frey Epstein demand

Easter. Ashes, made
from Palm Sunday
branches, symbolise

government is legitimate, Sunil Okhade, Indore  cannot be sidelined as “es- K. Chidanand Kumar, mortality and repent-
but allegations require sential practices.” The Su- Bengaluru  ance. The season calls
substantiation. Parliamen-  Faith And preme Court's clarity will believers to spiritual re-
tary debate demands ad- Constitution determine whether living Serious Allegations  newal, humility and inner
herence to procedure, Your editorial rightly traditions adapt to consti- Raised transformation over out-
respectful language and frames Sabarimala beyond  tutional morality or remain  Allegations linking Har- ward display.

willingness to hear re- a simple faith-versus-law insulated exceptions. The deep Singh Puri with Jef- Shantidurai D'Cruz,

Chennai
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A: far as setting an illustrious
xample goes, it is a matchless
move. With the salaries and perks
of MPs and MLAs in India rising
at regular intervals, with generous
dollops of additional facilities to
go along ending with a generous
pension to enable them to subsist
in their sunset years (base pension
of Rs 31,000 per month), what has
been undertaken by Sri Lanka de-
serves loud applause. On February
6, the Supreme Court had deter-
mined that the Parliamentary Pen-
sions (Repeal) Bill can be passed
in Parliament with a simple major-
ity. Its main aim was to repeal the
Parliamentary Pensions Law No
1 of 1977, which had established a

non-contributory lifetime pension
to persons who have ceased to be
members of parliament. The Sri
Lankan government has gazetted
the Parliamentary Pensions (Re-
peal) Act after it was passed by 154
votes in the 225-member House,
with only two against. Ostensibly,
this move is to fund other essen-
tial public services, given the not-
so-secure financial status that the
island-nation has been embroiled in
for nearly five years now.

But beyond tokenism, this move
has been highlighted as fulfilling a
key campaign promise of President
Anura Kumara Dissanayake, who
assured to do away with ‘unjusti-
fied" political perks. In Sri Lanka, a

member of parliament was entitled
to a pension after serving a five-year
term. In contrast, just look at what is
happening in our nation. As an ad-
ditional service pension, for every
year of service beyond the manda-
tory five-year term, an extra 2,500
per month is added to the base pen-
sion, including to all former mem-
bers of either House of Parliament,
The salary and pension structure is
subject to revision every five years
based on the Cost Inflation Index.
The perks for former MPs include
free train travel in first-class. The
recent revision was announced in
March 2025, with the changes ef-
fective retroactively from April 1,
2023. According to PRS India data,

Sri Lankan Parliament shows the way for India

historically, the average age of the
Lok Sabha has risen from 46.5 years
in the First Lok Sabha to over 55 in
recent sessions, indicating a long-
term shift toward older representa-
tives.

The average age of Members of
Parliament (MPs) in the 18th Lok
Sabha (2024) is 56 years. This re-
flects an aging trend in Indian poli-
tics, with 52 per cent of MPs being
over 55 years, whileonly 11 per cent
are 40 years or younger. Even if an
MP ceases to be one after a single
five-year term, the individual is thus
part of the gravy train, irrespective
of age. Interestingly, with a popula-
tion share of 11 per cent, senior citi-
zens in India are among the worst

treated ones. In an impassioned
speech in Parliament, Shiv Sena MP
Sanjay Raut had said that the gov-
ernment should kill all the senior
citizens after 65 years because the
government is not ready to pay at-
tention to these nation builders and
queried if it is a crime to be one. The
other side of the picture is that sen-
ior citizens in politics are given all
the benefits possible to MLAs, MPs
or ministers and they also get pen-
sion. ‘Senior citizens have the right
to change the government, do not
ignore them. They have a lifetime
experience of changing the govern-
ment. Do not consider them weak,”
opined the mercurial MP. But will
things change, is the moot question,

Lle must be protected, not pactually abandoned

PROF MADABHUSHI
SRIDHAR ACHARYULU

HETHER it is the Con-
stitutional law or crimi-
nal law, suicide cannot be

accepted under any circumstances.
Life is for living, No one has the
right to die, but rather a duty to live
and let others live.

The recent Supreme Court’s dis-
missal of the appeal affirms a crucial
criminal law principle: surviving a
suicide pact does not erase legal re-
sponsibility when one has facilitated
the other’s death. The judgment, de-
livered by a bench of Justice Rajesh
Bindal and Justice Manmohan, not
only resolves a long-pending crimi-
nal dispute but also clarifies the ju-
risprudential position on abetment
to suicide and the criminality inher-
ent in mutual suicide arrangements.

Right to live under Article 21 can-
not be extended to include ‘right to
di¢. This significant case presents
a delicate intersection of criminal
liability, medical ewdence. and the
State’s i o

ultimately, speaks with a humane
yet firm voice: life is inviolable, and
any pact to extinguish it invites
both moral sorrow and legal conse-
quence.

Analysis of the
Prathyushya case:

The recent dismissal of the ap-
peal by the Supreme Court in the
23-year-old case concerning the
tragic death of the south Indian
actress raises profound questions
ahout cnmm.nl abelmem. eviden-

The crucial legal principle

and the legal udpablhw of asurviv-
ing partner in a suicide pact.

The judgment also emphasises
evidentiary discipline, rejecting
sensational claims unsupported
by medical proof while upholding
culpability grounded in established
facts.

Love, opposition and a fatal pact:

1t is again a story of love, opposi-
tion, and a fatal pact. The prosecu-
tion’s case, accepted by the courts,
was that the actress and Gudipalli
Siddhartha Reddy were in a rela-
tionship despite opposition by his
parents. In this emotionally charged
setting, both allegedly consumed
poison together. While she suc-
cumbed, he survived. He was there-
after convicted for: 1. Abetment to
suicide; 2. Attempt to commit sui-
cide

The trial court imposed five years’
imprisonment, later reduced to two
years by the Andhra Pradesh High
Court in 2004 The surviving accused

protect life under Article 21. Life is
beautiful, whether killing herself or
joining a lover, may be a thrilling
cinema, but not in reality. In a pact
of dying together, if both die, there
may be no criminal case, but all
those who abetted will be a criminal
offence and culpable.

A beautiful heroine, Pratyusha,

bythe Courtis that
asurviving partner in a mutual
suicide pactcan be legally
culpable for abetment to suicide.
The law does not treat suicide
pacts as romantic acts of shared
despair butas legally culpable
agreements that normalise
self-destruction. Thus, survival
does notimply innocence. Itmay
instead expose a participant to
enhanced criminal scrutiny.

expose a participant to enhanced
criminal scrutiny,

A judicial reasoning:

The oral pronouncement of the
bench outlines a layered evidentiary
assessment:

* Murder by strangulation ruled out

* Overwhelming ocular and medi-

cal evidence pm\ ed pmsumng
T

from mental vulnerability to crimi-
nal complicity.

Thus:

Mere survival may invite thera-
peutic response, while survival with
facilitation invites penal conse-
quences

Romantic myth vs

criminal reality:
Popular culture often portrays

suicide pacts as tragic expressions
of love. Criminal law rejects this ro-
manticism for three reasons:

A. Suicide is not a private contract:
A pact to die together cannot be
legally validated because life is
constitutionally protected, the
State has an interest in preserving
life, and consent cannot legalise
self-destruction.

B. Power imbal, and

While the decision affirms crimi-
nal liability for abetment, it also in-
directly underscores the |mpnrlano:
of suicide p i

() LETTERS

Engg education must move
with the times

ITH reference to the article “The new blueprint for

Engineering: Skills, speed and specialisation” by Prof
Geeta Trlpadu (THI Feb 23) 1 wnsh lo emphaslle the es-
sential significance that must move
with the times or risk bemg left behind in the fast lane of
innovation. As Industry 5.0 builds upon Al robotics, cloud
computing and cyber-physical systems, the writing is on
the wall: traditional degrees like engineering alone can no
longer carry the whole weight of employability. Engineer-
ing education must balance theoretical depth with agility,
speed and specialisation to build not just job seekers, but
job creators,

Raju Kolluru, Kakinada

Galgotias episode is an eye-opener

ith reference to the editorial “Upshots of the Gal-

gotias robodog controversy” (Feb 23), the Gal-
gotias University episode at the recent Al summit has
rightly drawn attention to deeper issues in private higher
education. While the robodog claim caused immediate
embarrassment, the bigger concern lies in inflated patent
numhers and misleading performance claims that many

alone cannot address lhc root causes
of emotional distress, familial oppo-
sition, and social pressures.
Preventive measures must include:
Mental health counselling for vul-
nerable individuals
Social awareness about emotional

coercion
Early intervention in toxic or
high-pressure relationships
Responsible media reporting in
celebrity tragedies

Law punishes facilitation, but so-
ciety must prevent desperation.

Media and medical evidence:
An important aspect of the case is
the Courts criticism of an “unprofes-

coercion: One partner may be
more vulnerable. Emotional de-
pendence can turn a “mutual
pact” into subtle coercion.

C. Survival distorts the pact: If one
dies and the other survives, the
survivor's role must be scruti-
nised: Was it equal participation,
passive presence, or active fa-
cilitation? The law, therefore, pre-
sumes that survival coupled with
preparatory acts (like procuring
poison) may constitute abetment.

State's duty to prevent suicide:
The constitutional guarantee of
life under Article 21 imposes a posi-

*+ Belated claims ol’ rape and stran-

hallenged the conviction, while the gulation rejected
victim's molhcr alleged rape, murder
y sl and inadequate sen-

¢ Accidental consumption defence
disbelieved

tencing.

The Supreme Court, after examin-
ing ocular and medical evidence, re-
jected allegations of rape and strangu-
lation, holding that death was due to
pomomng and that purdmsc of poison

ended her life following a mutual
agreement (?), while the surviving
lover became a criminal.

At a broader constitutional level,
the decision reinforces that the
State’s duty is not merely to punish
after death but to create legal and
social conditions that discourage
suicide, prevent emotional coer-
cion, and protect the sanctity of life.

The tragedy of Prathyushya is
therefore not only a criminal case
but a societal warning: Love can-
not justify self-destruction; despair
cannot legalise death; and survival
cannot absolve cumplicit)ﬁ The law,

abetment.

Survival as a liability!

The crucial legal principle reaf-
firmed by the Court is that a surviv-
ing partner in a mutual suicide pact
can be legally culpable for abetment
to suicide. This doctrine flows from
Sections 107 and 306 of the Indian
Penal Code, which criminalise in-
stigation, conspiracy, or intentional
aid to commit suicide. The law does
not treat suicide pacts as romantic
acts of shared despair but as legally
culpable agreements that normalise
self-destruction. Thus, survival does
not imply innocence. It may instead

¢ Purchase of poison established
abetment
+ Unprofessional post-mortem re-
port criticised
¢ Premature publication of medical
findings condemned
‘These findings reflect the Court’s
reliance on forensic consistency,
contemporaneous evidence, and
legal causation, rather than specu-
lative allegations emerging decades
later.

Distinction between attempted
suicide and abetment:

Attempts to commit suicide
historically attracted punishment
under Section 309 IPC, though
contemporary mental health juris-
prudence treats survivors with com-
passion. However, when a survivor
is shown to have actively enabled
the other’s death, the law shifts focus

tive obligation on the State:

To protect individuals from self-
harm;

To regulate circumstances ena-
bling suicide;

To penalise those who facilitate
self-destruction

Suicide is not merely a pri-
vate tragedy; it is a constitutional
concern involving dignity, men-
tal health, and social responsibil-
ity. Criminalising abetment ensures
that despair is not converted into a
shared criminal enterprise.

A doctrinal dlarification:
This case reiterates a
4

set-
tled but often d

sional” post-mort ort and pre-
mature publication of medical findings.
This highlights two systemic concerns:
Forensic evidence must be scientifi
cally consistent and p i veri-

ions use for rankings and advertisements. This
cmdcs trustamong students and parents, who invest heav-
ily expecting genuine quality. To address this realistically,
the UGC and NIRF should tighten verification of patent
data—perhaps by giving more weight to granted patents
over filed ones—and conduct random audits of self-re-
ported metrics. Private universities must also face stricter
oversight on marketing practices. This would strengthen

the overall credibility of Indian higher education.
SM Jeeva, Chennai-32

Regulators must get tough post-Galgotias

propos “Upshots of the Galgotias Robodog Contro-

versy". The editorial makes a fair point that the real
victims here are the students, who now carry the stigma
of a degree from an institution caught in a fraud. That is
deeply unfair to young people who had no say in their uni-
versity’s conduct. NIRF and NAAC rankings are taken seri-
ously by students and parents when choosing institutions,
yet as the article notes, neither body adequately captures
the gap between private and public universities on criti-
cal metrics like patent quality. Regulators must also crack
down on misleading advert ‘This incident should

fied; Media leaks of medical epnmum
can prejudice trials and distort public
perception. By rejecting unsupported
strangulation claims and relying on
consistent ocular and medical evi-
dence, the court reaffirmed the pri-
macy of credible forensic science over
sensational allegations.

Balancing compassion and
accountab)

Modern jurisprudence recognises
that suicide survivors may them-
selves be victims of mental distress.
However, when evidence shows (a)
Purchase of lethal substance, (b) Ac-

tive facilitation, and (c) Knowledge of

consequences, the law must respond
not merely with sympathy but with
accountability. The Supreme Court’s
approach reflects a calibrated bal-
ance: Reject exaggerated allegations
(rape, strangulation); Affirm proven
criminal facilitation (purchase of
poison); recognise the survivor’s cul-
pability within evidentiary limits.
Evidﬂ\l}ary integrity:

e Supreme Court’s refusal to
accept rape nllegaunns demon

become a turning pmm, not just another forgotten contro-
versy.
A. Myilsami, Coimbatore-641402

Onus on NIRF and NAAC

HE Galgotias robodog controversy has raised un-
comfortable questions about claims made by private
universities and the systems meant to verify them. When
exaggerated achievements go unchecked, it is students and
parents who pay the price. Regulatory bodies such as NIRF
and NAAC should refine their assessment methods, giving
greater weight to verified research, patents granted, faculty
quality and student outcomes. Periodic third-party audits
and strict penalties for misleading advertisements would
help restore credibility. Universities, too, must adopt trans-

parent disclosure practices.
M Barathi, Bengaluru-560076

Govt must ensure strict verification

his letter refers to your editorial, “Upshots of the Gal-
gotias robodog controversy,” (Feb 23). While the inci-
dent itself is embarrassmg, the sys(emxc issues it exposes
g our higher are a matter

of serious concern. The disparity in pa(en! approval rates
between premier public institutions and certain private
universities suggests that quantity is being prioritised over
actual innovation. To address this, the NIRF and NAAC
must refine their evaluation metrics to emphasize quality

principle-a suicide pact is not a
shield against criminal liability.
Participation in planning, procuring
means, or encouraging the act can
constitute abetment if one partner
dies. Thus, the law treats suicide pacts
not as mutual consent but as shared
participation in a legally prohibited
act, where survival triggers account-
ability:

stratesa ¢ Y
rigour. Criminal law cannot sustain
convictions on delayed or unsup-
ported daims. While sensitivity to
victims is essential, judicial fairness
requires proof beyond a reasonable
doubt. The judgment thus balances
compassion with legal certainty.
(The writer is Advisor, School
of Law, Mahindra University,
Hyderabad)

Inclusive governance gets an urban mandate in Telangana

AMARAVAJI NAGARATU

HE outcome of the recent
municipal elections in Tel-
angana has done more than
merely redrawing the political
map of urban local bodies. It has
reopened a substantive debate

total. In municipalities secured $0c1AL CaTIaoHY AN Urban local bodies are not omamental institutions. They oversee The Telangana model:

by the Congress, 51 chai acm critical functions: water supply, waste management, road The durability of what some
posts have gone to BC leaders. — local taxation. The describe as the “Telangana
Representation extends beyond Ly composition of leadership in these bodies shapes budget priorities model” of BC empowerment
titular leadership: BCs account lnl:lnneu pollrjcholees‘ﬁumm BC therefore will hinge on governance out-
for more than 60 per cent of key > comes. P in mu-
positions including chairper- ﬂ:me::?:m?dghm;;:mwmm andweifare nicipal administration, efficient
sons, vice-chairpersons, mayars ¥ delivery of services and credi-
and deputy mayors. At the ward <53 identity and  representational Telanganas municipal struc-  ble implementation of develop-

on representation, caste arith-
metic and the evolving gram-
mar of social justice in a rapidly
urbanising State.

While local elections are of- At
ten treated as peripheral con-
tests, the scale and pattern of
results across the State’s 113
municipalities and corporations
suggest a deeper political recali-
bration.

The Congress, which re-
turned to power in the State
promising “praja palana” (peo-
ple-centric - governance), has
secured control in 90 munici-
palities, What distinguishes this
verdict, however, is not merely
the number of urban bodies
won, but the social composition
of those who now head them.

Approximately, 66 of the
113 municipal ~ chairpersons
are from Backward Class (BC)
communities , which roughly
translates to 61 per cent of the

the numbers are equally strik-
ing. Four of the seven mayoral
positions are now held by BC
representatives, marking a no-
table shift in the social profile
of urban power centres. In a
State where BC communities
constitute a significant share of
the population, and are deeply
embedded in urban informal
economies from small traders
and artisans to service provid-
ers and lower-middle-class em-
ployees, this redistribution of
political authority carries sym-
bolic as well as practical weight.
The Congress. leadership has
projected this outcome as vali-
dation of its commitment to
institutionalising social justice.
In the run-up to the Assembly

level too, more than 55 per cent
of elected councillors are from
BC communities.

the corporation level,

Urban

elections, the party had prom-
ised caste enumeration and 42
per cent reservations for BCs
in local bodies. While legal and
procedural complexities sur-
round the full operationali
tion of such quotas, the party
appears to have moved proac-
tively in ticket distribution. Re-
ports indicate that over 53 per
cent of party nominations in
municipal elections were given
to BC candidates exceeding the
stated reservation benchmark.
Critics may argue that can-
didate selection is ultimately a
political calculation rather than
a moral gesture. Yet electoral
endorsement by voters suggests
that the strategy has resonated.
constituencies, often
perceived as less driven by caste
considerations than rural ones,
have demonstrated that social

and cities as well.

Broader imj
closer scrutiny

claims remain potent in towns

Urban local bodies are not
o v

nance.

oversee critical functions: water
supply, waste management, road
infrastructure, public health, ur-
ban planning and local taxation.
‘The composition of leadership
in these bodies shapes budget
priorities and administrative
focus. Enhanced BC represen-
tation may therefore influence
policy choices, particularly in
areas like slum upgrading, small
enterprise facilitation; market
infrastructure and welfare de-
livery for lower-income house-
holds. At the same time, social
justice in governance cannot
be reduced to numerical domi-

urban foothold at a time

interpreted as mid-term

mance.

ture also accommodates repre-
sentation for Scheduled Castes,
Scheduled Tribes, minorities
and other communities under
constitutional - mandates.
current distribution appears to
reflect a layered inclusion rather
than a zero-sum redistribution.
Whether this balance endures
will depend on the govern-
ments administrative prudence.

Politically, the municipal ver-
dict strengthens the Congresss

local elections are increasingly

endums. Consolidation among
BC voters, a decisive social bloc
in Telangana, could influence
future Assembly and Parlia-
mentary contests. Yet, as history
repeatedly demonstrates, social
coalitions are sustained less by
symbolism and mare by perfor-

whether expanded representa-
tion translates into substantive

empowerment.
The If the proposed 42 per cent
reservation  framework for

and withstands judicial scru-
tiny, Telangana may find itself
at the forefront of a renewed
national conversation on caste
enumeration and proportional
representation. For now. the
municipal results underscore
a clear trend: urban politics in
Telangana is being reshaped
not just by party competition,
but by an assertive reconfigura-
tion of sacial representation. In

when

refer-

the start of a test of whether in-
clusion in office can meaning-

the ground.

ment schemes will determine

BCs attains statutory backing

that sense, the elections mark
less an end than a beginning,

fully transform governance on -

and py d impact rather than just raw numbers,
while the government should implement stricter verifica-
tion of technological claims made by universities in their
advertisements,

K Sakunthala, Coimbatore-16

Need for a balanced reform agenda

he Galgotias robodog controversy underlines how
fragile credibility can be in higher education. While
the ridicule faced by students is regrettable, the Jarger is-
sue is the weak performance of many private universities in
research and patent approvals. This gap must be add d
through stronger oversight and transparent evaluation.
Ranking bodies should move beyond cosmetic indicators
and place greater weight on measurable outcomes such
as patents, pubhmtmns, and cmployabllxry A balanced
reform ag stricter with in-
centives for quality research—can help restore trust and
ensure students are not penalised for institutional lapses.
Abbharna Barathi, Chennai-23

thehansreader@gmail.com
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Minister launches Amazon’s 10th
corporate office in state

BENGALURU: Minister for Large and Medium Industries
MB Patil on Monday inaugurated Amazon’s newly construct-
ed, fully equipped corporate main office spread across 11
lakh square feet (1.1 million sq.ft.) at Vinayaka Nagara near
Yelahanka, Speaking on the occasion, he said, “This is Ama-
zon's 10th corporate office in the State. The company, which
has shared a two-decade association with Karnataka, plans
to invest 35 billion dollars in India over the next four years.
This investment is expected to support 15 million small busi-
nesses and generate lakhs of employment opportunities. Kar-
nataka will receive a significant share of this investment.” He
pointed out that Kamnataka has an annual per capita income
of aver &380 Iakh ranking highest in Ihe countrv The Slale
din annual GST
exchequer, contributing B1.6 lakh crore.

Printed and Published by K. Hanumanta Rao, on behalf of Hyderabad Media House Pvt. Limited, Flat.No.609, 6th Floor, Kirti Shikhar Building, Plot.No.11, Dist.Center, Janakpuri, New Delhi- 110058.
and Printed at M/s. Marutinandan Printers & Publishers, A-15, Bara Bagh, G.T Kamal Road, Industrial Area, New Delhi - 110033. Chief Editor: P Madhusudhan Reddy. RNI No: DELENG/2017/74095



INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

MARRIAGE BETWEEN
CONSENTINGADULTS
NEEDS NO PERMISSION

HE law is clear: when two consenting adults decide to
marry, no one—not family, society or the State—can in-
terfere. Article 21 of the Constitution protects personal
liberty, and the Supreme Court has often said that choos-
inga life partner is an individual decision. Despite this,
the Gujarat government now wants to change the Gujarat Reg-
istration of Marriages Act, 2006 to require parental consent
and mandatory notification for registration. Applications
would need statements confirming that parents have been in-
formed, electronically or in person. This is more than a simple
procedural change; it is a direct attack on personal liberty.

This is also a clear contradiction. At eighteen, a person
can vote, help shape governments and even run for some
offices. The State sees adults as mature enough to decide
the country’s future. Yet, when choosing a spouse, that
same adult is seen as unable to decide for himself or her-
self. How can an adult be trusted with political rights but
denied basic personal freedom?

Kerala’s controversial Hadiya case made this conflict clear.
In 2016, Hadiya, 24, previously known as Akhila Ashokan,
converted to Islam and married Shafin Jahan. In 2017, the
Kerala High Court annulled the marriage, called her “weak
and vulnerable”, and put her in her parents’ custody. The
court used parens patriae, a doctrine meant for minors or the
mentally incapacitated. But Hadiya was neither—she had
made her choice clear. In 2018, the Supreme Court restored
her marriage, saying that parental concern cannot override
an adult’s constitutional freedom. The court said that the
right to choose a partner is part of dignity and identity, and
is at the heart of privacy, which cannot be violated.

Gujarat’s proposed change must be understood in this
constitutional context. These rules could make couples
more vulnerable to pressure, especially in interfaith or
inter-caste marriages, which families often resist. Warn-
ings about men ‘posing’ under false identities repeat the
old and discredited ‘love jihad’ story, turning private choic-
es into political issues. This way of thinking comes from
the age-old habit of controlling relationships, based on the
idea that family honour and community approval should
decide who someone marries. But in a constitutional de-
mocracy, the State should rise above these fears, not sup-
port them with laws. When two adults make a thoughtful
choice, the law should stand by them, not over them.

HOCKEY INDIA MUST WAKE
UPBEFOREIT’S TOO LATE

ONG before cricket became areligion, hockey was India’s
first love. When the India men’s team won back-to-back
Olympic medals in 2021 and 2024, the romance was rekin-
dled after decades of apathy. Yet, since the second of those
medals, there has been an unmistakable dip in perform-
ance. It began with a seven-match losing streak in the Pro
League 2024-25—the longest in a decade. India finished eighth.
In the 2025-26 season, the home-leg results testified that noth-
ing had changed. Their performance hit a nadir when they
lost 0-8 to Argentina in Rourkela. So, when the Hobart leg
began on February 21, all eyes were on India’s much-needed
change in attitude, hinting at a revival. But they started with
aloss to Spain before drawing with Australia on Sunday.

The signs were ominous even before the team was named
for the home leg. There were controversies surrounding
former captain Manpreet Singh’s omission. The junior
players, who were not released last year despite pleas from
India head coach Craig Fulton, were finally included in the
team. There were also indications that the coach was miffed
with Hockey India. The team that had boasted sparkling
fitness two years ago seemed to be struggling in the last
quarter of matches. There is a possibility that the Hockey
India League at home has taken its toll. The players looked
jaded and bereft of ideas when under pressure.

As is the case with teams in transition, the synergy is miss-
ing and communication appears to have broken down. The
bigger worry is morale. Belief and confidence—ingredients on
which a team’s winning attitude is built—seem to be wavering.
Captain Harmanpreet Singh was off-colour and was rested;
Hardik Singh took his place. With the World Cup in Augustand
the Asian Games in September, this is not a healthy angury.
Women's hockey had its share of controversies when the team,
after finishing fourth at the Tokyo Olympics, failed to qualify
for Paris. In the lead-up to Tokyo, Hockey India was stringent
with its policies. Focus on fitness was paramount. Spending
time in national camps was non-negotiable, and star culture
was not tolerated. It is time to find a new set of solutions to
propel both the men's and women's teams to their old glories.

| QUICK TAKE |
SAFETY OF INDIANS ABROAD

HE safety of Indians in three countries came into focus on

Monday. After the Mexican military Killed cartel boss

Nemesio ‘E1 Mencho' Cervantes, Latin America’s second
largest economy erupted in violence, with schools, offices and
airports shut and security personnel killed. The Indian mis-
sion opened a helpline for its distraught citizens. The same day,
the Indian mission in Tehran asked its citizens to leave, given
the heightening tensions there. Also on Monday, the National
Human Rights Commission took suo motu cognisance of work-
ers from Odisha stuck in Thailand, alleging months of unpaid
wages and torture. Given the duty of care that comes with
being one of the largest exporters of workers, India would do
well to set up a round-the-clock information cell catering to the
families of this increasingly vulnerable diaspora.

E live in a wild, wild world.
Gone are the days when life at
work was predictable. Today,
nothing is. One day there is a
tariff war Then there is peace,
with a treaty to boot. And cel-
ebration of a win on both
sides of the trade border. The next day,
there is a tumult once again as the US Su-
preme Court turns it topsy-turvy again.

Uncertainty is the norm. Nothing is
permanent. But permacrisis is here for
sure. A term that elevates crisis to a
state of deep permanence. We might as
well get used to it.

Alot of crazy things have been happen-
ing. Apart from the tariff war, gold, sil-
ver and copper prices have run amok.
Indians who traditionally saved gold and
silver under the guise of festive splurges,
women'’s cravings, wedding gifts and oth-
erexcuses are today laughing all the way
to their bank lockers, or to their ‘Godrej
bureaus’. All of a sudden, the personal
‘wealth of gold- and silver-conscious Indi-
ans has gone up. This applies to the great
Indian middle, lower and upper income
groups—in that pecking order.

And then there is the permacrisis in the
job market. Everyone is suddenly inse-
cureabout their jobs. In the old days—that
is, five years ago—it was the middle man-
ager in the organisation who was worried.
He or she had put in some 20 years of work
and was in their late forties or early fifties.
Youngsters and new recruits in their early
thirties were replacing them. The jobs
could be done at cheaper salaries and low-
er employee-carrying costs.

Voluntary retirement schemes were
the talk of the town once again. A whole
host of the challenged took this option
and sat on the bench. This time in their
homes, trying to dabble with other forms
of earning to supplement the VRS cor-
pus. The young employee who replaced
this middle manager was laughing all
the way to the bank. Their salaries
looked good and their jobs secure.

Come 2026, and all this is challenged.
Permacrisis is here in the jobs market for
the young as well. In fact, the current cri-
sis challenges the young more than the
old. The remaining older folks in organi-
sations are much more secure. They are
happily not in the middle anymore. They
are the decision-makers at the top. Their
jobs are secure till the devil of sentient
artificial intelligence enters the game.

As of now, the most insecure people in
jobs across realms of work are in back-end
data generation, sales and customer serv-
ice. The entry-level is reducing in numbers
and jobs at the back-end of sales, logistics,
finance, legal and a whole host of verticals

EDITORIAL
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With Al affecting most sectors, many entry-level jobs are vanishing
from the market. Constant re-skilling and working multiple gigs
could be ways for the young to survive the near future

WHEN THE ONLY
THING CONSTANT
IS A JOB CRISIS

I

HARISH BIJOOR

are being shaken, stirred and replaced by
Al-enabled enterprise strategies.

Add to it the fact that organisations
big and small are using the bogey of AL
to foreclose a whole host of jobs they
found unsustainable, and the permac-
risis for the young is complete. The sta-
tus of jobs is what we witness in your
refrigerator. Eggs waiting to be beaten
and chicken waiting to be eaten. Not as
rough as that yet—but wait. The future
will be tougher still.

Even as Vinod Khosla talks straight
and loud, everyone else in the IT mar-
ket is talking a language best under-
stood by those with twin-tongues. It
looks almost as if no one knows of the
permacrisis ahead, or everyone knows
and wants to present a comfort-facade
that all is well. I wonder why.

The young are, therefore, challenged
all across. This job insecurity is not only
in engineering and technology enterpris-
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es. It is there in every allied territory.
And which piece of work is unallied to
technology today? Even the Uber driver
is worried of income drop as people use
smart apps to compare prices and crunch
cab-sharing schemes to book the cheap-
est ride. While Al is a great big angel for
a small host of those in the developer
economy, it's the big devil for a bigger
host of people in the working class. Their
incomes are getting crunched and their
jobsare at risk, even as Al aggregators at
the top are getting the valuations of their
enterprise cranked up and running.
What then is the solution? How are
the young and the dispossessed (of jobs)
going to handle the crisis? And what
must the young and the tense do?
Solution one is the need to re-skill,
up-skill and cross-skill across the new
technologies that are emerging. But
remember, even this shall pass. Your
new skill is only as new as the next big

' You cannot engrave on water nor
wound it with a knife, which is why
the river has no fear of memories
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move in the work space.

As AT stops being a discipline on its
own and an important component in
every piece of work—suave and rustic
included—your job is forever at the risk
of redefinition. Therefore, constant re-
definition of your skills and upgrading
yourself from being a back-end being to
a front-ended one may be a necessity.

Being a mind alone is not enough any-
more. Work is getting cleaved. At the bot-
tom end of the work pyramid, it is impor-
tant to be a mind and a pair of legs and
hands for sure. At the top end, it is still pru-
dent to be that superior mind planning all
thisand the demise of a whole host of jobs
as Al promises better efficiency and prof-
its. In many ways, the topmanager is actu-
ally planning the demise of the organisa-
tionas we know it today: people-dependent,
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people-heavy and people-exp
And what is solution two? I do believe
every youngster at work needs to have a
second gig to support him in tough times.
Many youngsters of the peak work age are
going to lose their jobs in the near future.
They need to have a second and maybe a
third gig. Time to plan your finances and
investments too. Time to get a passive in-
come stream going. Something that works
for you without you working on it even.
Time to make your assets earn. Time
to do a lot of financial planning. Time
to shed the attitude to buy things with-
out having the immediate money to
pay for it. Time to make way for “sim-
ple living and high thinking”, as my
father would say all the time.
Amaverick positive I see in the future
is the possibility of alot of people from
urban areas wanting to return to the ru-
ral and deep-rural spaces of our coun-
try. A lot of folk will want to return to
that peace and quiet. A less-expensive,
pollution-free geography to live in.
Ireally do hope this happens. Our ur-
ban agglomerations need to de-magnet-
ise. But then, even as you do that, you
will find AT in the midst of your cows
and buffaloes too, thanks to efforts such
as Amul’s just-launched Sarlaben Al
app. It connects the over-300-million bo-
vine population of the country to a net-
work that manages health, artificial in-
semination, pregnancy, nutrition,
lactation, productivity and more as the
next white revolution gains traction.
But watch out here as well. The next
permacrisis in this realm could be a fu-
ture habit that has more people not
wanting to drink milk. Milk is for the
cow's calves, not greedy humans like
youand L. Touche.
(Views are personal)
(harishbijoor@hotmail.com)

SHINING BHARAT, DARKENING INDIA

IKSIT Bharat rings loudly in
our public discourse today. Yet,
step a little away from the slo-
gans and one encounters an-
other India—older; quieter and
fraying at the edges. Nowhere
is this contradiction more ar-
resting than in the shadow of some of our
greatest monuments, where civilisational
brilliance coexists with everyday decay.

The glory of Chalukyan temples, for one,
stands in stark juxtaposition to the decline
of the towns and villages around them.
And yet, amid theruin, hope persists—kept
alive by those working patiently to restore
our art, traditions and cultural memory.

Many Indias coexist in a baffling time
warp—the glorious and the gross, the
beautiful and the ugly, the sublime and the
lowly; the sacred and the profane, the opu-
lent and the poor. This contrast revealed
itself with startling clarity duringarecent
visit to the awe-inspiring Badami rock-cut
cave temples in North Karnataka.

The occasion was an evening of folk
songs dedicated to Yellamma Devi, also
known as Renuka Yellamma—a powerful
folk goddess worshipped across Karnata-
ka and parts of Telangana and Maharash-
tra. Interwoven with Hindu mythology
and regional folklore, Yellamma is revered
asaprotector of the marginalised, a fertil-
ity goddess and a fierce-yet-compassionate
force associated with healing. Her story is
one of injustice and endurance: wronged
and humiliated by her husband Jamadag-
ni, a revered sage, she suffers indignity
and gendered cruelty, yet rises in divine
anger—wounded but never broken.

Acrossregions, multiple versions of her
legend exist, many associated with trans-
gender communities who worship her. Un-
like the distant, temple-enshrined deities
of classical Hinduism, Yellamma is raw,
intimate and alive in the imagination of
rural communities. Many rightly regard
herafeminist goddess. Shelives on through
oral ballads, dance dramas, jatras and ritu-
als passed down through centuries.

That evening’s ballads were performed
by Shilpa Mudbi, who along with her hus-
band gave up corporate careers to relo-
cate to Kalaburagi and devote themselves
to preserving folk arts. She performed
with a small troupe of local artists at the
restored Sudi stepwell in Gadag district—
an 11th-century Kalyani Chalukya monu-
ment and a masterpiece of subterranean
architecture with sophisticated water
management systems, restored by the
Deccan Heritage Foundation.

The lyrics tracing Yellamma’s life were
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sung in the chaste folk Kannada of the
Gadag-Kalaburagi region. Shilpa’s voice—
metallic, earthy and lilting—pierced the
soul. As the ballad unfolded—birth, suffer-
ing, endurance—our emotions oscillated
between turbulent delight and deep pathos.
These folk narratives diverge from the Mo~
habharata, yet feel closer to a lived truth.
The Chalukya empire, which ruled 6th-
8th centuries CE, reached its zenith un-
der King Pulakeshin II. Its dominion
stretched from the Cauvery delta to the
Narmada and into present-day Gujarat.
The Badami cave temples, carved at the
dawn of this era, are regarded as the
mother of Deccan temple architecture,
followed by Pattadakal—a Unesco World
Heritage Site—and the free-standing tem-
ples of Aihole. Badami and Pattadakal
served alternately as imperial capitals.

Inmany parts of India, old
civilisational achievements are
surrounded by modern decrepitude.
The Badami rock caves are not far
from lanes that tell the story of
communities struggling to make
ends meet. Handicraft is one
hopeful link between old

traditions and new livelihoods

Standing before these temples, carved
over 1,500 years ago into solid red rock,
one is overwhelmed by their sculptural
precision. One cannot help but ask:
what chisel and imagination wrought
such poetry in stone?

And then you step out.

Into villages abutting these monu-
ments—narrow lanes lined with cow
dung, open drains and huts crammed
cheek by jowl. Plastic garbage amid the
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rubble of demolished mud houses re-
placed by tiny cement boxes. Stray cattle
forage through the debris. Cutting
through this decay is another sound: the
steady hum of handlooms.

We were led into the homes of weavers
who have, for generations, woven the famed
Ilkal saris using complex techniques, natu-
ral dyes and distinctive patterns. This knowl-
edge, almost a form of inherited neural
mapping, has passed from parent to child.

A woman sat at her loom in a small
Kadapa-stoned hall of her mud house,
skylights flooding the space with light.
Her hands moved ceaselessly as she an-
swered our questions. One cotton sari,
she said, takes seven days to weave. In a
nearby shop, it sells for about Z3,000. She
herself wore a polyester sari costing 100~
150. Power-driven machines churning out
synthetic yarn are steadily replacing
looms. The tragedy feels inevitable.

Her poverty stung sharply. Yet her im-
mersion in craft, her dignity and devotion
exposed the futility of our own Sisyphean
urban lives, cocooned in digital abun-
dance. Thomas Gray’s line came to mind:

. “Let not ambition mock their useful toil.”

Outside, women washed clothes on
stone slabs by the roadside. Water, they
said, arrived once every five days for two
hours—this in a region fed by the Mal-
aprabha, Ghataprabha and Krishna riv-
ers, near whose confluence stands the
Almatti dam. Water, water everywhere,
but not a drop to drink or wash with.

As sunset set the red cliffs ablaze and
cattle trundled home with jingling bells,
a deep melancholy settled in. I recalled
Jnanpith laureate Masti Venkatesha Iy-
engar’s words on visiting the Hoysala
temple at Belur amid a crumbling village:
“O god, this temple embodies the apogee
of art and prosperity. Why have you con-
demned us now to utter destitution?”

Yet, the Badami temples kindled hope.
The villages depress, but the men and
women working with quiet optimism to
revive heritage and livelihoods restore
faith. Hope, after all, is the invisible fuel
of life. As Dostoevsky wrote, “To live
without hope is to cease to live.”

(Views are personal)
Full article on newindianexpress.com
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Panicky Trump

Ref: Trump's permanent trade doctrine (Feb
23). The panicky doubling down on tariff-
nomics can be attributed to Donald Trump's
MAGA efforts turning futile. Considering how
‘major blocs like the European Union and
China are diversifying, Don will completely
transform the canvas of the world order by
the time he vacates the White House.
Mayank Maleta, Bengaluru

Chinese delights

Ref: The Chindian tale (Feb 23). The lovely
column brings back pleasant memories.
Decades ago, as a schoolchild in Coimbatore,
we had just one Chinese joint called China
Restaurant. The taste of their sweet & sour
prawns—a favourite—is etched in sweet
memary. In neighbouring Ooty, there still
exists Shinkows, run by Pawks and family,
and legendary to tens of thousands of
students who studied in the hill schools.
Getting a table when parents visited was
almost an impossibility. As students in
Chennai in 1974, we were fortunate to have a
Chinese restaurant within walking distance
to our 1T hostel, called Waldorf. Waldys to
us. Not surprisingly, when abroad and tired
of bland food, Indians look for a Chinese
restaurant. Long may they thrive in India and
give us the benefit of their culture.
Philip R J Fowler, email

Reality check

Ref: India battered & bruised (Feb 23). India
were offered a reality check at Ahmedabad
as the Proteas hand-delivered the Men in
Blue one of their biggest defeats. India’s
poor net run rate could prove crucial if the
Super Eight games end nip and tuck.

R Sivakumar, Chennai

Many aboard

Ref: Seat-sharing (Feb 23). The DMK's
election bus is now packed. Long-time allies,
new entrants and AIADMK defectors are all
seeking seats. Who sits comfortably and
who travels as standees remains uncertain.
The conductor, M K Stalin, cannot even risk
@ symbolic whistle. Steering this overloaded
vehicle without imbalance will be his
toughest political drive.
Gopalaswamy J, email

Phone dependence

Ref: K'taka moots mobile ban (Feb 23).
Before rollout, the government must
consider an alternative homework model
considering students have inevitably
resorted to devices for studying since Covid.
Although overuse has become a menace,
[earning must not be disrupted.

Jiji Panicker K, Alappuzha
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Trump’s
absurdist show

he inaugural meeting of the Donald Trump-

led ‘Board of Peace’, held in Washington last

week, was a cruel joke. Despite the boastful

declarations by the United States President,
the gathering, comprising a motley group of authoritar-
ian leaders and some desperate to be in Trump’s good
books, ended up putting up a farcical show that neither
had peace on its agenda nor the legitimacy in its struc-
ture. The absurdity of the exercise was best illustrated
by the absence of any Palestinian representative on the
board, which was ironically created to ensure a lasting
peace and development in the war-torn region. One
party to the conflict has been denied a role in shaping
Gaza’s future, exposing the lack of a semblance of
even-handedness. While the meeting was supposed to
address post-war reconstruction in Gaza, there was
nothing to suggest that the leaders were even aware of
the ground realities. The reconstruction ‘master plan’,
prepared by Trump’s son-in-law Jared Kushner, reads
like an absurdist fantasy, drawing fake inspiration from
development models in places like Dubai and Singa-
pore. Neither Israel nor Hamas appear inclined to co-
operate in preparing for any
meaningful reconstruction
project. Known for his utter
disregard for rule-based inter-
national laws, Trump has
floated this idea as an attempt
to side-step the United Nations
and replace it with a fee-pay-
ing members’ club that runs on
his personal whims. It makes a
mockery of the time-tested in-
struments of multilateralism
and reflects Trump’s propensity for deal-making out-
side the traditional multilateral frameworks.

Projected as a pragmatic, business-like mechanism to
stabilise Gaza, the concept implicitly challenges the
relevance of international institutions in managing one
of the world’s most intractable conflicts. The first
meeting of the Board did not yield any tangible steps in
the stalled second phase of Trump’s Gaza plan, nor was
there any clarity on the proposed International Stabili-
sation Force’s (ISF) mandate, Gaza’s demilitarisation
and a timetable for withdrawal of Israeli forces and end
to occupation. Just ahead of the meeting, Israel had un-
veiled a plan to convert large areas of the occupied
West Bank into “state property” that amounts to de
facto annexation. The alarming situation in the West
Bank and continuing Israeli attacks on Gaza were ig-
nored by the Board. The entire Gaza Strip is in rubble
now. There is an urgent need for Palestinians to be
provided with basic housing, food, water, health and
education. Unless there is a dramatic change in funda-
mental realities in Gaza, reconstruction will remain a
cruel fantasy and even a diplomatic hoax. It is highly
improbable that the Board will be inclined to deliver
the legitimate and accountable governance that most
Palestinians seek. The Board’s current membership
hardly instils confidence in its ability or willingness to
help Gaza develop modern and efficient governance
that serves the people of Gaza, let alone bring about
elections and even a modicum of democratic self-rule.

The Board of
Peace meeting
to rebuild Gaza,
held in the

absence of any
Palestinian
representative,
is a farce

VIEWPOINT

HYDERABAD, Tuesday, February 24, 2026

“ Many attempts Indlian batters came out | ask present day’s big
were made to with overconfidence, politicians a serious
create a constitution threw their bat at question. What were
void (during Yunus' everything, lost wickets. your assets before you
regime). | was targeted You've to leamn from came to politics? What
for removal in so many oppn. If they've scored ¥/ )~ areyourassets after
ways. But | did not well on a tricky surface, / you joined politics? Can
break down under any you've to get rid of your ™, itbedeclared
circumstances ego, observe & adjust I openly ’9
MOHAMMED SHAHABUDDIN SUNIL GAVASKAR VIJAY
Bangladesh President Batting legend TVK founder

Tobacco Tax:

Public health or revenue?

Tobacco control
must go beyond
taxation and
reflect a moral
commitment to
prioritising public

health over revenue

he Indian Tobacco and Pan

Masala Tax Regime, 2026, re-

cently announced, brings to

the fore an old controversy: is
the tax levied on an observational basis
oron a generative basis? Is it intended
to promote health or to generate rev-
enue? While the government has indi-
cated that the reform serves as a policy
nudge to reduce tobacco use and its as-
sociated health effects, the question re-
mains whether it has freed itself from
the grip of pragmatism and idealism.

India currently has over 267 million

tobacco users, according to the Global
Adult Tobacco Survey (GATS 2). To-
bacco kills around 1.35 million people
each year, and is one of the leading pre-
ventable causes of mortality in the
country. Smokeless forms of tobacco
such as gutka, khaini, pan masala, and
zarda lead to oral cancers, cardiovascu-
lar diseases, and respiratory problems.
The financial toll is enormous. The
Ministry of Health reports estimate
that over Rs 1.8 lakh crore is spent an-
nually on tobacco-related illnesses, ex-
ceeding the total revenue collected
through tobacco duties.

Effective Tool

The 2026 tax regime, which raises ex-
cise duties and introduces uniform tax-
ation slabs across tobacco and pan
masala products, aims to make these
products less affordable, particularly
for young people and low-income
groups. International evidence sup-
ports this approach. The World Health
Organisation (WHO) identifies price
and tax measures as the single most ef-
fective tool to reduce tobacco con-
sumption.

Countries like Australia, Thailand,
and the United Kingdom, with high
taxation, show that the move leadstoa
sustained decline in smoking rates. In
theory, the new Indian policy frame-
work aligns with international guide-
lines and standards.

However, a larger fiscal concern per-
sists: the country’s dependence on to-
bacco revenue. Tobacco taxation gen-
erates between Rs 70,000 crore and Rs
75,000 crore annually. In many States
‘with large-scale tobacco production
and processing units, this revenue is a
significant component of their annual
fiscal planning. This creates a dilemma:
whether to di ion or

are taxed at lower rates than cigarette
products. Manufacturers exploit a
loophole by selling tobacco and pan

Long-term Investment

Countries such as Brazil and Turkey
have proved that the use of technology
to monitor trade is effective even at
high rates of taxation. Therefore,
India’s strategy should focus on en-
hancing, rather than undermining, the
public health taxation agenda. Taxation
has also proved effective in deterring
youth initiation, as young people are
particularly price-sensitive.

With over 65% of India’s population
under 35, this becomes a critical policy
issue. Every fiscal step that restricts
youth access to tobacco is a long-term
public health investment. However,
flavoured smokeless products and at-
tractively packaged pan masala, often
targeted at young consumers, defeat
the purpose, Taxes must, therefore, be
accompanied by a ban on advertising,
school-level interventions, and online
campaigns.

One of the most significant weak-
nesses of India’s tobacco taxation pol-
icy is the absence of earmarking for
health spending. In Thailand, tobacco
tax revenue is directly allocated to
health initiatives, unlike in India, where
the tax revenue goes into the consoli-
dated fund. Earmarking a portion of the
tax collected from tobacco users, say
around 25%, for cancer treatment,
health infrastructures, addiction treat-
ment, and health education would
strengthen the policy’s legitimacy.

The New Tobacco and Pan Masala
Tax Regime (2026) represents an in-

masala ly in sachets, bypassing
the gutka ban in several States. The
2026 tax regime aims to plug this loop-
hole by aligning tax rates for composite
and twin-pack products.

However, taxation shocks may cause
economic instability if livelihood tran-
sitions are not ensured, especially for
women involved in home-based bidi
work. The absence of large-scale reha-
bilitation measures undermines the
moral case for steep tax increases. If
health is the genuine concern, taxation
must be ied by livelihood di-

sustain revenue.

This balancing act is reflected in the
2026 tax structure. Although rates have
increased, they remain below the
‘WHO-recommended threshold of at
least 75% of the retail price. In India,
the tax burden stands at 55-60%. This
raises an uncomfortable question: are
we protecting public health or safe-
guarding revenue in the name of re-
form?

Significant Anomaly

Perhaps the most significant anomaly
in this policy concerns the regulation
of both pan masala and flavoured areca
nut products. Despite substantial scien-
tific evidence that links the consump-
tion of areca nut to oral submucous fi-
brosis and oral cancer, these products

versification, skill development, and
employment generation in alternative
areas. The tobacco industry argues that
higher taxes fuel illicit trade, leading to
revenue losses. While this risk cannot
be ignored, evidence suggests that with
proper enforcement mechanisms, the
problem can be contained.

India’s 2026 tobacco & pan
masala tax regime must be
strengthened with a
comprehensive ban on ads,
school-based prevention
programmes & sustained
digital awareness drives

[ ] reform, constrained by fiscal
and political economy considerations
while acknowledging public health im-
peratives. For a country like India to
truly move beyond a budgetary regime
that has traditionally been health-cen-
tric, taxation would have to be higher
and more progressive, uniform across
products, digitally enforced, linked to
livelihood transition support systems,
and earmarked for health spending.

‘The choice is stark: continue to man-
age the issue of tobacco use or actively
control it. We are living in a country
facing a growing burden of non-com-
municable diseases, increasing threats
from climate-related health challenges,
and a rising strain of healthcare costs.
The 2026 taxation and control of to-
bacco must signal not merely a shift in
taxes, but a change in moral responsi-
bility — prioritising public health
above all other considerations. Only
then can we honestly say that tobacco
control lies at the core of Indian public
health priorities, driven not by the
need for revenue, but by the need to act
humanely and socially.

(Fr Don Prem Lobo is Research Assistant
and Dr Karamala Areesh Kumar is
Head, Department of International Rela-
tions, Peace and Public Policy (IRP and
PP), St Joseph’s University, Bengaluru)

given the least importance
by the successive govern-

tters to the

Cartoon Today

ments so far.

[ Editor |

Sterilisation

The increase in the number
of stray dogs in India is
also one of the major prab-
lems being faced by the In-
dians. As per the 2019 cen-
sus of livestock, there are
around 15 million stray
dogs in India, while, as per
rough estimates, the count
varies from 30 to 60 mil-
lion. The massive increase
in population has led toa
significant increase in the
cases of dog bites each
year, as around 4,700,000
such cases have been re-
ported in 2025 alone.
Thereis a dire need to con-
trol the population of dogs;
it can be done by launching
the sterilisation pro-
grammes, which have been

Write to us at letters@telanganatoday.com

DR NAVNEET SETH,
Talwandi Sabo (Puniab)

TN politics
This is with reference to
DMDK joining the DMK camp
ahead of 2026 Assembly
polls in Tamil Nadu. The
DMDK has forged an alliance
with DMK for the first time
since its formation in 2005.
The DMDK has requested
one Rajya Sabha seat. This
expectation is akin to what
Kamal Hassan (MNM) asked
for a Rajya Sabha seat ahead
of the 2024 Lok Sabha polls.
In both cases, the core of the
deal is securing an RS seat.
In addition to the RS seat,
DMDK negotiated for 6-10
Assembly seats.
SSANKARANARAYANAN,
Chennal

1 FEEL THE PROPER MUHURTHAM,
VAASTHU PRINCIPLES, NAKSHATRA
AND PLANETARY ALIGNMENTS
WERE NOT TAKEN INTO ACCOUNT
WHILE PLANNING: THIS.

|_Indiain the |
hotspot
m BBC

How photography helped British...

In the second half of 19th Century, photography became
one of the British Empire’s most persuasive instruments
for knowing and classifying India. A new exhibition brings
together nearly 200 rare photographs from that period.

W Bloomberg

Reprieve from tariffs may be short-lived
On paper, it may seem that India has emerged a winner
after the US Supreme Court struck down President Don-
ald Trump’s reciprocal tariffs. But the gains may be
ephemeral.

W Dhaka Tribune

The future of india-Bangladesh relations

There is no doubt that the fall of former Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina in August 2024 came as a major shock not
only to Indian intelligence agencies but to India as a
whole.
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Racial prejudice

Mistreatment of northeastem people a blot on India

May last year, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
described the North-East as the “most diverse region of
ourdiverse nation”. Alas, India’s much-cherished diver-
sity is repeatedly being shamed as people from north-
rn states are bearing the brunt of racial prejudice.
Less than two months after Tripura student Anjel Chakma
was murdered in Dehradun, three women from Arunachal
Pradesh were called “dhandhewali” (prostitutes) by their
neighbours in New Delhi and told to “go sell momos™. They
were branded as outsiders in their own country — and that
t00in the national capital. This wasn't mere abuse hurled in
afitof rage. It was a targeted attack on identity and ethnicity.

‘A man and his wife have been booked for allegedly
promoting enmity on the grounds of religion, race, place
of birth, ete., besides other charges. Their disgraceful con-
duct haslaid bare a deeper malaise that belies the govern-
ment’s lofty slogan, “Sabka Saath, Sabka Vikas, Sabka
Vishwas”. From the 2014 death of Nido Tania to the 2025
killing of Anjel Chakma, the pattern is unmistakable. Stu-
dents or workers from the North-East are targeted over
their physical features, their food, their languages.
‘Women in particular are viewed with suspicion and base-
lessly accused of involvement in immoral activities.

The Supreme Court has warned of divisions caused by
hardening regional identities. Racial hostility is an ugly
manifestation of this phenomenon. What's quite chilling
in the Delhi episode is the assertion of social superiority —
the boast of being linked to a “big politician,” the sneer
about “aukaat” (status). It reveals a sense of entitlement
and the mistaken belief that some Indians are more Indi-
an than others. The Arunachali trio’s lawyer, who hails
from Sikkim, has affirmed, “We are as much Indian as any-
one else.” Indeed, every Indian has the right to live with
dignity anywhere in the country. Ensuring that no citizen
isdeprived of this right is an acid test of pluralism in India.

Faith goes green
Hola Mohalla set for ecofriendly langar

UNJAB's push to make Hola Mohalla plastic-
free marks an important moment where faith
and environmental governance intersect. The
recent initiative by the Punjab Pollution Con-
trol Board (PPCB), in collaboration with the
Sikh clergy, to ensure plastic-free langar during Hola
Mohalla reflects a recognition that mass religious gath-
erings must align with sustainability goals. Hola Mohal-
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The brat pack must be reined in

Mishaps involving luxury cars put the onus on affluent families to mend their ways

TRYSTS AND TURNS

JULIO RIBEIRO

HIVAM Mishra, the

son of a Kanpur tobac-

co tycoon, is in the

news for the wrong

reasons. He was
allegedly involved in the Lam-
borghini crash that left several
persons injured on February 8.
Shivam was arrested almost a
week later and granted bail
within hours. In May 2024, a
Porsche car allegedly driven by
a 17-year-old boy under the
influence of aleohol had fatally
knocked down two IT profes-
sionals in Pune.

Instances of juveniles or
young men from well-heeled
families, pampered by their
parents or grandparents and
permitted to drive luxury cars
— even if they don’t have a
driving licence — have been
reported from cities across
India. Another common fac-
tor in most such cases is that
the brats and their friends
spend money extravagantly
in bars, pubs and night clubs,
indulge in drunk driving and
cause mayhem. They expect
their parents to extricate
them from the clutches of the
police, and the cops are often
ready to oblige.

The rich and the powerful are
a privileged lot in our country.
When they break laws, their
parents, instead of taking the
brats to task, go to any extent
to get them off the hook. Polit-
ical pressure, legal manoeu-
vres, money — everything is
put to use. Their sense of enti-
tlement engenders blatant dis-
regard for the law.

In an effort to combat this

] ]

[

menace, senior officers should
be tasked with visiting the spot
promptly. As a newly recruited
IPS officer in charge of a subdi-
vision, I was expected to visit
the scene of crimes like murder,
dacoity and rape to ensure that
the local police did not shield
the guilty persons.

The ASP/DSP (assistant/deputy
superintendent of police) would
receive a telegram, which had
to be acted upon instantly. The
ASP would leave all other mat-
ters in hand and take off for the
scene of the crime in his car. No
delays were tolerated since the
DIG (deputy inspector general
of police) kept a hawk's eye on
the young officer’s move-
ments. The ASP’s record of
his findings was submitted to
his own SP and simultaneous-
ly to the DIG of the police
range. This ensured that
supervision was exercised in
the interest of justice.

The Police Manual that man-
dated such visits by the ASP or
the SDPO (subdivisional police
ofticer) should now be revised

LAMBORGHINI CRASH : Shivam Mishra (centre), son of a Kanpur tobacco baron, is under public scrutiny. emi

Its time the authorities
realised that ordinary
people are asmuch
citizens of this country
astherichand
the powerful.

to include car accidents in
which young members of afflu-
ent families are suspected to be
involved. By sending a senior
officer to the scene early, the
possibility of the local police
being influenced by money
power is considerably reduced.

The rich have become even

B e e Y

richer since the Modi govern-
ment came to power. Many fami-
lies flaunt four or even more lux-
ury cars. Their children never
tire of mentioning the prices of
these vehicles. This gives them
more heft with their friends.

Since parents have little
time to devote to their kids,
the brats are left in the compa-
ny of drivers. The latter teach
them to drive, even if they
have not legally reached the
age for getting a licence.

Television channels showed
the Kanpur tycoon's son being
lifted from the driver’s seat by
two hefty men, who were obvi-
ously his private security
guards. Some passersby were
among the witnesses. Yet, the
family’s lawyer felt that the
truth could easily be manipu-
lated by greasing a few palms.

Inevitably, family drivers
become scapegoats. Influential
people look after them and
their families in case they have
to spend time in jail. The
authorities need to prevent
such a travesty of justice.

One solution that comes to
mind isto add a clause in the list
of punishments, other than the
usual terms of imprisonment or
fines. This punishment, which
the magistrate or the judge
should be permitted to impose,
would require parents to attend
aworkshop for a month or even
longer at the traffic training
institute. The importance of
inculcating respect for the law
of the land should be drilled
into them. The young offender
should also be made to attend
this workshop.

If such punishment is intro-
duced, the chances of doting
parents spoiling their young
ones will be reduced. Tycoons
usually value their time more
than anything else. If they
know that pampering their chil-
dren will result in their going
back to “school”, it may prompt
them to look within and do
course correction.

Earlier this month, a 23-year-
old man was killed in Dwarka
(Delhi) after a speeding SUV
driven by a 17-year-old boy —
who was filming a video to be
posted on social media — collid-
ed with a motorcycle and a taxi.
The car had been challaned
several times in the immediate
past for violation of traffic rules,
mostly for speeding. This
should have alerted his father,
who obviously took no notice of
the son’s activities.

The father of the accused
apologised to the victim’s
mother, saying that he was
“ready to abide by the judicia-
ry’s decision”, but she was not
keen to forgive him. And the
boy was granted interim bail to
appear in the Class 10 board
exams, even though he was
responsible for the death of a
fellow human.

It's time the authorities
realised that ordinary people
are as much citizens of this
country as the rich and the
powerful, who do not seem to
value the lives of the poor.

la, held annually at Anandpur Sahib, draws lakhs of
devotees, The scale of the langar (community kitchen)
operations inevitably generates enormous waste, partic-
ularly single-use plastic plates, cups and packaging. In
recent years, concerns over littered riverbanks and
clogged drainage systems have grown, especially given
the town’s proximity to ecologically sensitive zones.

The PPCB’s move to promote eco-friendly containers
and coordinate with religious authorities is significant for
two reasons. First, environmental regulation often falters
at large gatherings due to political sensitivities. Second,
Sikh institutions have historically demonstrated environ-
mental leadership — from tree plantation drives to earlier
bans on plasticbags by the Shiromani Gurdwara Parband-
hak Committee at the Golden Temple in 2018. Thereis also
abehavioural dimension. Langar symbolises equality and
collective responsibility. Extending this ethos to environ-
mental stewardship can create a powerful model. Reli-
gious messaging from clergy can reinforce compliance far
more effectively than regulatory warnings alone.

However, execution will determine impact.
Announcements must translate into strict enforcement,
adequate supply of biodegradable alternatives and
proper waste segregation and composting. Without a
robust collection and processing mechanism, even
“eco-friendly” materials risk ending up in landfills.
Punjab’s plastic challenge is not limited to festivals.
But if Hola Mohalla 2026 sets a precedent for green reli-
gious events — with monitoring, transparency and post-
event waste audits —it could become a template for oth-
er mass gatherings across India. Faith-based
environmentalism, when matched with administrative
will, can transform public behaviour at scale.

The Tribune.
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Isolated independence

BIPIN Chandra Pal was not far wrong when he began his interest-
ingand eloquent address on “The Present Political Situation” in the
Bradlaugh Hall on Sunday with a complaint about the widespread
prevalence of a hopeless confusion of thought. His own speech, we
fear, is not entirely free from this confusion. The particular illustra-
tion he gave, however, was scarcely apposite. Whatever may have
been the case at one time, there is no confusion of thought at pres-
ent, so far at any rate as the overwt ing majority of politi

1 ious Indi ding th ing of the
word Swaraj. As Pal himself pointed out, all political parties in India
which do matter this moment are agreed that Swaraj means self-
government or dominion status within the Empire, and that self-
government itself means the government of India by its whole pec-
ple, and not by any particular community or class or individual
belonging to the country. Undoubtedly, there are a number of per-
sonswho dowant absolute isolated independence, just as there are
those who would be content with any government provided it was
not foreign. But in both cases, the existence of the view which Pal
challenged is the outcome of impatience, of sickness of the heart
caused by the indefinite prolongation of the present abnormal con-
ditions; and in both cases, it is confined to an extremely small and
almost negligible minority of the people.

Riches ennoble a man’s circumstances, but not himself. — mmanuel Kant

The Labrador who
left copsred-faced

AsHoxk Lavasa

Court came down heavily on stray dogs, unfairly treat-

ing them as a threat to human safety and disregarding
their reputation for loyalty. “Beware of Dogs” is a familiar way
of scaring literate intruders. Amid an uproar over its perceived
insensitivity, the Court reviewed its decision and ordered that
the dogs’ uncontrolled multiplication be checked.

That didn't prevent a Chinese “dog” from straying into
the India AI Impact Summit clad in Galgotian attire,
waking up sleeping dogs who attacked those who
pompously showcased the impostor.

Dogs overcoming academic integrity reminded me of the one
who got the better of the police. I was Additional Deputy Com-
missioner, Karnal, in 1983-85 when I attended a passing-out
parade at Madhuban, the headquarters of the Haryana Armed
Police. The Governor was the chief guest. The state police
organised a dog show to showcase canine capabilities.

The enthusiastic announcer told the gathering that dogs had
been trained to smell objects and identify the person to whom
the items belonged. There was a stir when he said that we
would soon witness “Haryana Police ke kutte” recover from the
bushes the handkerchief that belonged to the newly appoint-
ed DGP who sat beside the Governor, proud of his elevation
and elated at the prospect of being so well recognised.

His iefhad been 1inthe bush the
parade ground. It reminded me of Othello, who gifted a hanky
to Desdemona which was stolen by her maid and given to Iago,
who planted it on Cassio, who was suspected by Othello of being
in an illicit relationship with Desdemona. The discovery of that
handkerchief with Cassio was the undoing of Desdemona, and
of Othello himself. Did a similar catastrophe await the DGP?

The drama soon unfolded with a handsome black Labrador
charging towards the bush. There was an uproar as it found the
hanky. With equal alacrity, the dog darted towards the pavilion
where the dignitaries waited with bated breath. It came to the
front row with the handkerchief in his mouth.

It quickly went past the entire row looking for the owner. As
the dog came near the DGP, the police almost declared victory.
The dog, however, went ahead without turning his “eyes right”,
as policemen are taught to do as they approach the saluting
base. It ambled to the end of the row, turned back and sniffed
the entire row once again without success.

The DGP was embarrassed when the Labrador repeated its
march past twice without even looking at him. He probably felt
like an officer who had been superseded.

Theworst was yet to come. Seeing the non-performance of the
trained Labrador, the announcer took it upon himselfto save the
police from further Witht 1
of mind, he announced zealously, “Darasal hamare DGP sahab
naye lage hain isliye Haryana Police ke kutte unhe abhi nahin
pehchante”. He stated that since the DGP had taken over recent-
1y, state police dogs had not yet started recognising him.

The writeris a former Election Commissioner

epaper.tribuneindia.com

DOGS are in the news. A few weeks ago, the Supreme
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When being a farmer mattered
Refer to ‘Punjabi Suba: Language, politics
and identity’; while the article explains our
linguistic history, it misses a vital chapter: the
era of the Unionist Party. Before 1947, leaders
like Sir Chhotu Ram, Sikandar Hayat Khan
and Ujjal Singh created a unique bond in Pun-
Jjab. They didn't see people as just Hindus,
Muslims or Sikhs. Instead, they saw everyone
as farmers and brothers of the soil. Their pol-
itics was about the rights of the cultivator,
which kept the communal divide at bay for
over a decade. The tragic division of Punjab
occurred after these tall leaders passed away,
leaving a vacuum, which got filled by religious
politics. Had the Unionist vision of peasant
unity survived, our history, and the map of
Punjab, might have looked different,

NAVEEN KUMAR MALIK, BY MAIL

Blindly following Al is risky

Apropos of ‘India’s Al ambition faces strue-
tural limits’; Al itself is not the real danger,
its blind adoption and overdependence are.
We have seen this before. Rapid industrial
growth polluted the air and harmed public
health, too many cars worsened traffic,
unchecked emissions increased climate
risks and excessive pesticides damaged soil
and water. Technology promised progress,
but weak regulation and short-term think-
ing made ordinary people pay the price. Al
can improve healthcare, education, farming
and public services, but relying on foreign
chips, platforms and standards risks losing
control over our data, jobs and decisi

Cultivate values in adults
Apropos of ‘No parental veto’; parents/eld-
ers have been fixing matches for marriage-
able boys and girls since ages. However,
now times have changed. Now girls and
boys are well qualified and insightful. The
parents’ role, however, has not diminished.
They need to cultivate values and good
habits in their children by first setting an
example themselves, then will their chil-
dren be able to discern right from wrong.
Besides, the constitutional liberty to choose
a life partner will have to be respected in
letter and spirit by society.

'YOGINDER SINGHAL, LADWA

I ate in waste treatment
Apropos of ‘Waste burden’; its disposal by
inci ion turns the sur ing air toxic,
so innovative solutions should be explored,
including those inspired by Nature. Aningen-
ious idea which has been proposed but not
adopted at pan-India level is treating landfills
with bacteria that cause garbage to break
down naturally into byproducts, which can be
recycled or reused elsewhere. Local and state
governments must involve the private sector
to create a waste management ecosystem,
which can be a profitable business for all
stakeholders. An example is Japan, where
80% of waste collection and management is
done by the private sector through a network
of treatment and disposal facilities. Framing
a national waste disposal policy is the only
‘way we can aspire for clean cities.

making. Lasting progress requires building
domestic capabilities, going slow and focus-
ing on self-sufficiency first.

K KUMAR, PANCHKULA

Adulthood no proof of maturity
Refer to editorial ‘No parental veto’; parents,
in their wisdom, can give advice but legally
cannot force it on their children. The
Supreme Court has upheld adults’ right to
choose their partners. However, a news
report of a 19-year woman facing brutality at
the hands of her 19-yr-old live-in partner
after an argument over marriage plans,
should make the young generation think.
This may be an isolated case, but goes to
show that having attained adulthood is no
proof that they are mature enough and can
ignore the sane advice of their parents.

WG CDR CL SEHGAL (RETD), JALANDHAR

DOGRA, JALANDHAR

Unethical practices in banks
Apropos of ‘Haryana delists two private
banks as staff at Chandigarh Branch swin-
dle Rs 590 crore’; I served a bank for 39
years and so am aware of unethical practices
employed by private banks to secure gov-
ernment deposits. Officials of government
departments place substantial deposits with
private banks after receiving extravagant
gifts. They ask public sector banks to open
accounts of aged pensioners, who maintain
nominal balances in their accounts. Officials
of government departments do not bother to
monitor or reconcile their accounts at regu-
lar intervals, prompting employees of pri-
vate banks to commit frauds. Audits by
external agency can help in revealing con-
nivances at different levels.

UPENDRA SHARMA, BY MAIL

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit.
These should be cogently written and can be sént by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com
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India’s Al vision lofty, capability limited

C UDAY BHASKAR
DIRECTOR, SOCIETY FOR
POLICY STUDIES

HE AI Impact
Summit held in
Delhi (Feb 16-20)

Endorsed by 88 countries/
international organisations,
the declaration called for fur-
ther international coopera-
tion and multi-stakeholder
engagement along the seven
Chakras — development of
human capital; broadening
access for social empower-
ment; trustworthiness of AT
systems; energy efficiency of
Al systems; use of Al in sci-
ence; democratising AT
resources; and use of Al for
economic growth and social

isacommendable  good.

achlevement for The statement added: "In
India i ding the ity with exist-
organisational glitches on the international and other

first day and the Galgotias
University fiasco) and bur-
nishes the image of the Modi
government in convening
summit-level events that
relate to global governance in
critical domains. Investment
commitments of over $250
billion are welcome.

The first such mega AI
event to be held in the Global
South, it was structured
around a unique governance
architecture built on three
guiding Sutras (principles) —
People, Planet and Progress
— and seven operational
Chakras (pillars) that framed
the contours of global cooper-
ation in artificial intelligence.

The preamble to the Delhi
Declaration noted that "the
advent of Al marks an inflec-
tion point in the trajectory of
technological evolution. The
choices that we make today
will shape the Al-enabled
world that future genera-
tions will inherit."

initiatives, we will work to
foster shared understanding,
while respecting national
sovereignty, on how AT could
be made to serve humanity,
noting the initiatives across
the seven Chakras (pillars) of
the Summif

Alisadistinctive capability
and stands out among tech-
nologies, because it is the
first general-purpose tech-
nology in history that can
learn and Jmpmve at tasks
that pi

INSTRUCTIVE: The US distanced itself from any form of global governance of Al at the Delhi summit. pri

ended creative output at
superhuman volume. The
ubiquitous use of ChatGPT
and Al-generated text and
images (often fake) across
the world is but one example
of the spread of Al and this is
Jjust the beginning.

Further, this Al output is
generated while improving
quickly, year after year

human-like understandmg
rather than merely execut-
ing fixed instructions creat-
ed by humans. In short, AT
has its own 'brain’ that can
learn on the job, even as it
executes various tasks.

In essence, Al is the first
technology that can routine-
ly surprise its creators with
new capabilities, rapidly
absorb almost any cognitive
skill when given enough
examples and produce open-

through
scaling. No previous technolo-
gy wave combined those
properties at the same time.
This combination makes Al
qualitatively different and
points to the immense poten-
tial for consequential out-
comes — both positive and
negative; and hence, the glob-
al focus on trying to evolve
norms, principles, regula-
tions and an ethical frame-
work that would benefit all of
mankind, This normative

Alis the first
technology that can
routinely surprise its

creators with new
capabilities.

gies has been central to the
distribution of global power
and the Cold War is illustra-
tive, where nascent nuclear
capability was strictly con-
trolled by the major powers
led by the US and the former
USSR (now Russia).

The civilian strand of nuclear
power was strictly regulated
and monitored under UN

underlying principle. Al could
become the critical determi-
nant in shaping global power
and prosperity in this century.

‘While India seeks to play a
significant rolein the global AT
pursuit, it has a very modest
capability and does not rank
among the top five Al-capable
nations. Yes, India is a major
adopter of Al and the crowd

aegis (the JAEA) and the mili-  surge at the Delhi summit
tarydomainremainedaclosed  reflects the enthusiasm of the
club—of the fivenuclearpow-  younger Indian demography
ers:the US,the USSR, the UK,  thatcomprisesentrepreneurs,
France and China. researchers and startups that
The NPT (nuclear non-pro-  are waiting to blossom.

liferation treaty) was imposed Creating an ecosystem that
onallother nations, whowere  is enabling and empathetic to
forbidden to acquire nuclear  nurturing Al in the long term
weapon capability and this will be the abiding Indian
wasan iniquitous treaty, butit  challg As Professor Aro-
inclusivity was at the heartof ~maintained a certain degree  gyaswami J Paulraj of Stan-
the Delhi summit objectives.  of stability in the global ford Universityandaglobal AT
The AI domain is dominat- ~ strategic framework. leader cautions: "India's heavy
ed by the US and its hi-tech Paradoxically, India in the reliance onimported informa-
ecosystem that comprisesthe  1960s, despite its limited tion technology — spanning
private sector, academia and  nuclear i with PM ication: puting
government agencies. Thus, Nehruatthe helm, was ablew and artificial intelligence,
it was instructive that despite  contribute to the delil from )t to
the lofty aspirational rhetoric  on the of the i 1 property — poses
in the Delhi Declaration, the lyptic nuclear weapons.  a threat to both its economic

US distanced itself from any ~ With US support, Delhi was  health and national security."
form of global governance. finally accorded a special Investing in data centres

The US representative at
the summit, White House
technology adviser Michael
Kratsios reiterated this on
February 20, asserting: "As
the Trump administration

has now said many times: We
totally reject global gover-
nance of AL" He added that
the technology cannot lead
to a brighter future if it is

by b i

niche in the global nuclear
framework in late 2008.

Al and the nuclear domain
are very different, but India
has been able to articulate a
normative vision of how Al

(which need vast amounts of
water and electricity) is laud-
able but this remains at the
lowerend of the Al ladder. Asin
the case of acquiring design
capability in critical military

should be ¥ i for the
larger global good —and thisis
alofty, altruistic vision. Global
power politics, however, oper-
ate in a more contested realist
fr: k and technology

and central authorities.
Regulating new technolo-

denial or strict regulation and
limited dissemination is the

inventory,what inAli
‘compute dominance' and
here, the USis at the top of the
pack, with China as a distant
second. India is invisible. This
gap must be bridged if India
wants to be an effective Al
sherpa for the Global South.

Reclaiming intellectual freedom on varsity campuses

ability to navigate budgetary
consolidation and labour-mar-
ket metrics rather than a vision
for the humanities or pure sci-
ences. In India, this has mani-
fested as a moral degradation
of regulatory bodies into

Fo:vclm FROWFQI;SAOR Tre nfversity, Granks Come
PANJAB UNIVERSITY mission: (UGC), jonice’ the
guardian of academic autono-
my, has pivoted towards a cul-

HE slobal acad tisoft ianice,ernbadd
ic landscape of austerity and managerial expe-

2025, aslaid outin  diency as governing norms.
the Times Higher When universities are
Education ‘Faces reimagined as corporate enti-

of the Year', presents a tableau
of a sector in transition or per-
haps under siege. For India,
these global issues are imme-
diate, visceral realities. As the
nation marches towards
Viksit Bharat by 2047, the uni-
versity stands at a precipice,
caught between the potential
of the National Education Pol-
icy (NEP) 2020 and a creeping
institutional bureaucratisa-
tion that risks dismantling its
intellectual core.

Tonavigate this, the universi-
ty has to reclaim itself as a bas-
tion of interdisciplinarity,
trans-disciplinarity and the lib-
eral arts. This requires a syn-
thesis of global academic stan-
dards with an assertive, Indian
intellectual tradition that views
education as an instrument of
freedom and democratic
renewal, not merely a market-
place for employability alone.

The global trend reflects a
preference for crisis managers
over intellectual stewards. We
see Jeaders defined by their

ties, chasing vacuous "world-

BOOKENDED: The university is caught between the potential of NEP 2020 and bureaticratisation. istock

class” rankings, the raison  shift, promising to dismantle
détre of the institution stands  the rigid disciplines that have
threatened. In India, theram-  long relegated the humanities
pant contractualisationofaca-  to a "soft" or "ornamental" sta-
demic labour and the narrow-  tus. For decades, India's educa-
ing of permissible inquiry tionsystem hasbeenshackled
suggest a 'regime of risk”, by hierarchies where the sci-
where dissent is viewed as a  ences occupy the apex and the
systemic glitch rather thana  artsareviewed asaluxury. The
democratic ity of the isibleinthe
refusal to surrender the uni-  impoverishment of both: the
versity's role as a site of  scientiststrained without ethi-

unflinching critique.

Against this backdrop of
technocratic expertise, Profes-
sor Martha Nussbaum's warn-
ings in Not for Profit: Why
Democracy Needs the Human-
ities' take on a local urgency.
Nussbaum argues that the
frantic pursuit of national prof-
it leads to a "silent crisis’ where
skills essential for critical
thinking, for the ability to tran-
scend local loyalties and the
capacity for 'narrative imagina-
tion" are being depleted.

The NEP 2020's call for inter-
disciplinarity is a welcome

cal awareness and artists
remaining alienated from
empirical thought.

True  interdisciplinarity,
however, is not a cosmetic
mixing of subjects but a dia-
logue of epistemologies. It is
the recognition that a student
of computer science must also
engage with the philosophy of
mind and a student of eco-
nomics must understand the
histories of social struggle.

'This vision recalls the "Great
Books" tradition in the West,
where students of all disci-
plines engage with the ques-

When universities
are reimagined as
corporate entities,
chasing vacuous
‘world-class
rankings, the raison
détreofthe
institution stands
threatened.

tions of civilisation from
Homer to Freud as an exercise
in human understanding.
If an atmanirbhar intellectu-
al culture is to be achieved,
Paulo Freire's critique of the
"banking model" of education,
where students are passive
containers for pre-packaged
data, becomes relevant.
Freire's 'Pedagogy of the
Oppressed' is a reminder that
education is eithera practice of
domination or a practice of
freedom. Inthe Indian context,
this means moving away from
the "clerk-making" colonial
legacy toa pedagogy of inquiry.
The Indian Knowledge Sys-
tem offers an opportunity for
epistemic decolonisation. It
allows us to mmeve mdlge

assertion. What has tobe adopt-
ed is Rabindranath Tagore's
practice at Santiniketan of a
"wholeness" of learning, where
the arts and sciences cohabit,
and where education prepares
the individual for life itself, not
Jjust for the global market.

The rise of Al as a governing
logic in 2026 complicates this
landscape. Al is often present-
ed as a neutral tool for efficien-
cy, butin the university, it risks
intensifying the erosion of ped-
agogicrelationships. When cul-
ture is "simplified" or automat-
ed for the sake of accessibility,
we surrender it to algorithmic
rationality, overlooking the
democratic need forenhancing
the cognitive potential of stu-
dents. Making culture "easier”
merely lets market forces call
the shots. If all ideas are ren-
dered equal and any opinion
suffices, students lose the abil-
ity to tell the difference
between information and wis-
dom. As the ‘Faces of 2025' list
suggests, we are increasingly
producing "adaptable’ workers
rather than “critical' thinkers.

To catalyse a shift that aligns
with the vision of Viksit
Bharat, the higher education
sector must adopt a model
that integrates governance,
academics and national aspi-
rationintoasingle framework.
Th1s requires a shift from

towards a curriculum that
treats the humanities as a core
necessity for all, ensuring a
scientist gains a moral imagi-
nation through literature, just
as an artist understands the
structural precision of biology.
Administratively, vice-chancel-
lors must be reimagined as
intellectual stewards rather
than mere compliance man-
agers, supparted by a funding
model that views public invest-
ment as a democratic duty
rather than a fiscal burden.
Only by fostering a research
culture that values historical
inquiry as much as economet-
ricdata, and by pursuing inter-
nationalisation from a position
of intellectual sovereignty, can
we ensure that universities
become engines of renewal.
We stand at a juncture
where policymakers and edu-
cators can no longer evade the
crucial question: Is survival
the highest ambition we can
offer higher education? Or
will we reclaim the university
as a public institution com-
mitted to knowledge, dissent
and democratic imagination?
The NEP has provided the
framework; however, the
implementation must be a
"renaissance of learning." The
measure of our success will
not be our rank in a metric,
but our abl].lty to produce

ontrol toinstitu-

anmenl mathematics to plural

istic philosophies — and re-sit-

uate them within the global

conversation. However, this

must be an act of critical
ot i g

monal autonomy, where the

Higher Education Bill serves

as a facilitator for intellectual

innovation rather than a new

vocabulary for old constraints.
A s e
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tr 1 citizens capable of
imagining a just, humane
and intellectually vibrant
future. A civilisation that sep-
arates its knowledge from its
wisdom orits science from its
art imperils both.
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Remade or reduced

Bridging the ‘deployment gap’ may determine whether
Al is diminishing or remaking India’s IT companies

HEN NANDAN NILEKANI speaks about technology cycles,

itis worth listening. At the recent India Al Impact Summit,

the Infosys chairman identified what he called a“deploy-

ment gap"—the widening distance between the extraordi-

narypowerof artificial intelligence (AI) and the farmore modest capacity of

liseit.Ineffect, itwasadefence

of India’s software services mdustryata moment of existential anxiety. For

threedecades, India’sinformation technology (IT) services firms have thrived

on labour arbxtrage, process expertise,and global delivery. They built and

intained enterpri modernised legacy architecture,and man-

aged digital transformation for the world’s largest corporations. Pre-

dictabilitywastheircurrency: billable hours, multi-year contracts,and steady

margins.Generative Al unsettles that model. If software can write code, test

applications, generate documentation, and automate support, what hap-

pens to the nulhons of engineers whose time underpins the services busi-

ness? dyquestioningwhetherAlwill compress headcount-
driven revenues and erode the industry’s foundational economics.

Nilekani’s answer is that Al does not eliminate the need for services; it
changes theirnature.The opportunityliesless in building ever more power-
ful models—many are being developed by global technology giants—and
more inembedding those modelsinto the messy,compliance-heavyreality
of enterprises.Al must be deployed before it can delivervalue. There s logic
here. Most large organisations struggle not with access to technology but
with integration. Data remains siloed, workflows ngld and incentives mis-
aligned. DeployingAl requi d g processes, retrain-
ing staff,and ensuring regulatory comphance. Itisas much organisational
surgery as software implementation. This is terrain Indian lTﬂ.rms under-
stand. Decades of working with banks, retailers, and manufacturers have
given them deep process knowledge. Embedding Al into those processes is
less about inventing intelligence than about contextualising it—tailoring
models to specificworkflows and constraints.

Yet the deployment-gap thesis should not become a comfort blanket. AT
isnotsimplyanothertool tobelayered atop existing systems.It threatens to
automate theverytasksthatonce ]ustxﬁed largeteams.Theshift fromeffort-
based billing tooutcome-based pricingisi ble.Clientswill increasingl
pay for productivity gains, not person-hours, That transition will be uncom-
fortable. Outcome-based contracts require vendors to share risk and build
intellectual property. They demand reusable platforms and product think-
ing—capabilities Indian ITfirms have historically approached with caution.
Aculture rooted in customisation must evolve toward scalable, Al-enabled
solutions. Talent is another constraint. While India produces engineers at
scale,advanced Al skills are globally contested. Bridging the deployment gap
will require massreskilling—turning traditional programmers into Al inte-
grators, data curators,and governance specialists.

The broader point remains: technological power alone does not create
economic value. Deployment does. History is filled with innovations that
dazzled but failed to diffuse. The winners are often not those who invent
breakthrough technologies but those who embed them seamlessly into
everyday operations.For India’s software services industry, this isboth warn-
ingand opportunity.If Al merely reduces billing hours, the sectorwill con-
tract.If, however, firms succeed in becoming the systems integrators of the
Al age—stitching intelligence into core business processes across indus-
tries—they could extend theirrelevance foranothergeneration. The Alwave
isrealand sois theautomation threat.But sois the deployment gap. Bridg-
ingitmay determinewhether India’s IT champions are diminished by AI—
orremade byit.
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White House tariff defeat
has given Europe ammo

AT FIRST GLANCE, very little has changed for the European Union’s terms of trade
with the US following President Donald Trump’s tariff defeat at the Supreme Court
onFriday.Lastyeartheblocagreed toa15%tarifftoavoidanugly transatlantic trade
war.Today, 15% is the level Trump has vowed to impose using alternative tools not
subject to the court ruling.

Andyet,everything has changed The mechanisms tomakeanew 15% levy stick

VERTHE PAST decade,a
striking policy trend has
gathered momentum
across continents: gov-
ernments moving to
restrictorevenban childrenand teenagers
from social media platforms. What was
once a conversation confined to anxious
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WAVE OF SOCIAL MEDIA CURBS FORCES SOCIETIES TO CONFRONT DILEMMA ON AUTONOMY OF YOUNG PEOPLE

Governing attention economy

SIDDHARTH PAI

Technology consultant & venture
capitalist By invitation

parents and school has
become a legislative priority in capitals
around the world. 1 are

thell than 20 countries have

responding to mounting concerns about
screenaddiction,online harms,and dete-
riorating adolescent mental health. The
impulse to intervene reflects a deeper

enacted or formally proposed youth-spe-
cificrestrictionsin the past fiveyears,and
al leasta dozen more are studymg the

bullying extends thereach of peerconflict
beyond school hours, eroding what was
once a psychnlogmal refuge at home,
WhJ.lE causation is difficult to establish
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@ GOLD RUSH

Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman

Gold is a favoured investment for households. The
high-pitched demand in the domestic market
appears to be seasonal. We are watching it;

it has not reached an alarming situation

genuinevalue from digital connection.
Effectiveness therefore depends on
enforcement capacity and cultural cont-
ext. compli-
aucecanbe relatively robust, though eva-
sion persists through virtual private
networks and informal sharing of acco-
unts. In pluralistic democracies, enforce-
ment relies heavily on platform coopera-
tion and parental engagement. Early
evidence from regions implementing
er reduction
in reported us;Ee among younger coh-
orts, yet not a wholesale uansformanon

or ions.Thept

p
ecosystems are shaping young minds,
often in ways that families and institu-
tions struggle to supervise.

Some of the most assertive measures
h inCl hm:\

enon is no longer marginal. It is a coordi-

the converg of data Som migrate to
policymaker: Jit or niche platforms beyond
that precautionary action is warranted. the regulatory spotlight, suggesting dis-
Prop f bans argue that delay- placement rather than elimination of risk.

That anxiety is fuelled in part by the
architecture of social mediaitself. Platfor-
msare desl.gned to maximise engagem-
ent, frequ-

online gaming and required real name
verlﬁcanon for digital services. While

ing exposure constitutesa public health
: : T 1

cohol ortobacco. By restrictingaccess dur-
ing formative years, socie-

ently

const blanket so-

cial media ban, theysignalawillingness to
engineer behavioural outcomes through
centralised control. The European Union,
thmugh its Digital Servlccs Act, obhges

to d:uldren France has passed leglslamm
requiri for

a certain age and has debated technical
systems toverify compliance.The UK has

ties may allow emotional

Thedebate ultimately exposesabroa-
derstructural tension. Social media firms
operate within an economic model that

attention, repres-

entalucrati

snmu]atmu Algorithms If circumvention regulation andcritjca‘lthln— m& f:ndtum for dca\‘des Expecting corpo-
. rations tov ilycurt

feeds to prolong attention, Proves pervasive adolescents  confront conflictswithsharehol ives.Go-
often surfacing material ~and mental health  algorithmically curated i ftenreactive,
that provokes outrage,envy, trends remain environments. Collective legislating ‘msthattech-
or excitement. For adolesc- unchanged restrictions can alsoallevi- nology has already normalised. Bans are
orti- Fa ! ates the SOCIA] pressure that an attempt to recalibrate this imbalance,

cesare still developing, the St nnay. idual families face. but theycannot substitute forcomprehe-
capacltyforunpulseconuol diminish When every classmate is nsive digital literacy education, parental
and long-term planning is online, become: i designreform.

not yet fully formed. Inter-

mittent

socially Eostfy. Auniversal
rule can reduce the fear of exclusion that

Whether the current wave of restricti-

t-

nlatﬂ T esor. often undermines parental boundaries. ain.Ifempirical evaluati rate
mitigate risks to m.u]ors Acmss the At- associated with habit formation. The ex- Critics counter that bans may over- i i i quali
lantic,the USh state-1 perience a i cas'um promi dunder-del ty,academic fc psychal -

thatwould moret] | ication tool. hy i land frequen- ilience, additional countries are likely to
requirements or mandate parental app- Empirical research complicates the tlyci isrep follow. If circumvention proves pervasive
roval, though federal remains loes nnnh nol it. ingtheirbirthd iblings’ health i an-

fragmented. Australia has conducted age
assurance trials,while Norwayand South
Korea have examined tighter youth pro-
tections.In India, regulators have floated
strongerageverification norms.
Outright prohibitions that categori-
callyexc] ialmedia
remain rare. Most jurisdictions instead
rely onage thresholds, consent mecha-
nisms, or enhanced safety standards.

ciations between heavy social media use
and increased rates of anxiety, depressive
symptoms, and sleep disruption among
teenagers.Image-driven platformsinten-
sify social comparison, especially among
girls who may internalise unrealistic
beauty standards. Boys can be drawn into
competitive or antagonistic online sub-
cultures that valorise aggression. Cyber-

credentials. More stringent verification
methods may require biometric scans or
identity documents, raising significant
privacy concerns. There is also the ques-
tion of benefits foregone. Social mediacan
provide creative outlets, ed ucauonal

ged enthusiasm may diminish. For now,
reflectsa collecti

iment in governing the attention econo-

my.It forces societies to confront a diffic-

ultquestion: howmuchautonomyshould

youn,

and supportive e
particularly for mamnalxsed youthwho
maylack Ablanket pro-

neered to capture their time and shape
theiridentities? Theanswerwill definenot
but the ethi

hibition risks isolating those who derive

tours of the internet itself.

Will capping credit card interest rates help?

The federal cap that Trump has proposed would, in
theory, prevent issuers from gouging customers. But
not everyone agrees it would be good for Americans

JEFFREY FRANKEL

Professor, Capital Formation and Growth, Harvard University, &
Research Associate, US National Bureau of Economic Research

FOR ONCE, US President Donald Trump
put forwarda proposal thatappears actu-
ally to be aimed at protecting the “little
guy” from predatory institutions. His call
foraone-year,10%capon credit-cardint-
erest rates echoes those made by many
Democrats, u:\clud.mg pmgressxves like

may make the tariffs | rary,with ichoopsto
jump throughin the form of approval from C lengthyi igationstode-
monstrate unfair competmon Forall the mugh Trumpian language, looming mid-

termelecti There’ sa“who]e lot moreuncer-
tainty”than before, p DmxtryF
Thisi: hi ik First,the EU

y

tion of last year’s 15% deal agreed with Trump at his Turnberry golf course in Scot-

land.We've already seen India delay its own talks with the US, pendmg more c[anty
p

There whythe hould rush to rubl ta
Sonrestedomtanipowerstiat defanged.1 Bernd
Lange, head of the parliament’s trade committee, derided the US “tariff chaos” and
called fora pause.
Second Whil

the shameless bu]lvmg over the Sl trillion transatlantic trade relationship. What-
everhope EU oﬁﬁcla]s had last year that Trump cnuld be appeased with deals should
y hasbuying $750billion

of US: energy,the Old Continent has i k mn:’rumberr)' on
everything from how it regulates the likes of Meta Platforms or Elon Musk’s X to the

sovereignty of Greenland.

Nicolas Kohler-Suzuki,an advisorat think thank the Jac-
ques Delors Institute, tells me the Supreme Court ruling

“should encourage the EU to drawa line in the sand: No fur-

% thertt 1 "France
has been first out of the gates with a warning that the bloc
hasits own tools of retaliation, including against services, if
the Americans press their luck too far. Of course, this is the
EU, with its deliberative, consensual approach—the one
mocked byUSTreasuxySecretaryScott Bessent.Itwon't twant

poking the Whi
European 1leaders still want to avoid a full-blown trade

LIONEL
LAURENT

Bloomberg war that would harm their tepid economyand struggling

dustri d boost the poll bers of Trump’s far-right
allies in EU. Noristk idence yet ofa Canada-| led tradealli f middle powers
that’s ready for prime time, Germanyand France over th

European defence——w:th Berlin forced todenya report it wasin talks to buy more US
F-35 fighterj withinis fragile. If the US’s tragic flaw
ondisplay formuch of the Iastyea: Europe'sisa tendency to fragment.

Yet,doing nothmg 1s no longer feasible. The EU is slowly putting the elements of

self-reli offset thewithd | of USfinancial support for
Ukraine,and it’s sp moreoni has setits sights on prioritiz-
lngFumpcan manufacturers And even if Trump and his support for tariffs are here
tostay, ebeyond ourt,includingwithin
the Republican camp.

Thisisa that call Fnr:annnnhnr:\l pine. hy
thepast mmnummlght notleastdur

crisisatt

starled this one.It can do soagain.

thelast d
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Butgiven howlit-
tleTrump has sofardone to helpworkers,
including his MAGA constituents, it i IS

SenatorBer

not informed in advance. Senator Eliza-
beth Warren insists financial contracts

Whileitisnatural for debtors to desire
Iower interest rates, noone should expect

must be reauuy Justas
c an’tbeexpec

that a toaster is faulty based on a techm
cal dlagmm ofits wiring,sheargues, they

atanamﬁcvallylaw cost. Su the luglcgoes

some circumstances—particularly if the
shortfall is temporary. For example, an
MBA student might need to cover living
expenses fora few more months before

to pay more to get the credit they need.

taking a well P yi |ob But

tocovertheirliv-

cannot b

in complex financial-services contracts.
In 2010, the Dodd-Frank Act estab-

lished the Consumer Financial Protection

Bettertoch: will bear
and deliver credit to all who need it than
to prevent some households from bor-
rowingatail.

pectthistochangeanytimesoon,will pro-
bablyregret taking out debtatan interest
rate of 22% orhigher.

One might counter that ifa desperate
person cannot access bank credit, they
might go toan unscrupulous loan shark
msteaciEvenwahathb interest rate, cre-

ditfroma islessrisky than
that. But, by this logic, virtually any pro-
tection for borrowers could be deemed

ollec-
uvelyagreed that thisis not the case.

‘Two centuries ago in Britain, desper-
ate pcople regularly agreed to becomein-

worth thinking through the Bureau un- Butwouldareductioninthesupplyof
So-called usury laws;aimedat: pmtect- fair, deceptive, or abusive credit be such a bad thing?
ing borrowers from high tices”byfinan- asitis tosugg-
interest haveal Judaism, cial-service providers. Rep- Perhaps est,pert
Christianity,and Islam—theworld’s three ublicans,however, have rep- wawld be doity 1d be doing t holds a
leadingmonotheisticreligions—all cond- eatedly tried to reverse this 9 favour by preventing them
emn usury,and laws against it cameto  step,arguing that consum- households a favour  from taking on debts that
America before the United States was  er-protectionrules‘smoth- by preventing them  theywillh ultyrep-
founded.In 1641, the husettsBay ertheU! " fromtakingon  ayingIfthe rationing exc-
Colony set the maximum legal interest Few have promised de- debts th ill h ludes high-risk households
ratethatcouldbecharged onaloanat 8%. regulation morevigorously e ey wil _ave from loans,all the better.
Today, most USstateshaveusurylaws.  than Trump. And yet, heis difficulty repaying Asof Sep 2025,

But federal lawcapp
i rates,and national b
chargethc maximumrateallowed in their
As of August 2025,

were paying interest of 22.83% on their
credit-card balances, on average, even
though the goinginterest
omyis onlyabout 5%.

Meanwhile, populist politicians regu-
larly attack heartless banks, and Demuc—
ratsfight for| C

advocatinga federal

Forbes notes, the average

credit-card interest rates
thatwould,in theory,preventissuers from

credit-card debt per Ameri-
cansstood at $6,523, with more than half

exploiting or gouging espe-
cially those most desperate for credit.
Forthe counter-argument,askbankers
and libertarians. They point out that cap-
ping the price of credit, like capping gas
price,would reduce the supplyand incre-
asethedemand.That's Economics 101.To
handle this excess demand, banks would

financial services. Former President Joe
Biden argued that Americans shouldn’t
haveto pay“junk fees”of which theywere

ion credit, basing theirdecision:
on factorslike anuupated abilitytorepay
orpersonal connections.

HE EDITOR

Trade policy demands

clarity on tariffs

"Trump's tariff tyranny" (FE, February
23) underscores how unilateral tariff
actions distort global trade and leave
partners scrambling for stability. Ind-
ia's hesitation in finalising an interim
trade pact with the US risks compoun-
ding uncertainty, especially when US
tariff revenues ballooned to $142
billion and legal challenges involve 12
states. The Supreme Court's 6-3 ruling

limiting emergency powers should
have been a turning point, yet alter-
native legislative routes have kept
tariffs alive, eroding predictability.
Pragmatism demands India secure a
framework that cushions exporters
from abrupt shocks and reduces dut-
ies to competitive levels. Trade policy
cannot hinge on episodic executive
manoeuvres; it must rest on negotia-
ted clarity that safeguards both eco-
nomic resilience and political trust.
—K Chidanand Kumar, Bengaluru

carr frommonth tomonth.
Many will take years to pay off this debt,
during which time they will accumulate
much larger obligations, including inter-
est billsand penalty dues. If you make a
$150

onthat: mon-

dent fora theywere
unable to repay, in order to avoid being
locked up in Dickensian debtors’prisons.
Ultlma(ely, however,debtors’prisonsand
Tawed,and
the institution of personal bankruptcy
was established as a more effi ﬂeut and
ethical way of resolving unp
Alibertarianmight. arguethxsmsutut-
ionalar limits access to credit

th over 95 months, at an annual interest
rate of 22.83%,youwill end up payingan
extra $7,688 ininterestalone.

Of course, taking on credit-card debt
at a high interest rate is reasonable in

Renegotiate trade
deal with the US

The tariffwar launched by Trump has
neither benefitted his country nor
enjoyed legal sanction within the US.
American consumers find imports
from India to be comparatively
cheaper than their domestic
products. However, the tariff troubles
have forced the Indian government to
face multiple issues. If penal tariffs are
notwithdrawn a number of industries

, Mahape, Navi 710
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forthe desperate. But overall, it appears a
worthytrade-off. Thesameis possibly true
of interest-rate caps on credit-card debt.
Copyright: Project Syndicate, 2026.
wunw.project-syndicate.org

like textile, diamond jewellery, auto
spares, and agriculture will face a
crisis. If the trade deal is let go of,

it will resultin a more severe crisis.
Moreover, Trump does not deserve
any long-term arrangement or
settlement given his frequent change
of stance. India should be mindful of
these factors and take an appropriate
decision in the interest of its people.
—AG Rajmohan, Anantapur
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from Mafatlal Centre, 7th floor, Ramnath GoenkaMarg, Nariman Point, Mumbai 400021
he ('

for fnews under PRPACt)



12

EVERY WAR’S A GAME

2% EVERY GAME’S A WAR

THE TIMES OF INDIA
TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 24, 2026

o A thought for today

Even the venomous Kaliya could not have defiled the
Yamuna as thoroughly and deliberately as human beings
have done over the past century or more
STEPHEN ALTER, The Cobra’s Gaze

Tradition Kills

Most women who die by suicide are below 25 because
young are targets of the worst kind of control
The two sisters, aged 25 and 23, in a Rajasthan village who died

of poisoning hours before their twin weddings, allegedly by
suicide, per police, were teachers in a primary school. Early
Feb, three sisters — aged 16, 14 and 10 - jumped to their death in UP,
Among their diary notings: “Mention of marriage caused tension
in our hearts.” Last Sept, a Delhi man killed his wife, angered over
her social media posts. Uttarakhand HC, meanwhile, acquitted a
man of abetmenttosuicide of his wife, adding that “beingsuspicious
is common” — example of a constitutional authority normalising
maletoxic behaviourthatisruinous, even if not mensrea. Yes, itisa
tightrope, but “beingsuspicious” is code for cruelty, and controlling
behaviour is domestic violence.
In India, young women take their own lives over reasons NCRB
calls “family matters” - suitably vague. Yet we know exactly what it
- means: the vortex that is “Indian family
f tradition” thatsuckstheagency outof couples,
and dumps a burden of expectations on
women. Two-thirds of women who die by
suicide in India are below 25 years old. The
| age group 1529 years, from post puberty
through marriage and childbirth, is the most
vulnerable to family pressures - arranged
marriages, forced to stay married in abusive
relationships, and an erasure of the individual
replaced by her relation to malerelatives and
family. It is no surprise either that more
educated women and more women in rural
India attempt and complete suicides, both
married and in ‘marriageable’ age. NCRB'’s
“family matters” is the trap that denies women the right to exercise
choice of career, or lifestyle, or partner, or wherewithal to walk out
of a bad marriage. It denies men freedoms too, but as studies and
data show, men take their own lives mostly over economic reasons.
So, when Bhagwat frowns at live-in relationships, or Uttarakhand
wants live-ins registered, or Gujarat proposes de facto parental
approval for “love marriages”, they must recognise it’s a losing
battle they're fighting. Live-ins are a statement by men and
women of rejecting “family matters”. They are constitutionally
protected. Inter-caste, inter-faith, inter-community, same-sex,
across middle-classes, rural, peri-urban, urban - it's happening,
slowly but incrementally. Despite pushback of killing daughters,
asking parents to “control” adult kids, scaring youngsters into
marrying their family’s will. There is never a single cause behind
any suicide-butalways alaststraw. Maybe focus on why women are
taking their ownlives, not how to control them.

Poor King Cobra

From humans, all it wants is to be left alone.
But we are incapable of listening

ost snakes hiss, king cobra growls. Its hood anatomy is

dramatic, all the more imposing for it being able to lift

one-third of itsbody (runningup to18feet) into theair. And
yet, as far as humans are concerned, it’s a shy creature. From the
growl to the stand-up, all it’s trying to communicate to them is: Leave
me alone. We are not their food, we are scary, they have no interest
in us. Of course, we haven't listened, we haven’t left the king cobra
alone. All its physical characteristics reflect a deep history of
adaptation to a specific ecological niche — South and Southeast
Asia’s wetlands and forests, where it can spend a quarter of its time
up a tree. But humans, when they are not encroaching its habitat,
aredisplacing it by other means.

A study of Goa's snake rescue records
from 2002-24 establishes that every time a
Western Ghats king cobra ends up in a
completely unsuitablelocation, it’s in proximity
of railway tracks or stations. We like throwing
food here, which attracts the rats, which
attracts the rat snakes, which are king
| cobras’ staple diet. The study authors place
their results firmly within the literature of
human-mediated wildlife dispersal. The film Snakes on a Plane got
everything hatefully wrong about its subject, except for the fact that
modern transport has indeed increased the incidence of various
animal species being transported, against their wishes, far from
their homes. Often by smugglers.

In a few months, India will celebrate Naag Panchami, when
we worship snakes, offer them milk and seek their blessings. This
feeling runs through Hindu, Buddhist and Jain traditions in many
other ways too. The iconography of Shiv and Buddha is intimately
intertwined with king cobras. In all these senses, it is considered
sacred. But worshipping king cobras doesn’t stop us from making
them miserable.

Punchatantra

A Macaque, a robodog and a movie
Anil Abraham

1 gently wiped a tear as I looked at my phone with grief and
concern. Kamala paused mid-stride, worried that T had got some
bad news about anailing relative or that Trump had raised the
tariffsagain. But this was worse. It was disaster ona global scale.
Punch, the baby monkey in Japan who had been abandoned
by hismother, had adopted a furry toy as hissurrogate mother.
Twas totally invested in this - but Kamala waslivid.

“There are domestic problems to deal with,” she said. “Instead, you are so
easily distracted by a monkey - can you get up and deal with the gas cylinder
that needs to be changed and go fill fuel in the car, if we can still afford that.”
Even if I'm not working in an office, my boss at home makes me punch in on time
every day for my domestic chores. I tried pulling a sad face like the macaque
‘monkey, hoping to get sympathy, but Kamala beat me to the punch, by sighing

sadly as she folded the washed clothes.
I quickly finished my tasks and got back to scrolling - I had
) not yet recovered from last munth 's penguin that broke away
< fromitstribeand upa ed inpath.Thad
watched that lonely arduous journey on a loop, sitting comfortably on my
couch, chomping on chakli. And last week it was the robotic dog Orion that
had held me in rapt attention - as it shook hands at the Summit. Even if it had

LESSONS IN GEOCHEMISTRY

Critical minerals like lithium and neodymium are key to modern industry, so Chinese
stranglehold on supply of refined minerals concerns every major economy. India’s recent pact
with Brazil, and engagement with US-led FORGE can help it secure supplies

Syed Akbaruddin

Critical minerals are the new reality
of power They sit behind the clean
energy transition, electric mobility,
advanced electronics, AT and modern
defence systems. They also enable
something less visible: the ability to
slow another country’s industrial momentum without
ever declaring a sanction, Tariffs can be bargained
down. Mineral constraints cannot.

That is why India’s critical minerals quest is a
strategic conversation. New Delhi is playing on two
fronts. At home, it is pulling exploration, refining,
recycling and recovery into a coherent
mission push Abmad 1( is w‘ldemng
partner
concentration risk.

The India-Brazil MoU on rare earths
and critical minerals signed on Feb 21
belongs to this external track. It expands
India’s supplier and investment map.
Brazil brings resource depth and, just as
importantly, political space. It offers a
partnership not automatically read as an
extensionof anyoneelse'scamp. Ina world
where supply chains are increasingly
politicised, that matters.

Yetitis worthbeingcandid about where
the contest will be decided. While the
world fixates on mines, the real choke
point sits in the middle of the chain:
processing and refining. That is where
raw material becomes usable industrial
input. This layer i is not just about reserves. It i is about
chemistry,
skilled labour and logistics. Control over refining
capacity often translates into strategic leverage.

A concrete example makes the point. India can
assemble an electric vehicle, but the line can still stall
for lack of high purity rare earth oxides and metals
needed for permanent magnets. Neodymium and
praseodymium are not useful in the ground. They
become useful only after complex separation. The
constraint is not raw minerals. It is turning them
reliably into magnet-grade material at scale, and at a
price that does not undermine competitiveness. This is
what “middle of the chain” means in practice. It isnot
mineral shortage. Iuspmcessmgdependency

Chinaunderstands ter and

operates on two tracks at once. Diplomatically, Beijing
advances a green minerals initiative that emphasises
openness, market access and cooperation with
producers in the developing world. Practically, China
holds an advantage in processing and refining. That
advantage becomes leverage through licensing,
end-use checks and calibrated export controls.
Washington's answer is FORGE, the Forum on
Resource Geostrategic Engagement. It builds on the
older Minerals Security Partnership but with sharper
intent. It aims to de-risk projects, coordinate finance,
secure early offtake and set standards that define what
unt: a i 1

FORGEali ith

'sbroader

supply chain posture, including Pax Siliea, which India
signed on to last week. Together, they form a single
stack. Pax Silica is about securing the high end:
uring and Al
infra. FORGE isabout securing the inputs those factories
depend on. Minerals and technology are the same
strategic story at different layers.
India’s interest is stralghtim'ward Clean _energy
i grid storage, ad and
defence readmess all require inputs that India does not
yet control in sufficient quantity or in the right form.
This is why the domestic mission focus on exploration
and refining is necessary. It is also why external
diversification through partnerships with countries
such as Brazil is unavoidable. India should widen this
approach across Latin America, Africa and Australia,

while also pursuing partners with separation and
processing capabilities, because resilience will
ultimately be built in the middle of the chain.

FORGE could be useful in this quest. Entry is through
a light, non-binding arrangement, and partners are
expected to identify priority projects within six
months. It is a forum to move projects and standards
rather than issue political declarations.

A coordination platform can widen India’s supplier
network, rediice exposure to sudden shocks, and bring
financing and risk sharing to overseas mineral assets
that oLherwxse struggle to reach final mveslmeut
d trefiningand recover
thhm Indla It also gives India leverage n. standards
discussions so that “green” does not
become adisguised trade barrier.

Yet, light structure does not mean

. These arr
create expectations about priority
access, preferred suppliers, and default
standards. Participation can also be
read as choosing sides in the US-China
rivalry. China may respond by targeting
India’s vulnerabilities. If new price
or border measures raise input costs,
Indian manufacturing can be hit
before alternatives are ready. And once
companies align with a network, opting
out becomes costly.
Three tests should guide how deep
India goes. First, the outcome test.
= Does FORGE deliver tangible projects
% and capacity linked to India within a
£ clear timeline, especially in refining,
separation, recycling and recovery, not just mining
announcements? Second, the cost test. Does India
retain flexibility on trade and industrial policy, or does
participation quietly narrow policy space before
substitutes exist? Third, the autonomy test. Does India
keep room to manage China without being pulled into
someone else’s escalation ladder?

India should not engage with minerals forumsonly to

be seen. It should engage with them to secure options.

FORGE isnotaloyalty badge. It isabargaining table. India
should enter early, shape the rules, extract practical
value and remain willing to step back if the terms
begin to harden into constraints. In the minerals era,
strategic autonomy is not a slogan. It is the ability to
keep building when someone else tightens the tap.
Thewriteris India’sformer permanentrepresentativeto UN

‘Our kids growing up without heat & stable schooling,

displaced from their homes...will never forget’
On war's 4th anniversary, Ukrainian envoy says Russia’s actions have embittered hearts for generations

Oleksandr Polishchuk

i centuries. They differed in scale and

i v character, but their cause was the
same: irreconcilable positions, and

A one side choosing force to impose its
pulmLal aims. For more Ihan a

thousand years, Ukrai dured repeated i -

‘ # History has seen wars that lasted

and OSCE monitoring. Public OSCF reports show
Kremlinnever oken
1994 Budapest Memorandum. ’I‘he ceaseﬁre failed.
Ukrainian soldiers and civilians continued to die
under shelling by Russian forces and their proxies.
Meanwhile, Russia built up offensive formations near

Ukraine'sborders.
Puu_n expected a short, victorious war that would
thisrule. On Feb 24,2022,

in the 11th, 16th, 17th and 19th centuries - from its
northern neighbour Russia. The objective: subjugation
and erasure of Ukrainians asanation.

Although Russia recognised Ukraine’s independence
in1991andreaffirmed its bordersin the “Big Treaty"” of
19981999, Russian politicians, including former
Leningrad mayor Anatoly Sobchak, who helped bring
Putin to power, and former Moscow mayor Yuri Luzhkov,
publicly questioned Ukraine's sovereignty and called
forrevising borders or imposing a protectorate,

Under Putin, Soviet habitsand symbols returned. A
neo-imperial agenda followed: “energy superpower”
doctrine (2003), rising isolationism and spy mania
(2005-2007), open confrontation with US in Putin’s 2007
Munich speech, and the 2008 claim that the post-Soviet
region was Russia’s zone of “privileged interests”. At
the same time, Kremlin escalated a hybrid propaganda
campaign, branding Ukraine’s elites as “pro-Western
traitors”, and trying todivide Ukrainian society.

As most Russians grew poorer and a small circle
around Putin richer, Kremlin turned to imperial
chauvinism and militaristic hysteria, The West was
blamed for Russia’s problems. Russia was portrayed as
afortress besieged by enemies.

When revolutionary events erupted in Ukraine
in late 2013 after the violent dispersal of peaceful
students, Kremlin framed them as a Western orchestrated
operation to remove a pro-Russian govt. Moscow used
this pretext to occupy Crimea in 2014 and launch
aggression in eastern Ukraine.

In Feb 2015, Ukraine, Russia, Germany and France
signed the Minsk agreements, calling for a ceasefire

Russia launcl\ed afull-scale invasion.

Russian troops entered Ukraine tokill and plunder,
stealing household items like washing machines,
mﬂets televisionsand. laptops Theyeven looted homes

P
inRussia’s Kursk region after ﬁghu.ng T eached it.

Over the war years, Russian forces raped 23 children,
679 children were killed, 2 350 injured, 2,286 went
missing, and over 20,000 ted for i ion”

many Russians. Some remain quiet for money and
“war trophies”. Even deaths of relatives who enlisted
for pay become secondary to compensation and a new
Lada. Others stay silent out of fear. By Feb 2025, over
20,000 people in Russia had been detained for opposing the
war; 1,185 faced criminal prosecution. Many others were
targeted unde; laws branding them “foreign agents”,
“extremists”, ormembers of “undesirable” groups.

Russia's war, begun in 2014, reflects a corrupt,
KGB-bred elite reacting to the decline of its own
making and the suffocation of democracy in Russian
society. Today's Russia resembles Orwell’s 1984 a system
that seeks to control both minds and history.

From Feb 2022 to Feb 2026, more than 1.2mn Russian
servicemen were killed or severely wounded. Daily
losses in “meat assaults” range from 800 t0 1,200 troops
for gains of roughly 15m. From 2022 to 2025, Russia
spent about $540bn on the war. In 2026, another $163bn -
over 7% of GDP - is planned. The war consumesnearly
40% of the federal budget. At the same time, payments
to “war heroes” were cut from 78bn roubles in 2025 to
58bn in 2026, while funding for state television increased
by about 50%, from 69.1bn t0106.4bn rubles.

After two years of roughly 4% GDP growth driven
by military spending, Russia’s economy entered a
downturn in early 2026, with growth projected at just
1%. Of 28 industrial sectors, 20 are contracting. To
sustain itself, Russiasold57% of itsgoldreserves-over
233 tonnes - largely to China, discounted oil by up to
8%, and sought support from roguestates.

This trajectory echoes late Soviet decline. That
system Sowill thisone.

and “re-education”.

InMarch 2023,a UN Commission of ].nquu') concluded
that Russia itted war crimes,
killings, torture and child deportations. On March 17,
2023, International Criminal Court issued arrest
warrants for Putin and Russia’s Commissioner for
Children’s Rights, Maria Lvova-Belova, for their
alleged roles in these deportations.

These crimes persist with the silent consent of

The “Rashist” regime - a modern form of totalitarianism
~ will fall. Ukrainians have already prevailed in the
most important way: through unity, resilience, and
readiness tosacrifice for one another.

Children growing up without heat, without
stable schooling, displaced from their homes, will
never forget.

As Ukrainian poet Anastasia Dmytruk wrote in
2014: “We will never be brothers.”
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No human
relationgives

inanother-
every twosouls

areabsolutely
different.In
fri wml\hxp orinlove, the two side by
sideraise hands together to find
what one cannot reachalone.

Kahlil Gibran

Rumi And Hafiz Are For All Eras

Sumit Paul Those whoare bornof love, even if your lifeisnowacage.”
Seek us in love itself, Centuries ago, Hafiz wrote to the
at happened in Iran is Seek love in us ourselves. tyrant rulerof Persia: “Donotjudge
ironic when youlookatrich Sometimesiveneratelove, us, you who boast your purity/No

history of the country and its
liberalism. In olden days, it sheltered
great Sufisand mystics and let
them thrive. Once Iran was muattar,
fragrant, with the universal love poetry
of Rumi, Hafiz, Fariduddin Attar,
Sanai. Khagani, Nizami, Jami, Anvari,

hy ‘When Rumi says love

been bought online, it garnered enou;,h attention from middle-aged Uncles
h ldn't spellartificial i

Meanwhile, the cows and buffaloes in Kerala are beefing up their security
after the controversial Kerala Story 2 trailer. Cows are being force-fed grass
with as much enthusiasm as movie-goers are being force-fed propaganda.
But God’s own country has no beef with anyone - the memes are keeping them
amused as they consume content as avidly as meat and parotta. George Orwell
had no concept of the Animal Farm that Indians would have to deal with, a few
decades after 1984. And now the Tate brothers have offered to buy Punch the
macaque - to distract from their toxic masculinity and prevailing patriarchy.
There can be no better Punchline.

asksus toenjoy our life, one wonders -
how people of Iran and wherever wars
and battlesare onare enjoyinglife-as

Sometimes it venerates me.”
Elsewhere Rumi writes, “Should
your friend dismiss you, Donot be
disheartened: Today he rejects
you, Tomorrow he'llrelent.”
“Donotkillevenan
ant/Lifeis sacred, you
tyrant.” Rumi further
says, “You hurt someone
thousands of miles
away, i feel hispaininmy

one will indict you for the faults of
others/What is it to you whether
iamvirtuousorasinner? Busy
B, yourself with yourself!”
'y 2 Love will finally triumph
/22, overhatredandviolence,
".,.4“ wrote Hafizand in today's
contextand circumstances,
this proverbial and prophetic
statement is not just confined
THE SPEAKING TREE (o [ran but wherever

h and and

celestlal wine, metaphorically, for
beleaguered humans. Rumi wrote in
Pahlavi, “Taz geen min ishq az insanivat”™
~my love is for mankind.

Toread Hafiz, Rumi, Khagani,
Nizami or Anvari's mysticlove poetry is
tocreateanantidote toall that's violent
and ruthless. More than ever does the
world need their message of cosmic
love tobringabout a skerrick of sanity
to the war-ravaged world. Toread
Hafizand Rumi is a humanising
process, and we allmust go through it
toempathise with each soul. There’ll be

mere survival is becoming an existential
issueforall of us. Look at the sublimity
of Rumi's love poem:

“Love asks us toenjoy our life

For nothing good can come from
death.
Whoisalive?Task.

ownway.”
Hafiz Shirazi says the same thing, in
hisown inimitable manner, “This
sky/Wherewe live/Is no placetolose
your wings/So love, love, Love.” Hafiz
told the tormentorsand tormented:
“Light will someday split you open;

humanity is in danger and
soaked in blood and gore. It's time to
read Hafiz Shirazi and Rumi'slove
poetry that’s not just limited to physical
love but has been sublimated into
universal love. Rumiand Hafizare for
allagesand eras. Their poetry isabalm

no bloodshed, if we imbibe the spirit of
mysticlove of Rumi and Hafiz. It's time
tobid farewell to violence and welcome
love everywhere. Rejoice in the power
of love and celebrate its myriad moods.
Remember, in theend, it's love that will
come to ourrescue.
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India Enters LLM
Race, With All It Has

Sarvam's sovereign Al push is commendable

Sarvam, an Indian AT startup, has joined the race for
LLMs without fanfare. The company’s accomplishment
isremarkablefornotbeingdependentonexternal inputs
for data, algorithms or engineering. Equally remarkable
is the frugality with which it has arrived at its product
milestone, which is a pointer to what India brings to the
table in terms of Al development. The country is key for
dispersalof GenAlirrespectiveof whereitoriginates,and
indigenouseffortscan be expected to beextrasensitiveto
the local market contours. Dispersal rates will climb as
the pipeline of sovereign Al offerings broadens. Early
successes should not fly under the radar on account of 1i-
mited resources or ambition.

Sarvam has announced partnerships with Nokia and
Bosch for Alapplications. Thestartup’sfocusremainson
enterprise initiatives, but it has launched a chat app for
web and mobile users, entering terri-
tory carved out by global giants Google,
OpenAl and Anthropic. The big boys
take the Indian market seriously for
its size and savvy. Finding an Indian
name in this crowd, however circum-
spectitsvision, isanencouragingdeve-
lopment. It also speaks to public-fund-
ed initiatives thatare seeding the domestic Al ecosystem
despite tall hurdles in energy and compute. Unlike the
US or China, where big tech is stumping up the cash for
Alinvestments, Indiais proceedingon thetested template
of public infrastructure mated with private innovation.
The model has succeeded beyond expectationsand is key
toexpanding India’s sovereign Al footprint.

Last week’s global AT summit in New Delhi may have
made the headlines for the wrong reasons, yet it does not
take away from India’s desire to assert its intent. Those
efforts are in right earnest beyond the media glare, as
Sarvam has demonstrated. An ecosystem for Indian Al
innovation is likely to creep up on us through the entre-
preneurial zeal of the country’s formidable talent base.
Localsolutions for global problems are the way to go.

For NGT, There are
No No-Go Areas

Great NicobarIsland (GNI)is not an abstraction on amap. It is
aliving island — dense rainforests, mangroves, and the long
sweep of ancient Galathea Bay, first surveyed in 1845-47. Its
ecological wealth is foundational, reflected in its notified bio-
sphere reserve and two national parks. That inheritance is
precisely why decisions about its future demand the highest
institutional vigilance and public scrutiny.

National Green Tribunal (NGT) was created to provide that
vigilance. But in upholding clearance for the Great Nicobar
project earlier thismonth, ithasfallen short. It relied on studi-
es by Zoological Survey of India (ZSI) and National Centre for

i Coastal (NCSCM)— bothunderenvi-
ronment ministry that granted the clear-
ance. It accepted conditions such as stag-
gered tree-felling or protecting nesting
trees ‘as faras possible’ —phrases elastic
enough to mean everything and nothing.

- NGT also ckayed NCSCM's finding that
&& no part of the project lies within Coastal

— Regulation Zone Category IA — the most
stringently protected coastal classification — despite the site
including Galathea Bay, a critical habitat for leatherback tur-
tles, corals, mangroves and Nicobar megapodes. It further de-
clined to place in the public domain the findings of High-] Pow-
ered Committee constituted in 2023, whose report b

l STATE OF PLAY [ ] India must be grounded and nimble, and keep multiple channels alive

Dealing With the Unstable

Pranab Dhal Samanta
7y ntil last weekend, the US
was unpredictable becau-

‘ se its president wanted it
| that way. But after Frida-
n ¥'s Supreme Court order

on tariffs, Washington has transitio-
ned from unpredictable to

\

intheair

genuinely unstable, a change that
may reset the board for India, but not
necessarily the play. At least for now.
Legal detailsaside, there’s the glo-
bal political impact, both interms of
image and substance. Trump 2.0's
unpredictability was, in fact, a plan-
ned one. It was deployed by White
House to further its interests, ex-
tract what it wanted, and disrupt
where required. But this worked on
the premise that Trump’s was
the final word from the US. By jud-
ging the invocation of IEEPA (Inter-
national Emergency Economic Po-
wers Act)asillegal, the court haspul
a serious credibility question on
whatever action White House takes
from now on. This is complicated by
the fact that Trump won't
backoff either.
Tariffsserved three bro-
ad political objectives for
Trump, all of which are
now severely impacted:
© Assured revenuestre-
am Estimated earnings
from tariffs are about $200
bn. This stream, crucial
for funding the MAGA
agenda, isnowunderaleg-
alcloud.
© Reindustrialising Am-
erica Tariffs were used to
strikedealsthrough which
commitments to invest in the US we-
relocked infrom the EU, Britain, Jap-
an, South Korea, etc. This, too, isnow
compromised.
® Global political tool This was
perhaps the most important facet.
Sliding tariffs back and forth was an
option liberally used for non-econo-

mic reasons like the Greenland is-
sue. That isnow not available.

The broad consensus is that
Trump won't back off easily But
what's Plan B? Measures announced
so far; including imposition of 15%
tariff under Section122of 1974 Trade
Act, are interim. They lack the politi-
cal sting IEEPA gave Trump. Even
sectoral tariffs through Section 232
of 1962 Trade Expansion Act, and
Section 301, unfair trade practices
clause in the Trade Act, are cumber-
some investigation-led processes
that won't serve Trump’s political
style or purpose.

As for Section 338 of the 1930 Ta-
riff Act, which has never been used,

the jury
% is out re-
? garding
The interim

measures are
survival tactics that
can, at best, ensure
the revenue stream
from tariffs doesn't
immediately

| plummet. But
whatever they are
will be open to legal

| challenge

itseffect. There’s a body of legal opi-
nion on the conditions in which the-
secan beapplied.

The crux is that the interim mea-
suresare essentially survival tactics
that can, at best, ensure the revenue
stream from tariffsdoesn’t immedia-
tely plummet, allowing the Trump

regime to work out more perma-
nent measures. These 150 days
‘may provide that space.

But here's the rub: wha-
tever White House deci-
des, itwillbeopentolegal
challenge. For instance,
understanding
from Section
122 is that it §
must be uni-
formly appli-
edand can'tbeincreased and decre-
ased based on political require-
ments. If, say, Trump were to try
and keep it politically flexible, a le-
gal challenge is almost certain. In
fact, the Supreme Court order co-
uld generally embolden critics to
serve up more legal challenges.

Next, his interim measures can’t
fully escape Congressional over-
sight. Which means Trumpwill have
to look for a more permanent solu-
tion. But can anything without legal
sanction or Congressional approval
be treated as predictable and perma-
nent? Truth s, the institutional tuss-
le set off, first, by invocation of IEE-
PA, and now its revocation by the Su-
preme Court, genuine instability in
Washingtonduetoapotential lack of
clarity on what will hold as policy
and what won't.

ForIndia, it's good that ithas ma-
de no legally-bound commitments
except for a joint statement to work
onanagreement inthefuture that’s
yet to gain sanctity. It will, like
others, ask Washington to clarify
its position following the court or-
der and the legal basis to continue

the negotiations.

To walk away from any further
engagement, as some political qu-
arters suggest, would be foolhardy.
That would just agitate the White
House. There are other countries
and blocs in more advanced stages
of their trade deals with the US.
And it's best not to stand out, or be-
come a political target, when con-
cernsof othersin thequeue aremo-
reimmediate and bigger.

What the situation demands is to
be grounded and nimble. Dealing
with an unstable US is challenging,
one that willrequire New Delhitoke-
ep multiple channels alive — with
White House, the regime, US Cong-
ressand variouslobby groups.

Further, there is no reason for
uncertainty to cloud the ove-
rall climate of the relations-
hip that has improved follo-

For India to walk away
from any further
engagement would be
foolhardy. That would

x_ﬁ,‘gaab_ just agitate White House

wing the withdrawal of the 25% ad-
ditional penalties on account of Rus-
sian oil trade. Progress on other
aspects of therelationship, based on
opportunities they bring, can move
unencumbered.

‘That said, strategy of trade diver-
sification and search for more stabi-
lity anchors for economic engage-
‘ment by way of pursuing FTAs with
other partners and ensuring these
arrangements reach their logical
conclusion are now a matter of poli-
tical urgency, especially in the light
of growing instability in the US.

Meanwhile, as politics works on
building alternatives for economic
stability relevant businesses will ha-
ve short windows of opportunity,
like the fact that US tariffs will effec-
tively be down to 15% from 25% for
Indian goods. This is the best India
WLU get since Trump tariffs started

. the time now is for both
pulmcs and business to capitalise
and cooperate, knowing well that
choppy waters can suddenly change
course for the worse.

pranabdhal.samanta@timesofindia.com

Secure Networks, Porous Platforms

SM, following one simple rule: go
where regulation is weakest and

point, able todetect patterns across
channelsand at scale. Digital plat-
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Emotional
Hygiene

NARAYANI GANESH

Modern education paysalotof
attention to physical fitness and
hygiene and the study of acade-
micsubjects, but does not give
importance toemotional hygi-
eneand the practice of ahim-
sa, non-violence, and karuna,
compassion. This has been the
calltoaction of the XTIV Dalai
Lama, who has spoken extensi-
vely on these aspects, pleading
for ‘education of the heart". It
isnotdifficult todo this becau-
se, hesays, basichuman natu-
reistobe compassionateand
warm-hearted.

Introubling times when tem-
persare high and emotions get
unleashed, we get frustrated,
angry and even violent. If only
one knew how toface challeng-
es posed by all these emotions,
one could cope betterand ar-
restnegative emotions before
they turnuncentrollable and
experience our true human na-
turethatistobe warm, friend-
lyand caring.

Toachieve calmness and con-
trol, practice of meditationand
deep breathing are immensely
useful. Sages recommend let-
tinggoof allbaggage that tend
todragusdown —mainly reg-
rets about the pastand worries
about the future. In the meanti-
me, we tend toneglect the pre-
sentmoment, which is what will
compose our past and pave the
future. Living mindfully in the
presentand takingeach day as
adivinegift tobe cherished, will
infuse a sense of purpose and
gratitude that will help builda
positiveattitude.

Insuchastateof equanimity,
negative emotions have no pla-
ce. They get washed away, just
as we wash our physical body
toclean itup. Tolive well, emo-
tional hygiene is as important
as physical hygiene.

Paragraphs From Fiction

Living Parallel
Alexandr Kliment
lstoodexpcs.mgmyfaoetothe

leof therain, andrbeheve!

friction islowest. forms bring user-level visibility and
Meanwhile, faced with ris- interface controls. These capabiliti-
ingconsumer harmand in- es should be combined, notsiloed.
creasing regulatory seruti- That's how we will pre-
;w many tec}ecoﬂ-n bzpel aé?;; vsvnkt] fraud. i
i have moved well beyon( at isneeded isn’t
Go“l Vittal ticki dare work- tweaks or platfm "m-specificfirefight-
ing overtime toshow their commit- ing, butareset in how we think abo-
India’stelecom ment to ishing fraud. proportiona-  utconsumer protection in commu-
astringent regulatory regime with Al-driven spam detection, real- lime !e portionof theres-  nications. For India, this isan opp-
rigorous, legall; ytics, rema-  ortunitytobuilda pla(form -neutral
oversight andenforcementmecha-  blocking, proactive 1denuﬁcauon of dand i ly confus- rkanch-

fraudulent de

nisms. Asper Gol, inT 2025,

about40lakh

ed depl Anfnah(\hm

edaboutwho, if anyone, isaccount-
able. Most trustin

and1 “"ﬂ-hSMS

scaleareb . But these

templates used by spammers were
blocked by Distributed Ledger Tech-
nology (DLT) system.

Butthisis only the tel

efforts have also expoéed astructur-
al truth: even the most sophisticated
safegum'ds onregulated telecom

Digitall commumcatmn platforms

fully protect consu-
mers when fraud is freetoflourish

theentire communicationsecosys-
tem iseroded.

Theanswer isnot tostifle innovati-
on, but we also cannot continue pre-
tending that platformsfacilitating
mass communication bear no res-

ored inlegislation that 1

alpeople lookedatme. It 's pos-
sible thatamong the turning
heads werestatues on the bri-
dge. Iwouldn’tbe surprised.
Afterall, wehavesaidathing
ortwo tooneanother, my good,

Evenstonecan

line, oulcomeonentedubhgatmns

feel someone walking by with

onscam prevention, i
sharingand a timely response to
abuse. Sucha framework must shift
thefocus from whata platformisto
what it does.

This i is not aradical proposition but

identiali-

ted in 2025, instead accepting a plea of str
ty without fuller explanation.
Strategic development cannot be ignored, but urgency does
notoverrideenvir law, Instituti most when
kesare highest. If morning the day, th 3
ds NGT has sought may well be diluted at the first opportunity,
asseenrepeatedly across India. What truly matters is enforce-
ment, not mere endorsement.
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J More than simian abandonment,
there's the Indian ma ki loving grip

Monkey Business &
Smothering Mothers

Theworldh: that ‘Punch’,a7-mth-old

caqueatIchi Zoo, i ilamaof

lience. A dbyhi: Punch if in

astuffed toy,and suddenlyeveryhumanthh Wi-Fihasanth-

ropomorphi y parableof heal-

mg, and poster-] bandaroi‘ vwhmsof ‘maternalabandonme-
p. Think pi S th

ere,abad poet writesapoem tlﬂed, ‘Ma, monkey baatbolo.’
Butthereal story weshould betalkingabout isthe ‘opposi-
te’:Indian mothersof themu]]ycodd].mgkmd Theoneswho
treattheir: asfragile
Fabergé eggs wrapped in bubble-wrap, swaddled in guilt,
and spoon-fed until their lateAOS and beyond Thesemoth—
ersdon’thand thei

systems. They get their shirts ironed, prefhew their food

have Y on ital platforms. for their misuse. lf aplat- a A platform-neutral
suchscrutiny Lnothervnords, messa- Aﬂera].l one firewallasmall ~ form functi ionsasa ion: icati would
gingapps, email ser partof th il and utility offering ice, it not burden innovation — it WO\lld
media(SM) platforms, anrrvmg much callitsecurity. mustcarry its share of obligations.  protect it. More importantly, it wou-
larger per person Thisisalsoreflected in Global Anti- ~ What we need are baseline, lech -ag-  ld reflect how consumers experien-
and busi A fic,face  Scam Alliance’s (GASA)latestfind-  nostic today, notas ‘tele-

noneof the corresponding account-
ability for what flows _t].u'ongh them.

ings:86% of fraud attempts mlnd.la
over the past 12 mth: i

orcommunication channels,| uad.m

comv.digital' but asasingle, conti-
lithout ibi

onaland digital alike, i pro-

‘The result? Cybercr hasflou- popular OTT ion plat~ active detection of scams, cooperati-
rished. forms offering messaging and call- onwith network-level threat intelli-
Thisis because Lrauds(ers have ingfeatures. gence, rapui takedown of Craudulem
expluned andasguard  Thi v pre- link and
d 1ls and dictabl Criminals mig- accountability for repeat abuse.
SMSes Lhev have seamlnsslv moved ratetotheleastgoverned channels, Collaboration is also important. Tele-
t, app: telecom operator adis- com: it at a unique vantage

lity becoming as seamless as the
scams themselves, the system will
continue tofail the very people it is
meanttoprotect.

Thewriter is executive vice-chairman,
Bharti Airtel

New Coordinates, Better View

Saurabh Garg

GDPisaway size

trial Classification 2008), and Ipercent-

alia, i m\pmvmg regional allocation

mtenswe asit xequues detailed

age turnover fromeach
tivity (industry) for each year:

So, while rebasing, for multi-activi-
tyenterprises, value added isnow
allocated across acti

about the private cor infor on prices for’ bo!h out-
ugh better comp}lauouof putsand inputs. Asmore of
side estimatesat the data becom 3
statelevel. we will be able to expand its use to

newly available MGT"7data rather

than entirely to the major activity as
was done earlier. Thischangeallows
usto capture sectoral contributions

o m
Annual Survey of Unincorporated
Sector Enterprises (ASUSE) and Pe-
riodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS),
which wasn’ laval]able earlier, has

P Closing the gap Alignmentof
estimates of theeconomy based on
what is produced (production side)
and what people spend (expendml.re

and health of acountry’s economy.
ll nee(lslegulal cahhx -ation to cap-

wluch isachieved through updaung
thebase year of GDPat regular in-
tervals. As the economy reshapes
itself, new industries emerge, con-
sumption patterns change and new
data sources evolve, revisions help
official data catchup withrealities
and make estimates more accurate
and robust.

Availability of new datasources
since the last base revision has help-
ed us view sectoral and regional con-
tributions to GDP clearly and adopt
better methods, For mstance. toesti-

by the

ically, but wh
no decision —from career and sex life to sock colour and
tomorrow’s lunchbox — is made without maternal oversi-
ght. Theresult? A nationof menwhocan code in Python, but
can'tboilanegg. So, yes, Punchiscute. Punch is tragic. Pun-
ch is plush-dependent. But true tragedy lies in the Indian
son, whoat45stillsays, ‘Mere paasMahai.' Asif her-

poraled sector, broadly covering the
informal sectoras well.

Since the last base revision, some
new data sets likemanagement and
administration related data (MGT-7/
7A) for companies have become ava-
ilable thatpmvnde information on

ingmother isan asset class that predatesany Al agent.

vitiesundertaken by
theenterprise, a description of busi-
nessactivity (as per National Indus-

rying within him a good deci-
sion. Suchaman walks well,
lightly, festively:
Itwasplain and simple. Igo
totheendof
thebridge, and
thenIwalkalo-
ngthe Kampa,
and in the Vrt-

iving
Parallel

Tam.T \\'ﬂlgoawav with vou.
Irandown the steps to the
Kampa. The curves of the bar-
oque facades shapedinmea
moodof harmoniousorna-
‘ment. The wind propelled to-
wardme the last leaves from
thelocust. plane, and linden
trees.... My city, which Iwou-
Idsoon forsake, hasitslittle
miracles, itseveryday liturgy.

Translated from Czech by
Robert Wechsler

| Chat Room ||
My Cat Ate Our

ately, ta meth-  side). The match per-
viewof how each businessactivity  odology for: estunaung luead fectly. especi- Tra d eDea I
drives the economy. by the unincorporated sectorannu- al]y in quanelly GDP. Toaddress this ‘The Edit, ‘India Should Keepat
Justas ldatahelps  ally, instead of inferring its contri- issue, in thenew series, the frame- Itwith the US T-Deal (Feb 23), ma-
us measuire sector'll contributions nto GDP indirectly fromother  work of *supply & use tables is being kos areasonable casefor continu-
ately, useof as donebefore. This  used i i Trade negotia-
GSTdatai in the new seriesall matters compri-  arelimited in the early estimates tions arerarely comfortable, but
fora i regi- singmilli business- and finally eliminated Wheu lhe full walkingaway rarely helps eith-
onal conmbuuons of GDP by, lmcr es, small 1f- ¥ setof data b er mmahasmvm(eddmicuh
workers, forms a huge partof the time of final estimates. economic relationships before

A
Wider lens helps

economy and playsa vitalrolein
jobsandlivelihoods.

The base revision ismore than just
theuse of new data sources. It isalso
about improvements in methodology.
» Double deflation Earlier, double
deflation, adetailed method toadjust
GDP for changing prices, was apph

Updated GDPislikelookingat the
economy throughasharper lens.
Every economicactivity, bigor sm-
all, comes into clear focus, accurate-
ly revealing its contribution to the
nation’s growth. By using better
data, refining methods and aligning
with inter uauoual best practices,

edonly totheagr

thenew 2022-23 series, double deﬂa
tion has been expanded to the manu-
facturingsector, where sufficient data

Golh: into
sharper view.

For citizens, this means that polici-
esand publicservicesare guided by

on/volume e>.1x'apoia(iun isused in
allothersectors.
Thisapproach makes Lhe bestuse

anaccurate under oW
the economy works, making growth
something that is felt in everyday life,
not justonpaper.

of thedataathand, i-
mates asaccurate and reliable as
possible. Double deflation is data-

Thewriter is secretary, ministry of statistics

— the Vodafone episode is a fair
reminder that both sides have
used legal creativity to serve the-
irinterests. What mattersnow
isthat Indian negotiators goin
with clear red lines and realistic
expectations. The Supreme Cou-
rtruling does constrain Wash-
ington somewhat, which gives
New Delhiaslightly stronger
‘hand. The focus should be on se-
curingtangible gains inareas
like pharmaceuticals, textiles
and IT services before moving
to harder disputes. Patience and
pragmatism, not posturing, will
serve Indiabest at this table.
AMyilsami

o
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Voter Roll Trust

nany democracy, the most fragile infrastructure is not a

bridge or a power line, but the voter roll. It is the ledger that

decides who exists politically and who does not.

When that ledger becomes contested, the dispute is never
merely administrative; it becomes a test of trust
between institutions that are supposed to check and balance
one another.

West Bengal is now living through such a test. The state is in

the middle of a Special Intensive Revision of its electoral

rolls, a process meant to weed out errors, duplications, and
outdated entries.

On paper, that sounds routine. In practice, it has turned into a
collision between the state government and the Election
Commission of India, with millions of citizens caught in
between, unsure whether their names will survive the audit of
paperwork and procedure.

not just the scale ~

not a small

backlog ~ but the decision to bring judicial officers directly into
the process.

District judges and additional district judges are being asked
tostep out of courtrooms and into the machinery of election

ion. That is an linary measure, and it should
worry anyone who believes that institutions should normally
stay in their lanes.

Yet extraordinary measures do not emerge from thin air.
They arrive when routine cooperation breaks down. The
Constitution gives the Election Commission wide authority
over elections, but it also assumes a working relationship
with state administrations that must supply staff, data, and
logistical support.

When that relationship turns into open suspicion, the system
begins to seize up. Files stop moving. Deadlines become threats
instead of milestones. And the citizen, whose right to vote
depends on all this quiet coordination, becomes an anxious
spectator.

Chief Justice Surya Kant's intervention signals more than
impatience; it signals a judgment that the usual levers of
compliance are no longer enough. By asking the Calcutta High
Court to deploy serving and retired judges, the Supreme Court
has effectively inserted a neutral referee into a process that both
sides now view as politically loaded.

The hope is that a judicial stamp will make decisions about
inclusion or exclusion look less like partisan manoeuvres
and more like reasoned determinations based on documents
and law.

Still, with an election on the horizon and a mountain of
pending cases, delay is the one luxury West Bengal does not
have. The immediate task is to ensure that eligible voters are
not lost in a bureaucratic fog, and ineligible names are not
preserved out of inertia or fear of controversy. If judicial officers
can restore momentum and credibility, their presence will have
served a democratic purpose.

The deeper lesson, however, is sobering: the credibility of
elections rests as much on institutional trust as on ink and
paper. Once that trust erodes, even the simplest civic exercise
begins to require the heaviest constitutional tools.

TariffsonTrial

or a year, the argument over American trade policy
sounded like a quarrel over numbers: 10 per cent, 15 per
cent, 25 per cent. Then the Supreme Court stepped in
and changed the subject. By ruling that President
Donald Trump could not use the International Emergency
Economic Powers Act of 1977 to impose sweeping
import taxes, the court made it clear this was not a dispute
about arithmetic.

It was a reminder that tariffs must be law before they are
leverage. The American Constitution places the power to tax in
Congress. Over decades, lawmakers have delegated pieces of that
authority through narrow statutes. Some of those tools are old
and familiar.

Section 232 of the Trade Expansion Act of 1962 allows tariffs
on national-security grounds after investigations; that is how
the United States ended up with 25 per cent duties on steel and
10 per cent on aluminium, and why automobiles and other
“strategic” sectors periodically find themselves under
review. Section 301 of the Trade Act of 1974 authorises penalties
after findings of unfair trade practices, a slower, more
procedural route.

What the court rej
emergency law des
across-the-board tar
because it forces the White House to swap scale for legal
footing. Mr Trump’s response was immediate.

He turned to Section 122 of the 1974 Trade Act, a rarely used
provision that allows a temporary global tariff of up to 15 per
ceent for 150 days unless Congress steps in. In other words, the
new levy is wide but shallow ~ and on a clocl

Set beside the older tools, the contrast is stark. The 15 per cent
global tariff under Section 122 is time-limited and legally fragile.
The 25 per cent steel and 10 per cent aluminium duties under
Section 232 are narrow but durable, anchored in investigations
that make them harder to unwind.

The administration has signalled it will combine these
authorities to keep overall tariff pressure high. In courtroom
terms, that may be defensible. In business terms, it is a recipe
for uncertainty.

Manufacturers do not build plants or rewire supply chains on
50-day horizons. A carmaker deciding where to assemble
vehicles, or a chip firm choosing where to place new capacity,
needs to know not just today’s rate but tomorrow’s
rulebook. A trade regime that depends on rotating statutes ~
Lcmpnrarv global levies here, sectoral penalties there -

i k. That uncertainty is a hidden

jected | was mmeLth broader: the use of an

tariff of its own.

None of this is an argument against industrial policy or
supply-chain security. It is an argument for honesty about the
instrument. If Washington believes a permanent tariff wall is
necessary, it should legislate one, debate it, and accept the
consequences.

The Supreme Court has closed one shortcut. The rush to find
another only highlights the real problem: a trade strategy
built on workarounds is not a strategy ~ it is a holding pattern
with a stopwatch.

on

Tocommemoratethe25th
anniversaryoftheIndo-French
partnership, bothcountries
haveagreedtoaroadmaptoset
thecalendarforthebilateral
relationshipup to2047, which
willcelebratethecentenaryof
India’sindependence, the
centenaryofdiplomatic
relations betweenthetwo
countriesand50yearsof
strategicpartnership

tatime when Indiais recalibrating

its diplomatic outreach, the

strengthening of the India-France

strategic partnership assumes

i Prime Minister Narendra
Modi has just hosted French President
Immanuel Macron. Macron participated
along with 20 world leaders in the Alsummit
in New Delhi.

Ahead of the visit the Defence Acquisition
Council cleared the deal for purchase of
Rafale fighter aircrafts for India’s Air Force.
The aircraft proved its capability during
‘Operation Sindoor” in May last year.

The Indian Air Force operates 36 Rafales
and the Indian Navy is in the process of
inducting 26 Rafale M aircrafts for carrier
operations. The acquisition of Rafale fighter
jets from France reflects India’s adherence
to self-reliance or Atmanirbhar Bharat and
diversification of defence needs.

The strategic partnership between India
and France has acquired heft in recent years.
Earlierin 2023 India hosted President Macron
as the Chief Guest of the Republic Day
paradeon 26 January. New Delhireciprocated
thegesture extended to Prime Minister Modi
in July 2022 when he was the guest at the
Bastille Day parade.

There are many facets to Indo-French
relations. The clarion call of the French

"The two countries also have aconvergence
of views broad range of s
UN reforms, regional and mlemduanal
issues including climate change, terrorism,
and maritime security including freedom
of navigation.

India and France also share a robust
cultural and linguistic interface through
people-to-people contacts and institutions.
The Alliance Francaise in India is a
d language

another icon of India-France spiritual
convergence. Started by the Mother, a
devotee of Sri Aurobindo, Auroville
continues to be a hermitage for people

Revolution for freedomand equality echoed
in India’s yearning for independence in
India’s freedom struggle.

India and France established diplomatic
relations in 1947 immediately after India’s
independence. It augurs well that in spite of
the shifts in geo-politics, the ties between
the two countries have not only endured,
but have also acquired strategic heft.

Therelationship between the twocountries
5 Lk\'ﬂlLd toa strategic lLvsl in1998. The
India
and France touches various areas including
defence and security cooperation, space
cooperation and civil nuclear cooperation.

NQUIRER

W

President Macron expressed solidarity
with India in the Ingh( against Covid-19 by
providing medical equipment and technical
expertise. Prime Minister Modi virtually
addressed the Paris Peace
Forumanthetheme i
Back to Better Future” in
November 2020.

The two countries also
have an annual Strategic
Dialogue mechanism. The
last meeting was held in
January. The dialogue was
mLquedbvln is National

RUP NARAYAN

The writerisa

and his French counterpart

An important aspect of the strategic
partnership between the two countries is
defence cooperation. In terms of defence
technology France has earned agood name
and it is a welcome sign that France has
come forward to offer advanced defence
technology to India. France is offering India
state of the art equipment.

At a time when India is modernising its
defence productmn as per Prime Minister
Mo sion of Atmanirvar Bharat, the
India-Francesynergy is poised toopen vistas
of cooperation and collaboration between
the twi 0 LUHI’I[HES

C
in India’s nughbumhood and also in the
Indian Ocean Region, the need to scale up
India’s defence capability can hardly be

siyibinaisnd has already delivered

36 Rafale fighter aircrafts which has added
sinews to the Indian Air Force.

France is also supplying 26 maritime
ve ions of the Rafale-M. India and France

hail fthe first

seeking spiritual pursuits. Sformer senior  Emmanuel Bonne, the French
Allthese years, there havebeenregular — fellow of the President’sdiplomatic Adviser,
exchanges of visits between the two  Indian Council ~ whoalsomet Prime Minister
countries at various levels. President of Social Modi and External Affairs
Macron participated in the G-20 summit Science Minister Dr. S. Jaishankar.
hosted by India in New Delhi in  Researchand The two countries have
Scplcmhcr 2023 and held bilateral  the Manohar  also initiated a trilateral
iscussions with Prime Minister Modi Parrikar i i ith
onvariousissues. Earlier Prime Minister  Institute for like-minded partnersin the
Modi met President Macron on the Defence region. The firstsuchtrilateral
sidelines of the G-20 Summit in Bali in Studies and meeting was with Australia
2022. The twoleaders share a chemistry Analyses. in September 2020 and the
of warmth and bonhomie. Currently heis  second was with the United
Inadditionto personal meetings,Prime ~ the Consulting ~ Arab Emirates in February
Minister Modi and President Macron  Editorofthe  2023.Also,throughaunique
have reached out to cach mhcr lhrough Journal model of Triangular
tele-con i ir thoughts lic v Devel Ci i
onissuesofconcerntoboth th ies. 1f . Indiaand Fr work
In aletter, President Macron thanked Views are onsettingup the Indo-Pacific
Prime Minister Modi for India’s decision personal Triangular Cooperation

to |.|.ll expurl bans on life saving d:ug\s

2 which
to France when it was in the midst of the
first wave of the pandemic.

(IPTDC) Fund with the

objective tosupport climate
and SDG focussed innovations and start-ups
from third countries of the Indo-Pacific.

The clamor for anti-dynasty law

nalyzing data from 198802019,

the paper found that family

dynasts have tightened their

ip on all local positions from

19 percent in 1988 to 29 percent in 2017,

orsome 170 positions per election period.

From 1,303 political clans with two

family members, 257 political clans with

three family members, and 157 political

clans with four or more family members

in 2001, the number rose to 1,548; 339:
ively in 2019.

lawmakers to pass a law that would
dissolve their privileged perch in politics
by virtue of blood and family ties?

Butwithaninvestigation into corrupted
flood control projects revealing how checks
andbalances have been eroded by officials
sharing the same lineage, the clamor to
finally pass anantidynasty bill resurfaced,
with several versions filed in the Senate
and in the House.

Among them is House Bill No. 5905
sponsored by Akbayan -

The ienceand Technology
for the People, or. \glmm a group of
scientist:

construction programme. France is also a
‘member of the International Solar Alliance,
an initiative of developmental partnership
b» lnd.u for clean energy.
the 25th y

of (hc Indo-French partnership, bothcountries
haveagreed toaroad maptoset thecalendar
for the bilateral relationship up to 2047,
which will celebrate the centenary of India’s
independence, the centenary of diplomatic
relations between the two countries and 50
years of strategic partnership.

France is poised to play a very significant
rolein realising Prime Minister Modi’s dream
ofmaking Indiaadeveloped nation or Viksit
Bharat by 2047,

Philippines as being family-centric
with even household help seen as
extended family.

With the issue provoking divergent
views, the series of public consultations
may be a good way to gauge public
sentiment on dynasties, while being part
of voter education toward more mature
political choices.

For sure, it would be a thorny road
ahead, with the Filipinos' strong sense of
utang na loob or debt of gratitude

g

which prohil
any personrelated within the
fourth degree of y

have taken over top pnsts in both local
and national government: 99 percent in
the Senate, 67 percent in the House, 80

or affinity to an incumbent
elective official from running
or Imldmg., office, unless the

percentamong provincial g and
63 percent of mayors.

It's no surprise then that Congress has
moved sluggishly toeffectinto law Article
2, Seumn 26 ul the Lomnluuon which
explicitly
equalaccessto publicservice and prohibit
political dynasties. After all, why expect

is ending their
term within the same election year.
This covers immediate and distant
relatives ~ from parents, children, siblings
and in-laws. down to t cousins,
great-uncles and aunts, and great-
great-grandparents. Still not quite as
off, describing the

extensive,

Letters To The Editor ‘ X editor@thestatesman.com

Credible template

Sir, The report “PM Modi, Prez Macron
ink key pacts in Mumbai” (February 18)
perceptively captures the strategic depth of
the Mumbai summit and the ele\ ation of
bilateral ties to a Special Global Strategic

ip.] notace ial upgrade
but astructural shift in how India and France
engage with a turbulent global order.

The personal synergy between Prime
Minister Narendra Modi and President
Emmanuel Macron has decisively moved
therelationship beyond buyer-seller defence
transactions intoco-design and co-production.
Among the 21 agreements signed, the joint
venture between Blurat Electronics Limited
and Safran to manufacture HAMMER

ssiles in India exemplifies the maturing

HI25 Helicopter Final Assembly Line in
Vemagal, Karnataka~ the first private-sector
facility in India toundertake full rotary-wing
aircraft assembly, signalling India’s entry
into global aerospace supply chains as a
producer, not merely a market.

As the India-] Emnu: YLA!' of Innovation

20261
algorithms™ and “Al in Ilca]th“ adds a
normative layer to the partnership. Recent

mis:
defence-industrial under the

on joint research funding,

Make in India and Atmanirbhar Bharat
frameworks.
Equally historicis the inauguration of the

student mobzhly exp‘msmm and cooperation
onsmallmodular ydrogen
further indicate that the Horizon 2047

epaper.thestatesman.com

who see public works projects as
personal favors from politicians,
instead of being part of their mandate
carried out with public funds.
The \.onsull,mum also rev«,a]ed a
al rift, with older

noted. Asitis, political dynasties not only
concentrate power in a few complicit
hands; they carry economic costs as well,
and notjust with elected officials passing
laws or influencing policies that favor
their family’s businesses.

A2015study by the Philippine Institute
for Development Studies found that
dynasties are most prevalent in the
poorest provinces, where weak governance
and corruption conspire to limit
upward mobility.

With business interests at stake and
the perks that political power brings, it's
no wonder that officials would cling to
their posts, using kith and kin as placeholders
while they wait out the prohibition period.
Thev lu\e the resources to run after d[.l

hut out !

dinyng to familiar names ~ the devil
they know ~ while the youth decry [hc
illusion of choice in traditional pol
and the exclusion of more qu:
candidates outside the ruling family’s
circle. "Competencies are not inherited,
and neither should positions be,” they

Roadmap is being anchored in concrete

industrial and scientific outcomes.

but more worthy candidates.

In areal democracy where everyone is
allowed to run and have the opportunity
to serve the public, an antidynasty law

levels the playing field, muting the name
recall that gives political dynasts an

unfair edge.

workers during the election proces

In an era of fractured alliances, the
India-France partnership offers a credible
tcmplak of multipolar u)opemnon rooted
instrategic:
and shared democratic values rather than
dependency or dominance.

Yours, etc., Vidyasagar Reddy Kethiri,
Hdl]d]'lﬂ\()n[l.l 18 February.

Rejected

Sir, The ruling Congress Party on 17
February dominated the elections and won
chairperson posts in seven of the eight
Telangana municipalities where elections
were held, while the opposition Bharat
Rashtra Samithi (BRS) secured one post.
Elections to 105 of the 116 municipalities
were conducted on 11 February, while polling
in1l municipal; deferred to Tuesday
due to various reasons, including pushing
and shoving between Congress and BRS

these, elections were completed in eight
municipalities, while voting in three was
deferred again because of pending court
cases and related issues.

The State Election Commission said the
Model Code of Conduct, which was in force
during the municipal elections, has been
lifted with immediate effect.

Elections were held for 116 municipalities
and seven municipal corporations, with
counting of votes taken up on 13 February.
The Congress secured more than 1300 of
the total 2,582 wards, while the BRS won
around 700 wards and the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) about 275 wards.

On Monday, the Congress had also won
mayoral posts in fiveof the seven municipal
curpcration and chairperson POSts in Sl
ies, extending its d
the civie polls. With this, the BJP has been
rejected by the people.

Yours, etc., Bhagwan Thadani,
Mumbai, 18 February.
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Removing tax breaks on

disability pension

HARSHAKAKAR

he Finance bill 2026 aims
to terminate income-tax
benefits accruing from
pensions of those who
superannuated with disabilities in

toregain control and in some cases
ink ceasefire agreements. Figures
of soldiers killed or wounded in
containing insurgencies are unavailable
but would be far more than casualties

soldier steps out of

the armed forces. The
Court has, over the years, msde
that disability pensions “are deferred
compensation for past service and
are neither dependent upon the
grace of the State, nor barred by
limitation.” It adds that these are
vested rights “earned (hmugh sacrifice
in service of the nation.”

Courts have also insisted that
individuals invalided out and those
supcmnnuau:@mmwmmldmhlluv
benefits. Faced with a slew of court
cases on disability pensions, which
it continues losing, the government
chose the easy way out, to regain
someofit through tax. If the government
il.mply stops dmllcngmg, Armed

S dL

save much more llmn it wou]d gain
by imposing taxes on disabilities,
thereby saving face. But it decided
to take the easy way out.

Indiais anation which has always
been in conflict, either within or
with adversaries. The armed forces
have been battling insurgencies for
decades, commencing with the Naga
Nanondl Council uprising, led by
AZ Phizo, in the early 1950s. These
spread across the East and
subsequently arose in Punjab and
Jand K. Each has been supported
by our adversaries.

These insurgencies were contained
at high cost to the armed forc:
who operated with one hand tied
behind their backs, thereby suffering
high casualties. It was this which
created conditions for the government

his postinani

even for a routine pz\lml he neuls
to be prepared for an ambush oran
encounter. This mentally affects
some operating in such an environment
and could manifest later in life in
some form. This would never be
understood by politicians taking
decisions on disability pensions
today.

TheIndian Army has also fought
multiple wars since mdcpendence‘
commencing from 1947-48 and the
last in Mrvll Every LOnﬂlLl has
casualties, Soldiers wounded and
killed. In 1971, India suffered around
3,500 dead and 10,000-12,000
wounded. Operation Pawan in Sri
Lanka left over 1,700 dead and

500 wounded. while Operation
Vijay in Kargil resulted in 527 dead
and 1,300 injured.

India also possesses the most
varied terrain in which troops serve,
stretching from the Siachen Glacier
tosuper highaltitudes and extending
to the deserts of Rajasthan and
jungles of the North ach has
its own peculiarities, impacting the
health of some who have operated
there. This prevents them from
leading a normal life.

Some of those wounded orimpacted
by service conditions, though having
some form of disability, including
loss of limbs, remain in service,
albeit with restrictions on employment.
Thearmed forces, respecting those
who suffered injuries in active
insurgency and wars, do not deny
them promotions, though they
restrict their employment.

Those who have decided to serve
despite having an option of being
boarded out have done so because
for them the armed forces is a way
oflife, not just a career. Such passion
amongst those in uniform can never
beunderstood by a finance minister
whose job is juggling numbers,
enhancing revenue, and playing

lit despltc having once been
a defence minister.

Thereis nodoubt that disabilities
have been exploited by a few to
gainundue advantage post-retirement.
However, those who have done so
discovered their illnesses towards
the fag end of their service. after
having attained the highest positions
they could garner. Punishing the
masses, including genuine ones,
because of a few who misused the
system based on their appointment,
goes against the very ethos of
justice.

“The finance ministry, in coordination
with service HQs, needs to evolve
amethodology where genuine cases
are separated from those who
exploited the system. This is feasible
and a better option than punishing
everyone across the board.

Maijority of our troops are from
small cities and villages. For them
wearing the uniform is a sign of
pride. They believe that the government
would care for its soldiers during
and post service. This llogical finance
bill would break this trust. Unless
politicians understand the dedication
and passion of a soldier, they will
continue playing games with his life.

The global reputation of our
armed forces flows from the
determination and valour of our
soldiers, not just quality of weapons.
The soldier acts without concern
for his own safety because he believes
the government will care for him
and his family in case he becomes

ualt
minister visiting troops on Di
for a couple of hours and pra
their efforts does not alone dis
their respect for soldiers. 1t is only
by ensuring soldiers are looked
after post-retirement, despite having
disabilities which impede their daily
life. that would convince troops
that the government and nation
cares.

What the finance minister has
done in this budget is highlight
that the sacrifice of a soldier is
expendable. It has also sent the
message that love for the nation,
professionalism, and willingness
toserve, despite havi mg.,dxsabili(ies.
is a flawed approach. What the
finance bill conveys is that if you
are ever injured or havean

exchequer. but conveys the mindset
of a government whose leadership
mentions that we
with soldiers. Institutions like the
Board of Control for Cricket in India
areuntaxed on flimsy pretexts buta
disabled soldier, who lost a limb in
service of a nation is. What an irony.
The soldier will pay the tax, after
all the finance minister demands
it, but would always have the belief
that the nation has backed down
from its promise, solely because
the state coffers need a few extra
rupees. The bill also conveys that
soldiers who possess genuine
disabilities are considered at par
with those who misused the s
The finance minister needs to
realistic solutions to at least to
t fingof the government.

protect the st

take disability and leave. T his
LoV ernment has no respect for your
dedication and sacrifice.

Taxing pensions with disability
may not add much to the national

rather than terming disabled soldiers
whoserve as exploiters of thes

(e writer is a retired Major-General of the
indian Army.)

EMMA SHORTIS

hestunningarrestof Andrew
Mountbatten-Windsor by
UK police on suspicion of
misconduct in publicoffice
must have chilled many powerful
American men to the bone. They
may now wonder: could something
like this now happen in the US?

The former prince’s arrest is
related to his association with dead
sex offender Jeffrey Epstein and
allegations he shared confidential
material. Andrew has consistently
denied wrongdoing and has been
released under investigation.

To see UK police making arrests
overallegations relating to Epstein
contrasts strongly with the US
where, so far, little has happened
to further investigate those linked
to the disgraced financier.

So, will we now see stronger
Epstein-related investigative efforts
and possibly even arrests in the
US? And why haven't we seen
anything like that, so far?

Will this actually prompt stronger
action in the US now? It’s possible.
The whole situation is fairly
unpredictable, and there has been
mounting pressure on people named
inthe Epstein files toresign or step
aside, particularly in higher education.

In Congress, US lawmakers are
pushing hard for accountability

It's important to remember the
collapse of the rule of law in the US
is far from inevitable.

‘The Epstein story still has along
way to play out yet, if only because
of the weight of the documentary
evidence that needs to be sorted
through. It's also possible the arrest
and potential prosecution of
Mountbatten- Windsor (and others
outside the UK) may end up revealing
more from the Epstein story than
has come out of the Department of
Justice (DOJ) releases. which have
been selective.

Ifthe Mountbatten-Windsor case
goes to trial - which is still far from
certain - and as the scandal
reverberates across Europe, that
may end up circumventing efforts
we have seen so far from the DOJ
to slow-walk the release of
Epstein-related documents and
information. Why haven't big arrests
like this happened in the US so
far? The most obvious reason is
the stranglehold the Trump
administration has on the DOJ.

The performance of the
attorney-general, Pam Bondi, in the
recentjudiciary committee hearing
is a fair indication of that.

To have the attorney-general —
instead of being ountable and
answering legitimate questions
about the Epstein files — waxing
Iyrical about US President Donald
Trump being the greatest president
in American history tells you a lot
about the political capture of that
department. Another extremely
unsubtle sign of that capture is the
large banner featuring Trump’s face

that has just been slung across the
Justice Department building.

All this tells you the DOJ is not
an independent government
department anymore. It has been
captured and weaponised by the
Trump administration.

It's the same story at the FBIL;
instead of taking strong action over
revelations appearing the Epstein
files, the agency appears to be
focused on investigating Trump's
claims about 2020 election “fraud”
in Georgia.

That shouldn't exactly be asurprise,
given FBI Director Kash Patel wrote
aseries of children’s books depicting
Trump as an unjustly wronged
“king". The unfortunate truth is
there’s no satisfactory answer as
to why no significant arrests have
been made in the US in relation to
the Epstein files. It is partly the
Trump administration’s capture of
these agencies and departments.

But it is also that the Epstein
scandal implicates so many of the
powerful in the US. These are
enormous networks that span
political divides, including some of
the richest people in the world.
And, of course, they're very good
at protecting themselves.

It’s also a marker of Trump’s
capture of his political base. Viewed
from the outside, it defies logic.
Youd think 2 movement that coalesced
around conspiracy theories there
was a powerful cabal of paedophiles
at work in the US would be loudly

calling for arrests after the Epstein
revelations. The fact theyre not
shows how ingrained their loyalty
is,and the depth of the personality
cult that has developed around
Trump. This base is far from a
majority of the American people,
but it is one that has - for now at
least - largely captured the major
levers of power in the US.

So following Andrew’s arrest, will
anything happen in the US? It's
possible, but don't hold your breath.

The other major news is it now
looks increasingly likely Trump is
about to start a war in [ran.

It's common for people to say he
does things like that to distract
from the Epstein story.

But I see his efforts in Iran (and
Venezuela, and elsewhere) as part
of a concerted effort to radically
reshape American society and the
United States' role in the world. It's
about the reassertion of American

power - which Trump understands
to mean his own power,

The president unilaterally declaring
awaron Iran without the ascent of
Congress would defy the law. This
is all part of a broader pattern of
the Trump administration’s attacks
on rule of law and the institutions
charged with implementing it.

Overall, Mountbatten-Windsor’s
arrest throws into stark relief the
state of the US compared to other
democracies like the UK.

What's happened in the UK shows
the collapse of the rule of law is not
inevitable. Institutions can hold,
even if they they are slow and
deeply flawed.

Perhaps we will one day see
institutions in the US working as
they are supposed to, too.

(The writer is Adjunc
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

OUR special representative in Delhi endeavours
to reach the inner meaning of the resignation
from the Indepundcm party of Pandit Madan
Mohan Malaviyaand Mr. Rangachariar. Ostensibly
these gentlemen “wish to assist in the formation
of a single Nationalist party.” In actual fact
they will presently be coming under the leadership
of Pandit Motilal Nehru. Their resignations
are, in appearance, a further development of
the split along communal lines which seems
destined to produce distinct Hindu and
Mohammedan parties in all the legislatures.
The break-up of Swaraj proceeds apace, and is
likely to be accelerated a week hence when the
time arrives for putting the misguided Cawnpore
pledge into operation. That, if held to. will
remove the Swar: from active work in the
legislatures, and will leave to their opponents
the guidance of the country in legislative matters.

"B

News Items

INDIAN CHURCH
MEASURE

FUTURE
CONSTITUTION

FOR overan hour the Bishop of Calcutta was
“heckled” at a meeting of the Calcutta Branch
of the European Association last night, when
he gave an address on the objects and scope of
the Indian Church Measure,

Afteroutlining the measure, the Metropolitan
invited questions, and Mr. H. Hobbs was the
first to respond. He inquired who was responsible
for the origin of the Measure, observing, in
reply to a comment by the Bishop, that it was
incredible that “our Indian friends” could
separate politics from religion entirely. “There
is a tendency to pander to Swarajists all over
the country, and where the thing will end one
doesn’t know.”

Replying, the Bishop incidentally discounted
any idea that the Church of Rome was being
followed in this matter, pointing out that that
Church did not believe in “regional churches.”
As regards the origin of the idea, they had to
goback to 1877, when a resolution was passed
by the Episcopal Synod to the effect that the
Church in India should have Synodical
government. “So you can’t say that we have
been hastening unduly.” The Bishop also
emphasised that the proposed separation
with the Church of England was strictly legal
in its aspect.

PEACE IN THE COAL
INDUSTRY?

HOPE OF AN EARLY
SOLUTION

(BRITISH OFFICIAL WIRELESS.) RUGBY, FEB. 22.

THE report of the Commission upon the
British coal industry is likely to be Lomplclcd
next week. It will be of an extremely exhaustive
character, and since the beginning of the
present month the Commissioners have been
meeting for fourteen hours daily in order to
complete their effort at the earliest possible
moment.

Tt

I view is that their lation:
about which the clos-est secrecy is being
maintained, will have enhanced the chance of
acceptance as the result of a desire for peace in
the industry expressed recently by prominent
men associated with all branches of it.

The Daily Mail states “Expressions of opinion
gleaned from both sides in the industry have
led to the firm conviction, both in Governmental
and unofficial circles, that with the assistance
of the Royal Commission a path can be found
which will lead to the continuation of work in
the coalfields without interruption, and the
prospect of restoring the industry to an economic
footing. No attempt is made to suggest that it
will be a path entirely easy to find, but at least
the atmosphere in which the prospects are
being discussed unofficially appears to hold
out hope for a solution.”

The Daily Telegraph also declares that “the
chances (yl an mmcable sellhmml of the
industry’s. bly improved™
and the same view is cxpuned in other
newspapers.
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Cross-border strikes
and a fragile region

In a region already burdened by instability,

Pakistan’s airstrikes on Afghanistan threaten not
only bilateral peace but broader regional security

Pakistan is once again messing up its relations with its western
neighbour, Afghanistan. Though the relations between the two
countries have never been cordial and border skirmishes are
common, the recent airstrikes violating Afghanistan’s
sovereignty take the conflict to the next level.

The seeds of conflict go back to the time when the Durand
Line was drawn way back in 1893 by the British, which
Afghanistan refused to recognise. After 9/11, Pakistan sided
with the US in its operations against Afghanistan; the later
Taliban phase also led to much consternation.

In recent times, following the Taliban's return to power in
2021, militant attacks inside Pakistan increased. Islamabad has
since carried out cross-border strikes, claiming self-defence.

Atthe heart of the dispute lies the unresolved question of the

Durand Line. This territorial disagreement is compounded by

accusations of militant safe havens and cross-border insurgency,

with each side blaming the other for harbouring armed groups

that carry out attacks across the frontier. Decades of conflict have

also generated massive refugee flows, placing social and
economic pressure on Pakistan.

The bigger issue, however, is that escalation in the region is a
threat to its peace and stability. The region remains volatile,
and any escalation could invite the involvement of bigger
powers to exploit the situation. In this context, India's sharp
condemnation of Pakistan's recent airstrikes on Afghan territory
is rightly placed as it underscores the gravity of a situation that
threatens to destabilise an already volatile region.

The strikes, which reportedly targeted militant hideouts but
resulted in civilian casualties, including women and children
during the holy month of Ramadan, have drawn criticism. India
has described the action as yet another attempt by Pakistan to
“externalise its internal failures” and has reiterated its support
for the sovereignty, territorial integrity and independence of
Afghanistan. Islamabad claims that the strikes were conducted
in retaliation for recent militant attacks within its territory and
that dozens of terrorists were eliminated, but this tells only a
partial truth. However, the deeper context suggests a more
complex motive. Pakistan has been grappling with rising
internal insecurity, particularly in its border regions, where
militant groups have intensified attacks against security forces.
By striking across the border, Islamabad appears intent on
sending a message of resolve to domestic audiences. The
airstrikes thus shift the focus from internal governance and
intelligence lapses to an external adversary. Second, they
pressure the Afghan authorities to take stronger action against
groups allegedly operating from their soil.

Yet, such unilateral military actions nsk violating Afghan

ignty and undermining fragile dip ic channels. The
airstrikes are an outright act of violation of the sovereignty of a
nation, with a broader humanitarian dimension as they take
place in the holy month of Ramadan. Interestingly, Pakistan's
denunciation of cross-border terrorism underscores a striking
irony: the very strategy it once employed now appears to be
rebounding upon it. Karma!

Awoman views tulips at the Tulip Festival 2026 in New Delhi.

PHOTO: PTI

o DIGITAL EXPERIENCE ——

@L www.dailypioneer.com
efacehouk.com/dailypioneer °@TheDainPioneer

@ instagram.com/dailypioneer @ linkedin.com/in/The Pioneer

Al SUMMIT CONTROVERSY HIGHLIGHTS
DEEPER EDUCATION SECTOR ISSUES

India’s 1991 economic
liberalisation ignited a surge of
ambition, encouraging families to
invest their life savings in their
children's education as a pathway
10 success. However, an unholy
alliance between bureaucracy,
political influence, and profiteering
interests has often exploited this
aspiration, turning educational
institutions into arenas where
student dreams and parental
sacrifices are compromised.

To understand this pattern, one
must revisit the lIPM saga.
Founded in 1973 by Arindam
Chaudhuri, it presented itself as an
elite business school for decades
while operating without credible
academic recognition.

Such cases follow a familiar
blueprint. Institutions project
themselves as premier academies,
attracting students with glossy
promises of career success. They

charge exorbitant fees but
frequently deliver substandard
education and questionable
credentials. Many aspirants,
driven by post-liberalisation
hapes, overlook warning signs

opaque functioning.

but part of a wider systemic
challenge. Weak oversight and

by bureaucratic inertia and
political patronage.

While economic reforms
transformed India's growth
trajectory, safeguarding

stronger accreditation,

countless families risk being
undermined.

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

—

such as lack of accreditation and

This is not an isolated problem

delayed accountability allow such
entities to flourish, often shielded

educational integrity now requires

transparency, and accountability.
Without these, the aspirations of

ANANT KUMAR | RANCHI

India at the forefront of Al governance

At a time when artificial intelligence offers transformative possibilities alongside serious ethical, economic, and security risks, the summit
highlighted the urgent need for balanced regulation that promotes innovation while safeguarding public interest

KALYANI
SHANKAR

India's recent Al summit concluded with the
New Delhi Declaration, engaging 88 nations and
marking a major milestone in global Al regu-
latory efforts, highlighting India's growing
influence on the international stage.

The declaration presents a global vision for
“collaborative, trusted, resilient, and efficient”
artificial intelligence, highlighting thatits ben-
efits must be shared by all of humanity to realise
its full potential.

Al has become very popular in the last
decade, especially in the past five years. It has
many benefits but also poses risks, making the
topic complicated. People around the world are

worried about these risks.

The recent summit was the firstofits kind in
the region and focused on these growing con-
cerns about Al

India has signed an agreement to join Pax

What is Al technology, and why is the
world concerned? There is cause for concern,
as it is a double-edged weapon. There is fear
that Al will take over the world.

silica, a US — led group focused on building a THE SUMMIT Al can help improve patient care and
?_trorllg sul;lply chain for critical minerals and arti- SHOWCASED resourcehma?agement ingrganisations, butit
icial intelligence (Al). 5 raises ethical, privacy, and security concerns.

Union Minister Ashwini Vaishnaw highlight- Exlgg\llglsNG There’s also anxiety about job displacement
ed the alliance’s significance for the semicon- DIGITAL and bias in credit systems and the criminal

ductor industry and stated,
“The U.S. delegation head at the Al summit IN

FRASTRUCTU

justice system, with predictions that Al could
eliminate 85 million jobs globally by 2025.

added, "Al adoption cannot lead to a brighter RE AND THE Additionally, people are increasingly worried
future if hindered by bureaucracies and cen- GOVERNMENT'S about how data is handled and its conse-
tralised control.” quences. Establishing common

The summit attracted major investments for PROACTIVE standards benefits everyone.
India, with the Adani Group and Ambani each STEPS, Al regulations vary world-
committing $1 billion and Microsoft investing INCLUDING A wide: the European Union's
250 billion. COMPREHENSIV

This summit highlights India’s commitment E
to aligning its Al standards with global frame-

Al ROADMAP,

bt (-Ipiollttt' results.

emerging era of Al

Alis now a vital part of India’s defence sector,
according to Dr Chandrika Kaushik, Director
General of DRDO.

Policymakers are worried that the lack of
transparency in private markets, such as
private credit and private equity, could hinder
the identification of early warning signs of
trouble.

India's challenges include striking a balance
between innovation and government overreg-
ulation of Al It could stifle creativity and hinder
the development of groundbreaking technolo-

gies. At the same time, a lack of reg-
ulation could lead to dangerous

Regulatory bodies need to engage

Artificial Intelligence Act EEIIT-IKI-XIM with stakeholders across the Al

imposes strict rules on high-risk
systems, while the US adopts a fragmented

works, with a focus on inclusion, responsibili- TO ESTABLISH approach, underscoring the need for a unified
ty, and international leadership in Al regulation. THE COUNTRY global regulatory
The summit brought together participants AS A GLOBAL framework.

from over 88 countries, including leaders such LEADER IN These differences highlight the need for a
as Emmanuel Macron and Luiz Inacio Lula da more unified approach, as international col-
Silva. A strong US delegation and executives TECHNOLOGY  japoration s essential for establishing univer-
from companies such as Microsoft and IBM high- AND Al sally adopted standards and best practices
lighted the importance of international collab- DEVELOPMENT in Al

oration.

According to the official report, around
250,000 attendees, mainly under 30, participat-
ed in the exhibition.

Technology Minister Vaishnaw believed that
India's Al investments could increase to $140
billion.

As artificial intelligence (Al) becomes more
integrated into daily life-from healthcare to
entertainment — the need for regulatory over-
sightis growing. Al is a double-edged weapon.
While it can help increase efficiency, there are
also possible risks.

The witeris a popular

© dailypioneer
® @kalyanishankar

@ e Pioneer

columnist

The summit showcased India's expanding
digital infrastructure and the government's
proactive steps, including a comp: Al

ecosystem, including technologists,
ethicists, and civil society organisations. This
collaborative approach ensures that regula-
tions are grounded in practical realities and
adaptable to the fast-evolving nature of Al tech-
nology.

There is growing recognition of the impor-
tance of fostering ethical Al practices, includ-
ing transparency, fair access, and user privacy,
to reassure users that responsible development
is a priority.

As we acknowledge the potential of artifi-

roadmap, to establish the country as a global
leader in technology and Al de

cial i i e, abalanced y frame-
work can help us maximise the benefits of Al
while ising its risks.

The India Al Mission has allocated 210,372
crore to enhance the artificial intelligence
ecosystem. Additionally, more than 38,000
GPUs have been integrated into a centralised
computing facility, and 12 indigenous founda-
tion models are currently under develop-
ment. Consequently, India is positioning itself
as both a developer and a facilitator in the

The way we regulate artificial intelligence (Al)
in the future will greatly affect society. We must
ensure that Al is used to help everyone. Many
countries are worried that Al might take
control of our world. The conference was a
chance to promote transparency,
which is important for reassuring people
around the globe.

Can India shape the machine age’s moral compass?

RACHNA
LAKHPATI

2ND OPINION

Inevery civilisational turning point, nations are tested not
merely by their technological prowess but by the values
they embed within that technology. Artificial intelligence
is one such moment. As algorithms increasingly influence
governance, healthcare, finance, education and warfare,
the world is not just asking who builds Al - it is asking who
guides it.

India's articulation of Al for People, Planet & Progress”
isnotaslogan. Itis a philosophical positioning. In a global
landscape where Al leadership has largely been framed
asa contest between superpowers, India is attempting to
redefine the narrative: from dominance to democratisa-
tion, from profit to purpose.

But can this vision genuinely shape global Al governance?

India’s strength lies in its paradox. It is both a techno-

logical powerhouse and a developing nation grappling with
scale. With one of the world's largest digital public infra-
structures — Aadhaar, UPI, and a thriving start-up ecosys-
tem — India has already demonstrated how technology
can leapfrog legacy barriers. Its model of digital public goods
has attracted attention across the Global South. If Al is
layered onto this foundation with intent and inclusion,
India's voice could carry moral authority in

global forums.

ture, rule-making risks becoming rhetorical rather than

structural.
So,is India transitioning from Al follower to Al rule-maker?
The shift has begun - diplomatically and ideologically.
By convening global dialogues and foregrounding inclu-
sivity, India is positioning itself as a bridge between
advanced economies and the developing world. It under-
stands both the anxieties of job displacement

»-r [ and the promise of productivity gains. This
However, aspiration must confront reality. (,!]2 ,ploueel' dual lens gives it credibility.

India’s regulatory framework for Al is still
evolving. The emphasis so far has leaned
towards enabling innovation —encouraging
start-ups, fostering research, and attracting i This

But rule-making requires more than con-
vening power. It demands domestic coher-
ence. Policies must balance innovation with

acc ility - protecting citizens without paralysing entre-

is essential. Overregulation at an early stage could stifle
growth. Yet the absence of clear accountability frameworks
raises questions about bias, surveillance, data privacy and
algorithmic transparency.

The Digital Personal Data Protection Act is a start, but
Al governance sector-specific g and
enforceable ethical standards.

Infrastructure, too, presents a dual narrative. Urban inno-
vation hubs are world-class; rural digital access remains
uneven. Compute capacity, semiconductor dependency,
and high-quality datasets are areas where India must invest
aggressively if it seeks to move from consumer to creator
of foundational Al models. Without sovereign Al infrastruc-

preneurs. Ethical Al frameworks must be enforceable, not
advisory. Public trust must be cultivated deliberately.

If India succeeds, it could offer the world a third path:
neither laissez-faire acceleration nor restrictive technoc-
racy, but responsible innovation rooted in human dignity.

The real question is not whether India can shape global
Al governance. It is whether it can align its regulatory
courage with its technological ambition.

History rarely waits. The machine age is writing itself.
The pen, this time, may well be coded.

The writer is a freefance journalist who writes on development
and socio-economic issues

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Spin challenge exposes team weakness

Dominating the world of cricket and performing at the
highest level is an entirely different proposition. Even
home conditions were tested this time, and spin played
a crucial role as we suffered a significant defeat. It was
a heavy loss by 76 runs. This will adversely impact our
run quotientand may soon turn the situation into a must-
win scenario.

Apart from Bumrah, nothing much stood out in the
bowling department, which lacked penetration and con-
sistency when it mattered most.

The team appeared unprepared to counter the
turning conditions, allowing the opposition to dictate
terms throughout the game.

This defeat must serve as a wake-up call. While past
successes have built confidence, adapting to challeng-
ing match situations remains vital.

The inability to deliver under pressure, particularly in
familiar conditions, raises concerns about strategic
planning and execution.

If corrective measures are not taken swiftly, this setback
could have long-term consequences in the tournament.
The team must regroup, reassess its approach,
and respond with renewed determination in the upcom-
ing fixtures.

CK SUBRAMANIAM | CHENNAI

Reality behind national image

A mere “shirtless” protest by a few Congress workers
on ideological issues at the venue of an international
summit has reportedly “shattered” India’s image in the
global sphere.

Such, it seems, is the supposed “might” of this “nation-
ally rejected” party that through the non-violent action
ofa few of its members, the very foundation of the zeal-
ously projected mammoth “Vishwaguru” narrative
appears shaken.

However, | wonder why the nation’s image does not
seem tarnished before the international community
when common citizens are abused or killed in the name
of religion, caste, or ethnicity. Incidents involving alle-
gations of storing beef, smuggling cattle, so-called “love
jihad”, cross-border infiltration, inter-caste marriages,
orattempts at proselytisation — including the burning
alive of Graham Staines and his two children — rarely
trigger similar outrage.

Likewise, communal riots, caste atrocities, targeted
killings of rationalists, and crimes against women -
including horrific incidents of gang rape and public
humiliation — raise serious moral questions.

Can a truly civilised society ignore such realities while
focusing only on symbolic protests?

KAJAL CHATTERJEE | KOLKATA

India-Brazil strategic momentum

Since 2006, India and Brazil have shared a strategic part-
nership. President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva’s recent visit
to India has further strengthened Indo-Brazil ties
through shared democratic values and a mutual com-
mitment to reform global governance.

This partnership represents a significant step towards
equitable growth. Both nations continue to collaborate
across major multilateral platforms such as BRICS, IBSA,
and the G20, reinforcing their shared vision for
improved global governance.

The recent visit culminated in several key agreements,
particularly in the mining and processing of critical min-
erals, with Brazil offering access to its enriched reserves
to support India's development needs.

Bilateral cooperation has also expanded into phar-
maceuticals, aviation, and defence — marking a mean-
ingful advancement in economic and strategic relations.

Furthermore, the digital partnership between the two
nations promises collaboration in artificial intelli-
gence and cyber security, both crucial for future
progress. With a target of achieving 30 billion dollars
in trade by 2030, and a reported growth of 25.5 per cent
over the past year, this partnership injects fresh
energy into India-Brazil relations.

SUNIL OKHADE | INDORE
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Bangladesh’s political reset and the regional ripple effect

As Bangladesh enters a new political chapter, the challenges before the Rahman government-economic fragility, trade recalibration, minority protection, and climate vulnerability — will

= BK
SINGH

Gen Z uprising in Bangladesh in July 2024 led
to the collapse of Sheikh Hasina's govern-
ment. The Mohd Yunus-led government took
interim charge of the administration. It
banned Sheikh Hasina's Awami League
party and held national elections on 12th
February. The young students and activists,
who spearheaded the protest against
Hasina, led a political party named National
Citizens Party (NCP) and contested the elec-
tion along with Jamaat-e-Islami and
Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP). Jamaat,
the main force behind the uprising, had an
electoral alliance with NCP. Tarique Rahman,
son of ex-PM Khaleda Zia, who last ruled
Bangladesh between 2001 and 2006,
returned to the country after 17 years of self-
exile. He was appointed as leader of BNP
onlya month and a half prior to voting, and
went on to win the election with a two-thirds
majority and has taken over as PM of the
country.

Jamaat won 68 seats and its electoral
partner NCP six out of the 30 it contested.
It will be the main opposition party in the
Parliament. While NCP could not turn street
momentum into vates, Jamaat has put up
the best electoral performance in the
history of Bangladesh. Jamaat is a radical
outfit which believes in hardline ideology
and has never been acceptable to democ-
ratic parties like the Awami League. During
the one-and-a-half-year tenure of the interim
administration of Mohd Yunus, Jamaat has
spread its organisational set-up in several
areas of Bangladesh. Earlier, the best perfor-
mance of Jamaat was when it won 17 seats
in the 2001 general election. Though the
recent election has given a stable govern-
ment to Bangladesh, Jamaat’s rising footprint
in the west of the country is worrying for
India. Massive presence of Jamaat in western
areas of Bangladesh bordering Indian states
of West Bengal, Assam and Meghalaya is a
security challenge for India.

In the 2021 West Bengal Assembly election,
India’s BJP had won more than 16 seats in
constituencies bordering Bangladesh. Now
Jamaat has made inroads on the other side
ofthe border. It clearly shows that there has
been strong radicalisation on both sides of

have profound implications not only for Dhaka but also for New Delhi and the wider South Asian region
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the border. South 24 Parganas, North 24
Parganas, Nadia, and Murshidabad are
among the districts in West Bengal that
border Bangladesh. India may have to step
up its security in these districts and both
central and state governments may have
to work in tandem for this. Similarly, the
districts in Assam and Meghalaya border-
ing Bangladesh will also have to remain
alert to deal with security challenges.
NCP failed to establish its support base
along the length and breadth of the
country for votes and had to contest the
election in coalition with Jamaat. After the
2024 uprising, people had hopes and
dreams from the NCP cadre, but soon
these faded once the coalition was

The youth vote was divided, which
strengthened the support for BNP, giving
them a landslide victory. It now plans to
rebuild itself and contest local elections
coming up in the next one year. After
facing a series of attacks, the minority com-
munities tilted towards BNP, as the Awami
League was banned.

The task before PM Tarique Rahman is
daunting. He has to bring the already shat-

India.

tered economy on track in a country with
170 million people. He has committed to
providing financial aid to poor families,
and promoting industries to manufacture
toys and leather goods to cut down
excessive reliance on garment exports. He
has pledged to recalibrate the country's
international partnerships to attract
investments. Hasina was too closely
aligned to India. In contrast to this,
Rahman would not have close ties
with any single power. As seen in
his election manifesto, he is set to
focus on issues relating to border
killings, water sharing from trans-
boundary rivers like Brahmaputra, Teesta
etc., and even Hasina's extradition from

India, too, will deal with Rahman’s
government by focusing on the security
of Indian territories in West Bengal and
northeastern states. Other areas in focus
would be to manage and curb the increas-
ing radicalisation and also deal with the
threat to minority communities within the
geography of Bangladesh. The democra-
tic reforms that have been passed along
with the general election with 60% votes,

closely watched by India.
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like the introduction of an upper house in
the Bangladeshi Parliament, a limit of two
terms for PM, and emphasis on
Bangladeshi and not Bengali, will also be

A few days prior to the voting, the
interim administration of Bangladesh
signed a free trade deal with the US. Let
me explain how this deal is not going to
protect the interests of
Bangladesh and
farming communities.
Last year, Bangladesh
became the eighth-largest
market for the US. Under
a reciprocal trade agreement signed on
February 9, American dairy, meat and
poultry producers will get sweeping
access to the Bangladesh market. Dhaka
has opened its market for US agricultur-
al and industrial goods, chemicals, medical
devices, machinery, motor parts, dairy
products, poultry, fruits and tree nuts. As
a part of the deal, Bangladesh will pur-
chase annually around $3.5 billion worth
of agricultural products namely wheat,
soy, cotton and corn. The deal also calls
for Bangladesh to import aircraft, cars and
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motorcycles and their spare parts.

The United States has committed to
reducing the reciprocal tariff rates to 19%
on goods originating from Bangladesh. The
agreement further indicates that select
Bangladeshi textiles and apparel goods
made with US-produced cotton and man-
made fibres can enter the US market at 0
reciprocal tariff. India’s Commerce Minister
Piyush Goyal has added recently that a
similar concession is available to India too.
If we buy cotton or yarn from the US and
process and use it for making garments
for export to the US, the tariff is zero. In
other words, India and Bangladesh both
can export textiles, aprons and garments
on zero tariff if manufactured using US
cotton/yarn.

In my opinion, it is counterproductive
to import raw materials like cotton from
the US and then manufacture in India or
Bangladesh to qualify for zero tariff. It is
going to increase the cost of production
substantially, making it difficult for
exporters to survive in the market. It is
better to use indigenously grown cotton
to manufacture and export with 18% tariff
from India and 19% from Bangladesh. The
local farmers will also be benefited.

One of the biggest challenges
Bangladeshi PM Rahman would face is that
US dairy and agricultural products are
going to flood the market, leaving the
farmers in distress. The sectors which have
not been opened by India have been
opened by Bangladesh for US exports. The
interim administration has signed a deal
with the US detrimental to the interests
of the farming communities in
Bangladesh. It is going to be a big
headache for Rahman.

Besides double-digit inflation and a
weakening banking sector, Bangladesh is
its one of the most climate-vulnerable
nations. It faces severe risks from cyclones,
floods and sea surges and also severe air
and water pollution. Ifthe average rise in
global temperature exceeds 2 degrees
Celsius above the pre-industrial era, half
the land mass of the country would go
under water. Salinisation and spells of
drought intensify the risk of food insecu-
rity. Nearly 15% of the population is below
the poverty line, which is projected to rise
to 20% by 2030.

The new government has to walk a tight
rope to cope with the challenges. Jamaat
will not miss an opportunity to gain an
upper hand in any catastrophe the country
faces, which will not be in the interests of
the people of Bangladesh.

Over-regulated compliance triggered
corruption perceptions index

India’s modest rise in the 2025 Corruption
Perceptions Index (CPI), released by
Transparency International on February 10,
offers cautious encouragement but also high-
lights deeper structural realities. India has
moved up five places to rank 91st out of 182
countries, with its score improving marginal-
ly to 39 out of 100. Yet this remains below the
global average of 42 and far from the standards
of clean, transparent governance. The improve-
ment is welcome, but a sub-40 score under-
scores a persistent truth: corruption in India is
not merely episodic misconduct; it is embed-
ded within institutional design, particularly in
the architecture of over-regulation and compli-
ance overload.

The CPI measures perceived corruption in the
public sector, and perceptions are shaped by
institutional experience rather than official
intent. In India, excessive regulatory layering
has quietly become one of the most powerful
enablers of corruption. When compliance

ks are dense,
and discretion-heavy, they multiply
the points of interface between cit-
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SEBI, and CBIC. Even small enterprises face over-
whelming regulatory demands. A small phar-
maceutical firm, for instance, spends 212-20 lakh
annually to comply with nearly 1,000 regula-
tory requirements, of which 486 carry impris-
onment provisions for procedural lapses. An
ordinary eatery or tuckshop may require more
than 30 licences to operate legally. These
numbers reflect not regulatory strength, but reg-
ulatory congestion. Each compliance require-
ment creates another checkpoint and more
uncertainty, which often turns governance into
negotiation. Instead of focusing on productiv-
ity, innovation, and competitiveness, entrepre-
neurs are forced to navigate regulatory risk.

Criminalisation of compliance

The persistence of criminal penalties for pro-
cedural and technical non-compliance inten-
sifies this pressure. Under Section 132 of the
Goods and Services Tax Act, even procedural
errors in claiming input tax credit beyond spec-
ified thresholds can trigger imprisonment of up
to three years. Such provisions, while intend-
ed to deter fraud, often blur the distinction
between deliberate evasion and technical
error, expanding discretionary power at the
enforcement level.Recognising this challenge,
the Jan Vishwas Act of 2023 marked an impor-
tant shift in reform philosophy. Out of 26,134
criminal provisions across 1,536 acts, approxi-
mately 3,400 were decriminalised and replaced
with monetary penalties. This reform acknow!-
edged a fundamental reality: criminal penalties
for procedural lapses discourage
enterprise, increase compliance
anxiety and create conditions con-

izens, businesses and authorities. FTIIMEXIIM ducive to harassment. By shifting the

Each interface creates opportunities

fordelay, interpretation and selective enforce-
ment, conditions under which corruption
thrives.

Compliance raj

India’s economic liberalisation in 1991 disman-
tled much of the overt licensing regime asso-
ciated with the Inspector Raj. Yet fragments of
that control-oriented mindset persist in modern
regulatory systems. The form has evolved, but
the burden remains. Corruption flourishes not
only when rules multiply, but when those rules
are complex, overlapping and enforced through
administrative discretion rather than objective,
transparent standards. When discretion
expands without accountability, corruption
ceases to be an aberration and instead becomes
arational response to uncertainty. The scale of
India’s compliance burden shows the depth of
this structural challenge. A typical firm must nav-
igate as many as 1,536 Acts and submit over
6,600 filings annually across central and state
jurisdictions, spanning environmental clear-
ances, taxation, industry regulations, and
financial oversight by agencies such as the RBI,

focus from punishment to propor-
tional accountability, the Act reduced some of
the systemic pressure that fuels corruption.
Punijab, for example, eliminated 1,498 manda-
tory compliances to ease regulatory burdens.
Yet even after these reductions, over 1,400 com-
pliance requirements and more than 1,200
imprisonment clauses remain in force. These
figures demonstrate that while reform has
begun, the underlying regulatory overhang per-
sists at a scale that sustains structural corrup-
tion risks.

Deregul_ation qommissi_on: A

anti

pi anti p k
The government's move to create a
Deregulation Commission represents a poten-
tially transformative institutional interven-
tion. If designed with independence, statuto-

corruption possible in the first place.

ADs ion Cc ission could institution-
alise Regulatory Impact Assessments (RIA) as a
mandatory requirement for all new regulations.
These assessments would evaluate the econom-
ic, administrative and compliance costs of pro-
posed rules before implementation.
Policymakers would be compelled to answer
asimple but critical question: Does a proposed
regulation address a genuine market failure, or
does it merely add another layer of control?
Embedding such discipline would prevent the
accumulation of redundant and overlapping
regulations over time. Harmonising central and
state compliance frameworks would further
reduce duplication, inconsistency and admin-
istrative conflict.

Reforming compliance

India’s ambition to become a $10-trillion
economy depends not only on capital invest-
ment and technological innovation, but also on
institutional credibility. Investors assess regu-
latory predictability as carefully as market
opportunity. Entrepreneurs need clarity to
operate in competitive and time-sensitive
environments. Citizens expect fairness,
transparency and consistency from gover-
nance systems.

Improving India's CPI ranking sustainably will
not come from sporadic crackdowns or rhetor-
ical commitments. It will require deep structur-
al reform that reduces the number of corrup-
tion entry points within governance systems.
Rationalising compliance requirements, reduc-
ing excessive criminalisation, embedding
impact assessments and institutionalising
periodic regulatory review are not merely
ease-of-doing-business reforms; they are foun-
dational anti-corruption measures.

The way forward

India’s rise in the Corruption Perceptions Index
should be seen as a signal and a call to accel-
erate structural reform. By cutting red tape, insti-
tutionalising regulatory discipline and redesign-
ing compliance frameworks, India can convert
incremental progress into lasting governance
credibility. Corruption feeds on complexity and
weakens in clarity.

By replacing excessive control with intelligent,
transparent and proportionate regulation,
India can strengthen institutional trust, unlock
economic dynamism and reinforce democra-
tic accountability. The path to a truly Viksit
Bharat lies not in enforcement alone, but in sys-
temic reform.

ry authority and clear time-bound
such a C could fur y shift
India’s anti-corruption strategy from reactive
enforcement to preventive institutional design.
Instead of focusing solely on punishing corrup-
tion after it occurs, governance reform must aim
to reduce the structural conditions that make
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Towards climate resilience

climate action share common objectives centred
on reducing vulnerabilities and enhancing
resilience. Integrating these two domains allows
foracomp! ive approach that both
present risks and future uncertainties. Climate-
resilient infrastructure, nature-based solutions
such as mangrove conservation and watershed

ion, and inclusi ing frameworks

The increasing frequency and intensity of climate-
induced disasters have made disaster risk reduc-
tion and climate action two of the most urgent
priorities of the twenty-first century. Climate
change is no longera distant possibility buta lived
reality, affecting ecosystems, economies, and
human lives across the globe. Events such as
floods, cyclones, droughts, wildfires, landslides,
and heat waves have become more unpre-
dictable and severe, threatening developmental
progress and human security. In this context, inte-
grating disaster risk reduction (DRR) with climate
action has emerged as a powerful approach to
building safer communities and ensuring sustain-
able development for future generations.

Disaster risk is shaped by the interaction of
hazards, exposure, and vulnerability. Climate
change is intensifying natural hazards by altering
weather patterns, escalating extreme events, and
increasing uncertainties. As populations expand
into hazard-prone regions, exposure grows, and
inadequate infrastructure, poverty, and limited
resources further heighten vulnerability. Rising sea
levels, shifting rainfall patterns, melting glaciers,
prolonged dry spells, and frequent storms illus-
trate how climate systems are evolving. These
changes highlight the need for climate-responsive
strategies that consider both scientif-
ic complexities and socio-economic
factors that shape disaster susceptibil-
ity. Disaster risk reduction focuses on
minimizing the adverse impacts of
natural hazards through preparedness, improved
planning, and strategic interventions. It represents
ashift from reactive approaches that rely on emer-
gency relief toward proactive efforts that strength-
en the ability of communities to withstand disas-
ters. Effective DRR involves risk assessment, early
warning systems, community preparedness, edu-
cation, resilient infrastructure, ecosystem restora-
tion, and strong governance. By encouraging safety
measures before disasters occur, DRR helps
reduce loss of life, safeguard livelihoods, and
protect socio-economic development.

Climate action includes both mitigation and
adaptation. Mitigation seeks to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions by promoting renewable energy
sources, improving energy efficiency, adopting sus-
tainable practices, and preserving natural carbon
sinks such as forests and wetlands. Adaptation
focuses on human and envir
systems to climate impacts through climate-
resilient agriculture, water conservation, disaster-
resistant infrastructure, public health protec-
tion, and community preparedness for extreme
weather events. Together, mitigation and adap-
tation support long-term environmental and
societal resilience. Disaster risk reduction and
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contribute simultaneously to reducing disaster
risks and addressing climate challenges.
Agriculture is one of the most climate-sensitive
sectors, particularly in developing regions where
rural livelihoods depend heavily on natural
resources. Climate extremes such as erratic rain-
fall, droughts, and floods threaten crop yields, food
security, and rural income. Integrating DRR into
agricultural planning is vital for protecting farming
communities from climatic uncertainties. Climate-
smart practices, crop diversification, soil conser-
vation, improved water management, and
climate-informed advisories have become essen-
tial tools for strengthening resilience.
Advancementsin technology are playing a trans-
formative role in both disaster risk reduction and
climate action. Tools such as remote sensing, GIS
mapping, artificial intelligence, and climate mod-
elling enable more accurate prediction, monitor-
ing, and planning. Modern communication tech-
nologies, including digital early warning systems,
ensure timely dissemination of critical informa-
tion. Drones are increasingly used for post-disas-
terassessment, while IoT-based sensors support
flood forecasting, soil monitoring, and smart agri-
cultural planning.International frameworks such
as the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk
Reduction, the Paris Agreement on Climate
Change, and the Sustainable
Development Goals emphasize inte-
grated approaches. These frame-
works encourage countries to embed
disaster resilience and climate consid-
erations into policies and development planning.
Governments, academic institutions, NGOs, and
international organizations must work together
to develop strategies that reduce vulnerability and
prepare societies for climate-induced risks.
Despite progress, challenges remain. Limited
financial resources, inadequate technological
capacity, weak institutional coordination, insuf-
ficient community participation, and lack of
localized climate data hinder effective integration
of DRR and climate action. Vulnerable populations
often have limited access to information and
resources needed for resilience-building. Disaster
risk reduction and climate action are essential for
a resilient and sustainable future. As climate-
related hazards intensify, the need for proactive
and integrated approaches becomes urgent. By
uniting DRR and climate action, societies can better
withstand shocks, safeguard development gains,
and ensure a safer future for generations to come.
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Strategic alignment

India joining Pax Silica could secure supply chains
Indiahasjoined PaxSilica, the U and supply-chais
tion. This formally brings India into a groupmg launched in December 2025 to
secure supply chains in semiconductors, artificial-intelligence (Al) infrastructure,
and critical minerals, and reduce reliance on China, particularly in rare-earth pro-
cessing and semiconductor manufacturing. Pax Silica seeks to coordinate invest-
ment from mineral extraction and processing to chip fabrication, data
infrastructure, and advanced computing among members, which include the
United States (US), Japan, South Korea, the United Kingdom, Singapore, Israel, the
Netherlands, Australia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, and Greece, with Canada,
the European Union, and Taiwan participating as observers.

For India, the strategic rationale is evident. China accounts for over 90 per cent
of global rare-earth processing capacity. India imports 80-90 per cent of its rare-
earth related materials from Chi pliers. Recent export controls
and licensing conditions have disrupted domestic automobile and electronics pro-
duction, underscoring the risks of concentrated dependence. Participation in Pax
Silicaopensupthe possibility of diversified sourcing, processing partnerships, and
coordinated stockpiling. The move also aligns with India’s domestic industrial
push. The government has approved semiconductor projects worth about 1.6 tril-
lion, backed by incentives of around ¥76,000 crore. Fabrication units, compound
semiconductor plants, and design initiatives are under way, with global firms such
asMicronand domestic players, including the Tata group, committing investment.
In the Union Budget 2026-27, the government announced “Rare Earth Corridors”
inOdisha, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, and Tamil Nadu, alongside a%7,280 crore “Rare
Earth Permanent Magnet” scheme aimed at building 6,000 tonnes per annum of
integrated magnet capacity. These measures build on the existing capabilities and
seek to integrate mining, processing, research, and manufacturing, Pax Silica also
extends beyond mineralsand chips.Itencompasses Alinfrastructure, data centres,
fibre networks, and foundational models. India’s large digital publicinfrastructure,
an expanding Al market, and a substantial engineering-talent pool strengthen its
value proposition within such a framework.

Yetentry intothe grouping carriestradeoffs. As supply chainsbifurcate between
China-led and Pax Silica-led systems, expectations on export controls, technology
standards, and investment-security practices may intensify. There is also the risk
of substituting one dependency with another. Advanced lithography equipment,
high-end Al chips, and computing hardware remain concentrated within US-
aligned ecosystems. The US has withdrawn from a record number of global agree-
ments, including the India-led International Solar Alliance, raising questions about
the durability of Washington’s multilateral commitment. Pax Silica, too, must be
viewed in that light. While it offers opportunities of cooperation in Al and critical
minerals, it is ultimately a US-led initiative designed to advance American econ-
omic-security objectives. Thus, India’s pamclpauon shouldbe gLuded byarealistic
assessmentoflong-term reliability, policy Mem-
bership in Pax Silica can provide access to capltal technology, and markets.
Whetherit intodurable itywilldepend on infrastructure
readiness, regulatory clarity, envi ined investment
inresearch and manufacturing.

oali-

A battle of attrition
Peace remains elusive in Ukraine

Russia’s full-scale assault on Ukraine, now into its fifth year, has descended into
awar of attrition. Even ignoring the exaggerated estimates from both sides, the
casualty rates are staggering. According to the independent think-tank Centre
for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), Russia has suffered 1.2 million
casualties (killed, wounded, and missing) with some 325,000 killed since Feb-
ruary 2022. For Ukraine, the figures are 600,000 casualties and 140,000 deaths
(the figures exclude civilian casualties). Despite this, Russia, a country with
more than three times Ukraine’s population and access to abundant natural
resources, has made scant inroads beyond the territory it controlled in March
2022, the peak of its advance. Then, Russia held about 26 per cent of Ukrainian
territory (including Crimea, which it annexed in 2014). Today, advancing ata
pace slower than the trench warfare of World War I, Russia holds about 20 per
centof Ukrainian territory. In 2022, Russian President Vladimir Putin presented
his Ukrainian invasion as a bulwark against the expansion of the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (Nato) into historical Russian spheres of influence. Since
then, Finland and Sweden, two countries that share borders with Russia, have
shed their neutrality and signed on to Nato.

Yet the tenacity of either side remains unabated — a situation that will test the
resolve of their allies, Chinaand Europe. Despite an unprecedented level of econ-
omicsanctions, Russia’s earnings from sales of natural resources toa broad swathe
of countries (including the United States and some in Europe) have defied Western
predictions of economic collapse. In 2025, it became the world’s ninth-largest econ-
omy, up from 11th before 2022. But spiralling inflation and shrinking consumer
demand could take ts toll sooner rather than later. Its staying power appears to be
increasingly dependenton China, with whichithad declared a“nolimits partner-
ship” a few weeks ahead of Russia’s invasion. Since October last year, Western
reports suggest that China has extended its support for Russia’s war through
expanded supplies of critical drone components, satellite intelligence, and closer
military cooperation, even as it has upped oil and natural gas purchases.

Ukraine, meanwhile, has lost a quarter of its pre-war population of 42 million,
with five million living under Russian occupation and another six million having
fled to Europe. With the United States (US) under Donald Trump
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RBI money creation,
and govt finances

RBI dividends and bond purchases have kept yields low
in alow-inflation environment. When conditions change,
non-bank debt financing will be essential

Alongsi i i policy, liquidity,
and currency and bond markets, record open market
operation (OMO) bond purchases and dividend
transfers of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) have
helped the government’s fiscal arithmetic, while
keepmg y[elds low. Moderate mﬂanun has made ail
though withimpli
balance. What happens when the cycle turns?

Money creation: There are four ways through
which money supply (M3) is created, across cur-
rency in circulation, and banking demand and
time deposits.

First, when a bank extends a com-
mercialloan, it credits fundsto the bor-
rower’s account, creating money.
Contrary to what intuition might sug-
gest, banking loans create deposits, not
the other way around.

Second, when the banking system,
includingtheRBI, fundsthe government
by purchasing bonds, the resulting gov-
ernment spending injects fresh money ‘
intothe economy.

Money is removed when each of the above
reverses, i.e., when loansare repaid to banks, when the
financed by the

somejustification forthe RBI
gainsasdividend.

In FY24, the RBI recognised 0.8 trillion in
exchange gains. However, during FY24, the RBI was
anet purchaser of $41billion in the spot market. The
recognition of net foreign exchange gains in FY24,
despite net foreign currency purchases, arises from
the RBI'saccounting methodology. Gains are recog-
nised on gross spot market sales ($153 billion)
against historical weighted average costs, while
gross market purchases ($194 billion) increase the
average holding cost of the reserves. This allows the
RBI to harvest valuation gains, even when there is
no concomitant reduction in money supply.

Even inFY25, when the RBIsold a net $34 billion
in spot markets and $84 billion in forward markets,
it harvested accounting gains on gross sales of $399
billion in the spot market. Overall, every rupee of
dividend paid by the RBI, however justified, has a
monetary impact.

The current monetary snapshot: The RBI Broad
Money report as of January 2026 shows that money
supply (M3) isup12 percent year-on-year, at the upper
end of the range of the past few years. This isdriven by
growth in commercial credit (up 14.1 per cent). How-
ever, the RBI plays a key role in the 12 per cent rise in
bank credit to the government. The RBI's OMO pur-
chases during FY26 reached a high of ¥6.4 trillion by
January 2026, offsetting the money drain caused by
net FX outflows.

Across record OMOs and dividend transfers, the
RBI has eased monetary conditions and

uchrealised

RBI, when there are foreign currency outflows, or
when bauks raise capital from non-banks.

RBI scale and The
scale of recent dividend transfers from the RBI to the
government is significant. For FY25, the RBI trans-
ferred ¥2.69 trillion to the Government of India (0.75
per cent of gross domestic product), following a¥2.11
trillion transfer the prior year. These are amongst the
largest central bank-to-government transfers globally.

‘Whiletheyserveas vital non-tax revenue,
i h d fiscal defici

their composition deserves scrutiny.
Part of this income is structural to
central banking. Interest earned by the
RBIon foreign assets (around 1 trillion
in FY24), effectively funded by non-
interest-bearing liabilities such as cur-
rency in circulation and banking

interest rates in FY26. Ata time of low inflation, this
has bridged the gap between the government’s bor-
rowing needs and the market appetite for bonds. How-
ever, this easing has also added to the pressure on the
rupee, given the well-known impossible trinity.

Takeaways: I[n a less favourable environment,
the RBI may not be able to deliver a similar magni-
tude of OMOs and dividends and keep yields low,
without risking adverse macroeconomic and
market impact.

The RBI is not any regular cash-rich public
sector undertaking (PSU). As a central bank, every
bond it purchases and every rupee of dividend it dis-
tributes, however strong or weak the justification,
impacts money supply, interest rates, consumer
and asset inflation, and external balance.

Two structural shifts are now essential.

First, India must deepen its fixed-income mar-
kets. Incentivisi: bank

greater

balances with the RBI, one
source of this income.

| N

an
participation in fixed-income markets will allow
of government and commercial debt

Note that when householdsand non-  PQLICY IN Otherc however, require
bank investors extend finance, money some interpretation.
only shifts from one holder to another PRACI-ICE Interest earned by the RBI from its
without expanding aggregate money ANANTH NARAYAN large holding of government bonds, net

supply. Financing by the banking system’
and the RBI creates fresh money; financing by non-
banks does not.

Third, when foreign currency flows into the
country and is converted into rupees, fresh money
iscreated.

Finally, when banks (including the RBI) pay divi-
dends out of their reserves, this eventually results in
money creation.

Money once created is then free to circulate and
add to consumption, as well as to external demand,
and consumer and asset price inflation.

ing hquldnty, reached 0.9 trillion in FY24. Repedted

without creating new money, enhancing policy
flexibility. For policymakers, injecting money is an
easier sell than wnhdrawmg it.

Second, itisi: that
further reduced Large central bank transfers cur-

recyclingof government interestr
tothe mvemment through RBI dividends can, at the
margin, blur the boundary wil

rect isation.

rently the headline revenue
deﬁcx[ masking underlymg pressures.
il will be

The mckxesl aspect mvolves foreign exchange

when borrowers and the government reduce their

gains. When f yoriginally by
the RBI at a low price is sold back to the market at a
higherprice, the di realised profit:
for the RBI, and a reduction in money supply Any
transfer ofthi tothegover , anditssp
ing, reverses the monetary contraction. That otfcrs

anks and the RBI for financing. When
the inflation cycle turns, the RBI's support may have
to recede much faster than expected.

‘The writer is a former whole-time member, Sebi.

The views are personal

Don’t dampen MSME ambition

inthe pro-

h byevery gov-

ernment

Th
fessional bodies of some of the ionsof
the High-level Committee on Non-financial Regula-
tory Reforms relating to micro, small and medium
enterprises (MSMES). They are both welcome and
worrisome. Any effort to simplify processes, reduce
time, cost, and humanenergy spent on regulation and
compliance is welcome. However, anything that
potentially inhibits asmall business’s desire or ability
toscale is worrisome.

To become stronger and more resilient, they
need to be encouraged and enabled to aggressively
grow revenue and generate the surplus and borrow-
ings needed for investing — to drive customer
acquisition, acquire productivity- and
efficiency-enhancing tools, move up
value chains, improve and widen
market offerings and footprint, or hire
skilled people. This is especially true for
micro companies, the bulk of MSMEs,
that are precarious because their small
size and well-known difficulty in bor-
rowing make them vulnerable to even
small shocks.

y agency, benefiting all, irrespec-
tive of size. Hopefully, it should spur the creation of a
new digital public infrastructure, a “compliance
stack”, enabling easy filing of all forms and returns,
with multiple ways to input data, so that compliance
canbeDIY (doityourself).

Loweringthe cost of compliance should bearegu-
lator-centred endeavour and not a firm-centred one,
achieving the goal without lowering the bar via
exemptions and risking the damage of

board member theMin-
istry of Corporate Affairs or MCA can maintain too!)
Good governance builds clean and solid busi-
nesses right from the start and replacing bad habits
with good ones later on is hard to do. The Startup 20
Engagement group under India’s G20 presidency
issued a framework for startups to build governance
“frominception to maturity”, embeddingitasacore
part of their business.
Startups know now that strong board govern-
doesnotderail ies. It derisks themand

weaker governance or less rigorous bookkeeping.
Banks often cite the quality of financial information
asareasonwhy they find ithard tolend tostandalone
small businesses that are notapartof the
supply chain of large companies. Instead
of relaxing auditing requirements and
exacerbating the trust deficit between
banks and small businesses, perhaps
specifying a narrower zmdlt scope could
help,and ial

(AI) products will soon crash audit costs.
‘The government already has expertisein
building leading-edge digital eco-
systems, whichit could leverage to build

backonsupport, Kiev's war machine today is substantially being underwritten by
Europe. Thebulkof Ukraine’s vital coal and iron ore resources remains under Rus-
sian occupation in the eastand critical infrastructure has been destroyed or dam-
aged. Itseconomic growth is principally the result of a significant expansion of the
defence industry. Increasingly, Ukrainian startups are tying up with contractors
from the USand European Union (EU). Europe is also inclined to relax the reforms
for Ukraine to become a full-fledged EU member. Apart from Mr Putin’s intransi-
gence, the fact that the US under Mr Trump has chosen to eschew international
law and principles in favour of its own territorial expansionism and deal-making
has considerably diminished the world’s most powerful country’s ability to act as
acredible interlocutor in the conflict. As a result, the prospects of peace breaking
out in Eastern Europe anytime soon appear dim.

Weknow! howincen- pama Byj
tives, financial or otherwise, have per-
i y
- mall, instead of enabling them tuniti

togrow and flourish, buoyed by India’s steadily grow-
ing economy and increasing global cachet, as well as
the benefits of the digital era of easlly accesslble and
hared onall
sides, should be one of wanr.mg to beneﬁt by growing
quickly, not by staying small; of increasing long-term
gain, not reducing short-term pain. Goods and Ser-
vices Tax (GST) excluslon for example, reduces the
chances of iers to large
that want GST offsets and whose business increases
stability and resilience.
The focus of the committee on reducing the pain
i d “st ining”should be

of

shared accounting platforms and certi-
fied compliance intermediaries (com-
petition will keep prices low).
Board meetings four times a year are far better
thanonce, ially for and

can sometimes save founders from themselves by
raising the red flag when needed on strategic or
financial adventurism.

Aready-to-scale MSME sector needs to be built
on the same foundations of rigorous compliance
and good governance. There isa mental (and hence
legal) model that needs to be revisited that startups
are different from MSMEs. The idea that one is
expected to dream and grow and access external
growth capital while the other is expected to stay
small and play small and be told to do less forless is
acaste system that needs to be abolished.

All businesses today should have digital central
nervous systems and modern rules and practices if
they are to belong in the modern world in addition
to business smarts — which Lilliput Indian busi-
nesses have amply demonstrated. In fact, thereisa
large group of B2C small husmesses that sits at the

oftwo high focu icy areas —

driven organisations. Improving the govemance
quotient of all small companies is important if they
aretoaccess public money even if from private mar-
kets. Board meetings and compliance reviews con-
ducted at these meetings are useful forcing devices
for businesses to regularly pay attention to house-
keeping and finances, to hire financial help, and to
resnst temptations to cross lines with the intent of

later. board meetings cost
very little, now that they can be done online, and
there are plenty of very competent good-hearted

spurring domestic consumption and strengthening

MSME. They have found mention in large company

chairman’s speeches as being strong competition.

They ket share

USLl"lg SUpEl‘lOI customer um.macy. smart innovation

andlower pricesand theyaxereadytoscale Theyneed
notexemption:

lined compllances, not governance holidays.

The writer is the author of Lilliput Land: How Small

is Driving India’s Mega Consumption Story

Lightat the end of the startup tunnel

thered ocean? (For those

theRight to Enter the formula: Make five cold
Market”. What is the outreaches a day; five con-
market? The blue ocean or versations a week; and five

follow-ups for feedback.

everything is your fault, then everything
is within your power to fix, which should
feel oddly liberating”; “The best sales
people are problem solvers for cus-

BOOK
REVIEW

AMBI PARAMESWARAN

I remember sitting with my first Chennai
client, the late Pradipta Mahapatra, at
Spencer’s almost 30 years ago. L got his
business without the usual songand
dance that precedes the appointment of
anad agencybyaclient. Alonger ver-
sionof this s[ory appears inmybook
Sponge— ip LessonsILearnt

Sinclairis described asa “founder’s
founder”. He isa serial entrepreneur
‘who has had multiple successful exits.
Heloves the chaos of the early-stage
startup. Heis the guy founders callto
theirideasi hin;
customers actually want to buy.

This statement from the book reson-
ated with me: “Despite what you think,
your startup isn’t about your or your bril-
liant idea. It’s about solving a real prob-
lem for real people.” And here is one
more: “You don't have to look farto find
the ies builton

In the B2B space, the author says,
the most critical isget-

ting that first paying customer. A
founder should focus all his or her
energy on achieving this. It is here that
1realised my sales pitch to Pradipta was
not so much about what my agency
would offer him, but how 1, as a profes-
sional, could help him with his plans
for Spencer’s. And that clinched the
deal and our Chennai office was up and
running.

Asectiontitled “Earn The Right

‘problem solutions’ that no one wanted.”
Thebook’s premise is that you can

have asuccesstul startup only ifit sat-

isfiesa need. You

from My Clterm.

I'was reminded of this anecdote
while reading Starting A Startup by
James Sinclair. The book targets star-
tups in the B2B technology space. Mr

cannot succeed until you find the real
problem you are solving and offer your
solution, not the other way around. You
cannot take a hammer and then look for
the nail with which to hitit.

" outlines multiple issues
that qualify you to earn the right to suc-
ceed. The first thing to dois identify the
ideal customer (ICP— Ideal Customer
Profile) and the problem they would
want solved, not something that has
caught the fancy of the startup founder.
Quite rightly this issue occupiesalarge
partofthe book.

We then look at the section on “Earn

o0 00 a

STARTING

not fully versed with this Productmarket fit(PMF)  tomers”; “Data without insight is just

i ised by isabigbuzzwordinthestar-  noise”; “Learn to frame yourstartup’s
Chan Kim and Renée Mau- A SIA HTU P tup ecosystem. The author journey and your products’ valueina
borgne of INSEAD: Red > A advises the startup founder way that connects with people”.
Oceansareall the indus- Hl |‘| l'\" JM& IH } not toobsess overit. Instead is book is written almost as if
tries in existence today — UP“ " W- build, listen, lair has his hands on the
the known market space, HANI improve. Ifyou build some- shoulder of a startup founder, nudging
where industry boundaries thing customers wantand hertoget out of her tunnel vision. Not to
are defined and companies arehappytotalkabout, PMF  gettrapped by the common fallacies of
try to outperform their will find you. the startup ecosystem. Not to get over-
rivals to grab a greater share Thebook presems Lnler- come by emotions. And not to get too
of theexisting market; Blue  Starting a StartUp: Build esting when things don’t go the way
Oceansdenote allthe Something People Want right to build somethmg, lhey were supposed to. In short, Mr Sin-
industries not in existence James Sinclair theright todelight, the right clair is helping the reader find the light at

today — the unknown
‘marketspace, unexplored
and untainted by competi-
tion.) What is the TAM?
Whatis the SAM ?What is the SOM?
Respectively they stand for total
addressable market; serviceable
market; servi b

able market. Tt I

Published by Pan Macmiflan
264 pages 3499

toship, the right to grow, the
rightto (not) launch, the
rightto (not) pivot, the right
toartificial intelligence (AI)
and the right to take a vacation.

Each chapter ends with aset of
observations or thought starters for star-
tup founders. The book also offe

the end of the startup tunnel. The book
isauseful guide map for any startup
founder who is wondering whether the
business is on the right road.

The reviewer is an independent brand
coach. His latest book Marketing

asss

quotabl . Here area few: “If

&

Mixology four essential skills
for marketing success
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A roadmap for safe

and accessible Al

r I Yhe India ATTmpact Summit, which concluded in New
Delhilastweek, wasthe firstsuch conclavetobe heldin
theGlobal South,whichhassofarhad amarginalpres-

ence in conversations on Al and its governance structures.

Thiswasanopportunity for Global South nations, especially

India, to be a part of high-level deliberations on the trans-

formative technology which is changing the world. The

Delhi Declaration, adopted at the summit, appropriately

called for ademocratisation of Al It aligned with the prior-

mes Indxa had set, Whld:l included makmg Al capabn]mes
possibleandmaking the tech-

nology“safeand trusted”. The Declaration dbythe

SYSTEMERROR

Whattherobotreveals
about India’s education

Regulatory gaps and
rising commercialisation
necessitate a greater focus
onadaptability and
social purpose

JAGDISH RATTANANI

ile the nation was attracted
totheIndia AlTmpact Summit

inNew Delhiand distracted by

the horrendous claims of a university

United States, China, France,and other major playersin AL

At the summit, Prime Minister Narendra Modi called for
an alternative vision of Al based on open code and shared
development. Ultimately, Al technologies must serve the
global common good. This is critical to a domain which

is witnessing intense competition between nations and
companies. OpenAl CEO Sam Altman and Anthropic
CEO Dario Amodei refused to hold hands in public at the
summit. Al is still a technology in its
infancy, and its directions are not yet
known. But it is expected to leave a
major impact across fields - indus-
try, medicine, agriculture, law, social
sciences, styles of governance, and
even private and public life, in an un-
precedented manner. Majoreconom-
ic powers such as the US and China
are leading the race at the moment.
Adhering to the motto proposed by
Modi - MANAV (moral and ethical
systems, accountablegovernance, na-
tional sovereignty, accessible and in-
clusive AL and valid and legitimate systems) — will not be
easymaﬁeld where geopohncalm[erests are atstake How-

India proposes
anopen,
trustworthy
global
framework.
Policies must

now rise ahove
narrow
interests

ever,somefi tobe
emphasised for the common good.
Accordingtothe government, i commitment:

of over $250 billion and research commitments worth $20
billion were made at the summit, where the world’s top
technology firms were represented. India is entering into
partnerships with key global industry players, potentially
transferring technology and capital. The country has to
push research and innovation with timelines and experi-
mentation tailored forits requirements and context. There
is heightened interest and activity related to Al at the level
of government and outside it. Startups and innovators will
have important takeaways from the Al summit. What the
conclave proposed in terms of directions on the adoption of
Alwillnowneedtobe translated into policies, with trustand
equitable accessat their centre.

Stopgap teachers
and systemic neglect

‘ N Then Governor Thaawarchand Gehlotred-flagged
the acute shortage of faculty in Karnataka’s state
universities and sought additional funding from

ChiefMinister Siddaramaiahat therecent Vice-Chancellors’

conference, hearticulated acrisisthathaslong beennormal-

ised. What followed, however, was an attempt to reframe
the problemrather than confront it. Siddaramaiah himself
admitted thatmany universities were operating withnearly

60% teaching vacancies. But his defence that top global

universities function with guest lecturers rests on a funda-

mentallyflawed comparison. InKarnataka, ‘guestlecturers’
are not visiting experts delivering niche courses. They are
temporary,ad hocor contractual teachersappointed against
sanctioned vacant posts. They work full-time, receive lower
remuneration than regular teachers, and enjoy zero job
security. To equate this arrangement with the guest faculty
model of reputed global universities is misleading.
Atleading international institutions, guest faculty are
distinguished academics, industry
leaders or public figures and policy-
makers. They complement a strong
permanent faculty; they do not re-
place it. Can the state government
claim that its universities routinely
invite such personalities? Even if the
intent exists, where are the funds to
support this model? Flawed expan-
sion policies have exacerbated the
problem. The ‘onedistl'itL oneuniver-
sity’approach} dtt

Karnataka's
public
universities
normalise ad

hochiring as
realreform
remains distant

on ping a robodog that was, in
fact,imported from China, a different
kind of attention was focused on twins
who passed out w:th flying colours in

d

Indnan lnsututes of Technology One is
thestoryof] din

The other is the stor: 'y of achievement
that comes after much effort and sac-
rifice, most ofitin what has come tobe
called the exam coaching factories of
Kota, Rajasthan, which is troubling in
its own way. One is seen as everything
that is wrong with India; the other as
a high-water mark of Indian technical
excellence, claimed by and accorded to
institutions like the ITs.

tials. Apart from a few exemplars in
the private sector or the public sector
institutions that have held up despite
immense strain on resources and ac-
ademic freedom, much cannot be said
about the rest of the higher education
sector in India.

Thisis worrying becausean increas-
ing number of students study in pri-
vate institutions. The skew plays outin
complex ways by adding glamour and
compromising rigour, while the falling
investments in public education take
opportunities away from those who

nary. holistic, and rooted in the Indian
ethos. These goals are less likely to be
reachedwithout and
somereorientation towardsabalanced
view that makes education thrive as a
publicgood andisaccessible toall.

Skilled without imagination?

Yetitis unmissable that STEM educa-
tion, particularly of the celebrated va-
riety, hasbecomean end initself, as wit-
nessed by the pressures, the cramming,
and the hard labour young adults are
purthrough in the tmu.ung camps. and

cannot afford to pay the d
private sector fees.

The hopefullygo

the nation proud. Yet the two stories ~
failure of one kind and achievement of
another - are equally problematic for
an India that has an ever-increasing
number of STEM grad butavery

Official data from 2021-22, the latest
available, shows that government uni-
versities are 58.6% of total universities,
with 73.7% of total enrolment. Private

(41.4%), de-

poor showing in terms of creativity,
innovation or world-class solutions
that can justify the investments the na-
tion and the students make in passing
through an Indian university.

Wehave pilloried the private univer-
sltyt.hat claimed a Rs-350 croreinvest-
ment in Al-related infrastructure, hut
some bling issues ride al

gree-granting, and typicallywith feesat
far higher levels, account for 26.3% of
total enrolment, and are growing. But
thisisnot the complete picture. Private
aided and unaided colleges are 78.5%
of total colleges. This leads to the case
that the majority of India’s higher edu-
cationis insome form of private sector

How do our regulators allow a uni-
versity to function with almost every
leadership position, academic and ad-
ministrative, occupied by amember of
the promoter family? How does patent
filing become a game, asalleged in this
case, or how doesa paperauthored un-
derthe university on banging vesselsto
kill the Coronavirus get written? The
incident brought to sharp light how
India has slipped into an education
system run on high fees by private in-
stitutions with questionable creden-

Whatthisincident withits shock val-
ue highlights is simple: in the absence
of strictnormsand regulations, educa-
tion will become (like hospitalsalready
have) money-spinners for a few while
the bulk of India will remain uneducat-

lmhe celebrationsafter the twin broth-
ersfrom Odisha came up withidentical
scoresin the jointentrance exam (JEE)
last week, we saw pictures of what was
won but also what was lost - the chil-
drenwere putthroughalottofetchthe
scores that, it is believed, will change
their lives (and bring more money to
the prep centre the nextcycle). Buten-
sin particularh ientin
theageof AL
‘AsAldoesallthe techwork thatwas
once the domain of engineers, itis only
the vision of the NEP that can come to
the rescue. We need to build holisti-
cally rounded students who can adapt
and shine in the new world. Technical
knowledge in the absence of context,
values,and a community gearing, with
the idea of serving the self and using
the degree to rush for a job across the
shores, is not aligned with the ideals of
the NEP. Inafast-changing world, itwill
not serve the tech specialists either.
The philosopher Martha Nussbaum
explains it rather well: “The educa-
tional culture of India used to contain
progressive voices, such as that of the
great Tagore, who emphasised that
all the skills in the world were useless,
even baneful, if not wielded by a culti-
vated imagination and refined critical
faculties. Such voices have now been
silenced by the sheer demand for prof-
itability in the global market. Parents
want their children tolearn marketable
skills,and their great prideisthe admis-
sion of a child to the Indian Institutes
of Technology or the Indian Institutes
of Management... Ifear fordemocracy
down the road, when itis run, as it in-

SPEAKOUT

The phenomenon we are seeingat the Centre
through the initiatives taken by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi has notreached Kerala. The
benefits thathave reached
Keralaare bare minimum,
because the statedoesn’thavea
very conducive government.

Kiren Rijiju, Union Minister

During a campaign the air is full of speeches —

and vice versa.
Anonymous
TO BE PRECISE
Gujarat govt wants adults to get parents’ consent to register
marriages
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IN PERSPECTIVE
The jurisprudence
ofarrest

Judicial safeguards
for personal liberty
have not prevented
arbitrary arrests and
prolonged detention
ofundertrials

ASHIT MOHAN PRASAD

espite repeated judicial
pronouncements, the
criminal jurisprudence
governing arrest procedures
in India continues to reflect
elements of arbitrariness

and Courts

ed,and therefore, not dtosup-
portthe naﬁon’s growth aspirations

will be, by d

unable to criticise the pr of

Watching;

and unable to Jmagmc the

ncularlysxgn:ﬁcantas India; preparesw
implement the New Education Policy
(NEP) with its expansive vision of edu-
cation that is equitable, multi-discipli-

pain of another human being.”

(Thewriterisajournalistand faculty
member at SPJIMR; Syndicate: The
Billion Press)

have
that deprivation of liberty,
freedom, and dignity must
be undertaken with utmost

guided by strict objectivity
and necessity.

Procedural safeguards
have also been reinforced
in Purkayastha v. State,
wherethe Courtclarified that
under the UAPA and Section
47 of the BNSS, it is manda-
tory to inform the accused of
the specific “grounds” of the
arrest, along with the right to
seek bail.

Morerecently,on February
2, 2026, the Supreme Court
upheld guidelines issued by
the Telangana High Court,
restraining the police from
mechanically registering
FIRs over harsh, offensive,
or critical political speech on
social media withoutconduct-
ingapreliminaryinquiry. The
Court clarified (hat cnmma]

vt d

care, caution, and

when

appllcauonofmmd TheFun-
damental Rights guaranteed
under Articles 14, 19, and 21

RIGHT IN THE MIDDLE

Whenlifeis staged for the feed

Experiences have started
becomingevidence

SHAGORIKA HERYANI

for comfort than for photography; the
bookshop that feels more like a back-
drop than a place to browse; and the
park bench positioned perfectly for
sunset selﬁes Cities now quietly rede-
sign th for d ion.

ised. Automatic.

Theeconomics have followed the psy-
chology. You can now outsource taste
entirely. Subscription boxes for identi-
ty. Personal shoppers for personality.
else curating your clothes,

chose the because it was
I‘l}av'mg amoment. My friend asked

if I'd been before. I hadn’t, but it
had shown up in my social media feed
atleast three times the previous week.
That, it turned out, was the point.

Thespace wasallsoftcurvesand ter-
racotta. Every surface textured, every
corner Instagrammable. The whole

Iscelsdesioned tolaakll

impossibly chic living room. I photo-
graphed my Martini, took a selfie with
our drinks, shota boomerang for good
measure, then finally took a sip. My
friend happily posed with me. Content
done, we slipped back into conversa-
tion, asif thelast few minutes had been
entirely normal.

Itwasn't. And we both knewit.

Something shifted over the last dec-
ade. Weall feltit, but nobody namedit.
Experiencesstopped being privateand
started becoming evidence.

Once you notice it, you see it every-
where. The coffee shop, designed less

engineer lighting, Hotels
have staff whose sole job is to help you
create “shareable moments”worthy of
yourfollowers'attention. Evenairports
come with designated photo zones.

An entire infrastructure is built
around the assumption that nothing
quite counts unlessitis seen.

The word “curated” has crept into
every corner of our lives. Curated
playlists. Curated feeds. But this isn't
curation. Curationimplies Judgement
restraint, and intent. This is staging.
Everyday life has become content, and
we are the unpaid creative directors of
ashow no one explicitly agreed to pro-
duce.

Even private moments aren'tspared.
We rearrange bookshelves before vid-
eo calls. We photograph coffee before
drinking it. We choose holidays for
how they'll look online, restaurants
for their lighting, and outfits for how
they’ll read against a background. The
performance isn't forced. It's internal-

your home, and even your sense of self.
We've handed over authorship of who

of the G cannot be
sacrificed even in grave or ex-
ceptional circumstances.
Therecent Supreme Court
decisiondenying bail to Umar
Khalid and Sharjeel Imam in
the 2020 Delhi riots conspir-
acy case has reignited debate
on the application of the Un-
lawful Activities (Prevention)
Act, 1967 (UAPA). Without
entering into the merits of
thecase. it must be noted that
whilerejecting bail, the Court
observed that delay in trial

speedl amountstoincitement
toviolence or posesagenuine
threatto publicorder. Thisen-
dorsement represents a vital
safeguard against the misuse
of arrest powers in cases in-
volving political expression.

Overcrowded prisons

The broader contextisreflect-
ed in India’s prison statistics.
As of the end of 2023, India
housed over 5.3 lakh pris-
oners across approximately
1,400 prisons, with an aver-
ageoccupancyrateofaround
120%, down from 131.4% in
2022.This margmal improve-

we are to people with better
and no stake in the outcome.
Andwe'retired.
Becausethe performanceneverends.
Casual moments require planning.
Weekend plans are chosen for narra-

gineered from photos we want to take.
The question has shifted from “Will I
enjoy this?” to “Will this look like I en-
joyed this?”

‘What's been lost isn’t authenticity;
itis the freedom of being unobserved,
even by ourselves. The permission to
do something because it pleased you,
without translating it into meaning,
signal, or proof.

The restaurant was genuinely ex-

inary. Thefoodd i

Y
‘TheMartini was perfectly balanced. The
serviceinvisiblein the bestway.
But I'd already chosen the filter be-
fore I'd finished drinking it.

widened
without creatingmatchinginfrastruc-
ture or faculty strength. Added to this are special varsities
such as folk and music universities, established without a
sustainableacademicor financial blueprint, furtherstretch-
ing limited resources. Public universities cannot charge
exorbitant fees like private institutions; so, the contention
that they could generate their own fundsiis flawed. The sug-
gestion to tap into Corporate Social Responsibility fundsis
easiersaid than done, given thelack of institutional
Amajority of Vice-Chancellorsare; acadenuctanswhocome
with little administrative experience to run large organisa-
tions or engage with major corporations.

Fortunately, the legal tolerance for this ad hocism is
wearing thin. In January, the Supreme Courtissued astern
directive against the mass reliance on temporary teachers.
Itreiterated thatone temporaryteacher cannotbereplaced
byanother, described the practice of disguising permanent
workas guest facultyas exploitation, and ordered all higher
educationinstitutionsto fill chronic facultyvacancleswnthm
fourmonths. Highereducationin Karnataka
ining, notrhetoricaljustification. State universitiesmust be
enabled to produce capable, industry-ready graduates, not
mediocrity shaped by neglect. Starving them of funds while
normahsmg contracmalteachmg isa pohcy failure. Umver—

stbud es; theyar of

education, and they must betreated assuch. B

LETTERS TOTHEEDITOR
Conduct awareness campaigns on online safety

With reference to the article ‘Help to friend turns into
Rs 7-cr nightmare’ (Feb 23), the rise in cybercrimes and
subsequent online identity theft, fraud, phishing, and
financial hacking affecting citizens of all age groups is
deeply concerning. Lack of awareness and weak digital
security practices have cost people crores of hard-

Educate public

The sharp rise in cybercrimes over
the past few years is alarming. Many
individuals fall victim to phishing
scams and identity theftduetoa

lack of awareness about basic online
safety practices. The authorities
concerned must conduct widespread
awareness campaigns to educate
citizens about cybersecurity. Simple
steps such as using strong passwords
and verifying suspicious links can
prevent serious losses. Cyber safety
is essential, and educating the public
is the first step towards building a
safer digital society.

Ishika Pramod, Bengaluru

Rise above theatrics

Apropos ‘Al summit protest:

Modi blasts Cong’s ‘naked and

dirty’ politics’ (Feb 23), the

recent reports highlight how quickly
serious platforms can turn into po-
litical battlegrounds. While protests
area democratic right, international
forums should not be reduced to par-
tisan spectacles. Political rhetoric on
either side must remain measured.
India’s global image benefits more
from constructive debate than sharp
exchanges. Indians deserve politics
that rises above theatrics, especially
on global stages.

Kasak Jain, Bengaluru

earned rupees. There is an urgent need for stronger
cyber laws, stricter enforcement, and widespread digital
literacy campaigns. Schools and colleges should educate
students about online safety, and awareness campaigns
must be raised in public areas to prevent such crimes.
Suhasini Thapa Mangar, Bengaluru

Forafairshare

The debate around the 16th Finance
Commission underscores a persis-
tent strain in India’s fiscal federal-
ism. While retaining the states’ share
at41% offers continuity, the growing
reliance on cesses and surcharges,
which fall outside the divisible pool,
effectively shrinks states’ resourc-
es. True cooperative federalism
demands greater transparency.
Nandini Malviya, Bengaluru

cannotbetr “trump
i card” for ic release.
Chargesareyettobe framed,

and the accused have under-
gone more than five years of
pre-trial incarceration, rais-
ing serious concerns regard-
ing the constitutional man-
date of a speedy trial.

In Vernon Gonsalves v.
State of Maharashtra, the
Supreme Court underscored
that even within the con-
straints of the UAPA, courts
mustundertakeameaningful
judicialexercisetodetermine
whether the alleged acts fall
within the scope of the stat-
ute, Similarly, in Javed Gulam
Nabi Sheikhv. State of Maha-
rashtra, the Court held that
if the State or prosecuting
agency lacksthe wherewithal
toensureaspeedy trial under
Article 21, it cannot oppose
bail solely on the ground of
the gravity of the offence.
In Jalaluddin Khan v. Union
of India, the Courtreaffirmed
that “bailis the rule and jail is
theexception”.

The judiciary has also ex-
amined the issue of arrest,
which confers wide discre-
tionary powers upon the
police. In the landmark judg-
ment of Arnesh Kumar v.
State of Bihar, the Supreme
Courtheld thatarrest should
be an exception and not the
rule, particularly for offences
punishable with imprison-
mentoflessthanseven years.
The Bombay High Court,
in Ch har Bhimsen

mentislargelyattr
efforts by the National Legal
Services Authority (NALSA)
and State Legal Services
Authorities to identify un-
dertrial prisoners eligible for
release. The Supreme Court
has urged subordinate courts
to adopt a liberal approach
in bail matters and directed
district-level undertrial re-
view committees to conduct
quarterly prison visits to ad-
dress cases of prolonged in-
carceration.

Disturbingly, nearly half
of all undertrial prison-
ers are aged 18-30, and ap-
proximately 60% are either
illiterate or educated below
Class 10. The Supreme Court
receives nearly 70,000
bail applications annually,
many of which ought to be
resolved by the subordinate
courts. The present prison
scenario starkly undermines
the fundamental principle
of “innocent until proven
guilty”. As early as Joginder
Kumar v. State of Uttar
Pradesh, the Court observed
that a significant percentage
of arrests were unnecessary
and unjustified.

There is, therefore, an
urgent need to faithfully im-
plement the safeguards laid
down in judicial precedents
and statutory provisions. A
uniform, liberal, and con-
scientiousapproachtoarrest
and bail would notonlyallevi-
ate prison overcrowding but

1 (o s

Naikv. Stateof Maharashtra,
ruled that where an accused
complies with a notice under
Section 35(5) of the Bharati-
ya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhi-
ta (BNSS), arrestis ordinarily

Our readers are welcome to email letters to:
letters@deccanherald.co.in (only letters
emailed — not handwritten — will be accepted).
Allletters must carry the sender’s postal
address and phone number.

'y. Further, in Sa-
tender Kumar Antil v. CBI,
the Supreme Court reiterat-
edthatthediscretion toarrest
must be exercised sparingly,

m
al commitmentto libertyand
dignity. Mere accusation or
suspicion must not become
a justification for eroding
the spirit of the Constitution,
which places Fundamental
Rightsatits core,

(The writer is a former
Director Generalof Police and
former Chief Information
Commissioner, Karnataka)
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From care infrastructure towomen’s Work- Whatthe Budget signals

AAKASH DEV

engagedmcaregvmgacnvmes compared
J] 21%0fmen. W

convenient truth about its economy:
growth cannot be sustained without
bringing more women into paid work.
The Union Budget 2026 reflects this real-
isation in part through investments in the
care sector a.nd allied health servnces But

India has begun to acl anin-

Iy 140 mi d: d

six hours daily on unpaid work overall, al-
mostthree timesasmuchasmen. Thisun-
pmdlabourdoesnmshowupm(}DP butits
economicvalue ial. Ineffect, the

These measures matter Care services
and allied health are femal

thec:

but as productivity-enhancing

sectors, Formal training and certification
can convert informal, poorly paid work
into stable employment while easing care
pressures within households. But these in-

perate at the margins of a much

economy is being subsidised by women’s
unpaid time, and this subsidy comes at the

larger problem. What the Budgetdoesnot
dois to recognise care itself as producnve

legallyp part- ume
work, could raise India’s female labour
force participation rate by around six per-
centage points.
Thisisnotamarginal gain. A six-pointin-
crease would bring millions of women into
theworkforce, boosting output, household
incomes, and fiscal revenues. The mech-

infrastructure.

Thisshift thecase
forpubli ision. Internati idence
shuwsthatmvesunemmmreservlcesgen»
erates high par-

initiatives are a start, but they need to be
embedded within a broader strategy that
includes publicly funded childcare and el-
dercareservicesatscale; legal recognition
offormal, protected part-time work; incen-

ticularly for women. It also frees up time
for paid work, creating a virtuous cycle
of participation, income growth, and tax
revenues. At present, India relies heavily

and limits growth. Treating

tofc costoftheir par paid work. ortreatit tri- - anisms are straightforward. When care
macroeconomic blind spot—unpaid care The result is a persistent gap in labour b macro- ibilities are shared more evenly on households, and within them, women,
work that holds back female labour force  forceparticipation. Despiterecentimprove- Ci ins framed and flexible, formal work options exist, to absorb the costs of care. This model de-
participation (FLFPR). ments, ¥ uupauum inswell ention, notasastructural - and women are far more likely to enter presses labour supply, reinforces gender
W i holds,ena-  belowit inurb: found: flabour markets. inpaid loyment. India’sla- i

um.‘ fu andinhigh sectors. bour opolicy frameworkstill ~ care as a public good rather than a private
etitremai gel Toitscredit, the Union budgetdoestake - What the evidence tells us. assume a worker unencumbﬁred by care, obllg:mon would ahﬂn social policy with

invisible in national accounting. Until this ~ steps towards recognising care as an eco- Recentmacr an that fits male macre

invisibility is corrected, India’s efforts to
raise FLFPRwill remain partialand fragile.
The care burden GDP ignores

Time-used. kes theimbalance stark.

nomic coneern. Paragraph 54 announces
the creation of a strong care ecosystem,
with 1.5 lakh caregivers to be trained in
the coming year. Paragraph 53 commits

According to the Economic Survey 2025
26, over 40% of women of working age are

to ding training capacity for allied

ensthe case fora more fundz\mental shift.
A paper for NCAER, co-authored by the
writerand ProfRatnaSahayand published
'm(heEcunomicandPalitiml Weekly. mod-

patterns far more than female ones.
Including unpaid care work in national

accountswould not merely improve meas-

urement; it would changs incentives. If

of redistri e carewere output,
health pmfessnonals with a target of add-  work and formahsmg par(4 me employ- investments in chﬂdcare, eldercare, and
fiveyears. ment. Th iking: isi disability care would appear not as social

ing100,000p

The government in Tehran sees capitulating to Washington’s demands on uranium
enrichment and ballistic missiles as riskier to its survival than going to war, analysts say

ERIKA SOLOMON

acing high-stakes brinkman-

shipas American warshipsand

fighter jets mass off its shores,

Iran has refused to concede to

President Trump’s demands

onitsnuclear programmeand
weapons — a stance that has bewildered
US officials.

The authoritarian clerics who rule Iran
see those concessions — which, in their
view. could compromise their coreideolo-
gyand sovereignty—asa greater threatto
theirsurvival than therisk of war.

A dangerous mismatch in perceptions
between Iran and the Umted States lswhy
effo-

increasing-
ly frz\glle experts say, and a new regional
conflict seems almostinevitable.

“Avoiding war is indeed a high priority,
but notat any cost,” said Sasan Karimi, a
po[mcal saenn.st at the University of Teh-
ranwhoser fice
forstrategy in Iran's previous government.
“At times, a political state — especially an
ideological one — may weigh its place in
historyas heavilyas, or even more heavily
than, itsimmediate survival.”

US and Iranian negotiators are strug-
gling tobreakanimpasse over theirrespec-
tiveredlines.

’I'he Trump administrationsaysitwants

enrichmentto
ensure it cannct build a nuclear weapon.
US officials have also somenmv:s insisted
onlimitingt} fIra llistic mis-
siles and ending the country 's support for
allied militiasacross the region.

For Iran, which says its nuclear pro-
gramme is for peaceful purposes only,
nuclear enrichment is a right that the
supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei, upholds and that his officials cannot
abandon. AndIransees possessing missiles
thatcanreach as farasIsrael as critical for
self-defence.

US and Iranian officials are set to meet
inGenevathis Thursday for talks seenasa
last-ditch effort to find a compromise be-
fore Trump orders a strike. According to
people briefed on internal administration
deliberations, the two sides will considera
proposal thatoffersanoff-ramptowar: Al-
lowing Iran a limited nuclear enrichment
programme for civilian purposes.

Trump’sadministrationviews Tehranas
soweak thatitshould USd d:

Amarchin Tehran this month marked the anniversary of the Islamic utlon. Iraniis facing an economic crisisand
amajor buildup of US firepower in the Persian Gulf. nvt

For Iran, refusing US
demandsis arisk worth taking

The vice president, J D Vance, told Fox
last week that despite the threat of war,
Iranians “are not yet willing to actually
acknowledgeand work through” the pres-
ident’s demands.

Yet it is the very perception of Iran’s
weakness that experts say makes Tehran
determined toresist.

“For Iran, submitting to US terms is
more dangerous than suffering another
US strike,” said Ali Vaez, the Iran director
of the International Crisis Group. “They
don'tbelieve thatoncetheycapitulate, the
USwillalleviate the pressure. They believe

regional officials have said.

Last June, Iran suffered heavy blows
during a 12-day war launched by Israel
and briefly joined by US warplanes. That
conflict coupled with biting international
sanctions have plunged Iran’s economy
deeperinto crisis.

In January, authorities used deadly
force to crush nationwide protests de-
manding Ayatollah Khamenei’s ouster.
Somesmaller protests re-emerged overthe
weekend,demonstrating how hostile many
Iraniansare towards their leaders.

Ontopofthat,thegovernmentin Tehran

thatwould on the UStogofor
thejugular.”

attack would go as far as trying to topple
the political system in Iran, and whether
Tehran would be able to retaliate enough
tomakethe conflict painful for Trump, too.

Tehran would probably seek to absorb
limited strik i toat-
tacks on US bases in the Mlddle East,asit
didlast June, according to Farzin Nadimi,
a defmce aualyst focused on Iran at The

year, analystssaid.

One unknown is whether Iran could
launch strikes on oil tankers passing
through strategic shipping lanes like the
Strait of Hormuz, or haveits Houthi allies
strikevesselsin the Red Sea, said Moham
madA an
oftheregional newswebsite Amwaj.media.

I.f anew conflict were to drive ga.su]me

Near East Policy,
athink tank.

If Trump choosesto go further, US fore-
es, probably with the help of Israel, would
havetoracein the first few daystotake out
as much of Iran’s military capabilities as
possibletohamperan attemptata far ﬁerc-

Ayatollah Khamenei has repeated-
ly stressed his view that Washington's
eventual aim is to topple Iran’s system of
governance.

“Nuclear energyis not the problem, nor
are human rights; America’s problem is
with the very existence of the Islamic Re-
public,” he saidin aspeechin 2024.

Danny Citronowicz, an expert at the
Atlantic Council who previously headed
the Iran branch of Israel’s Defence Intel-
hgeuce smd that beyond strategic calcuA

istic missiles, Ay;

is facing a major buildup of US
in the Persian Gulf, including two aircraft
carner strike groups, and a massmgofre—

jetsacrossthe

Middle East.

Trump’s lead negotiator with Iran,
Steve Witkoff, described the president
as “curious as to why they haven't” capit-
ulated, in aninterview with Fox News over
the weekend.

l(lwmr—-nm ichment
as “a pillar of the regime itself.” If Iran’s
leaders concede on those points, “they
will actually undermine the existence of
theregimeitself,” he said.

“Ithinkthey don’thaveany other choice
than to take the bet on the military side,”
headded.

Two of the main questions ahead of any
potential confrontation are whether a US

erand broader

Thatwould require “an extensive effort
both by the US and Israelis — not only the
air power, but also ground elements — to
make sure that their missile threat is neu-
tralised,” he said.

Iran would in turn try to mimic the suc-
cessofthe Houthimilitia, itsallyin Yemen,
regional experts say.

In 2023, the Houthis derailed a US
military campaign that aimed to stop
the group’s attacks on international
shipping in the Red Sea. The group per-
sistently attacked US drones and inter-
national vessels, including an American
aircraftcarrier.

The 31-day confrontation cost Wash-
ington well over $1 billion, and Trump ul-
timately struck a deal instead of risking a
drawn-out military entanglement.

Iran could try to create a protracted
and deadly confrontation that could
hurt Trump in a midterm election

pricesup pergallon, that
could feel veryrisky for Trump before mid-
termelections this fall, he said.

USand Israeli forces could deal a quick
and devastating blow, astheydidlast June,
when a string of top Iranian military offi-
cials were killed within hoursand Iran’s nu-
clearand military facilities were battered.

But Tehran learned lessons from that
war, Iranianand regional officials say, and
has prepared several layers of leadership
to replace anyone killed. This aims to en-
sure that the system survives the conflict
even if Ayatollah Khamenei and other
leadersdid not.

Regional officials speaking to Tehran
and Washington say that if Trump choos-
es to strike, his aim will pmbably be to
joltthelranian
toforce itback to the negotiating table on
histerms.

Butse Iranrefused
tocapitulate to USterms after the last war
and that if it survived another, it would
probably refuse again.

“To think that a war every time either
makes Iran more flexible or facilitates
diplomacy is nothing but a delusion,”
Vaezsaid.

The New York Times

RaLsmg femalelabourforce participation

tives for empl t0 support care-com-
patibleworkar d i
measurement of unpaid care in national
accounts.

Wxt.hout these, gzuns m FLF'PR will re-
mainc
ability to coperather than ondurable insti-
tutional support.

India’s growth story increasingly de-
pends on women’s work, paid and unpaid
alike. But as long as unpaid care remains
invisiblein GDP and marginalin policy de-
sign, women’s participation will stay con-
strained. Recognising care as economic

is often framed as a socla] goa] Butit xs a
growt India’

ic dividend matures and labour shm‘tages
emerge in key sectors, excluding women
from the workforce is no longer econom-
ically tenable. The Budget’s care-related

infrastructureis notabout bolism; it :
about unlocking labour supply, productiv-
ity,and long-term growth.

(The writeris Associate Fellow, NCAER.
Views arepersonal,)

Inclusionin

AMIRTHAA GR
AND KETOKI MAZUMDAR

very year, Mattel tries to
Emake Barbieliveuptoher

iconic tagline, “You can
be anything.” This year, that
effort takes the form of the new
Autistic Barbie, developed in
collaboration with the Autistic
SelfAdvocacy Network (ASAN)
and designed by Arushi Pratap,

thetoysaisle

from across the autism spec-
trum. But that may be precisely
what makes it representative
and inclusive. The headphones
might resonate with those who
have sensory difficulties, while
the AAC tablet might be relata-
ble to others. Since most of her
accessories can be mixed and
matched, Astronaut Barbie
could have a fidget toy, and the
Pop Star Barbie could perform
withher pink headphones This

an autistic Indi; ican
fashion designer.

The doll is the latest addition
to the Barbie Fashionistas line.
Shewears pink noise-cancelling
headphones to help with senso-
ry overload and carries a fidget
toy to ease stress and improve
focus. She also comes with a
pink tablet featuring Augmen-
tative and Alternative Commu-
mcanon (AAC) appsto support

isimpor
ualsareusually characterised by
their disability rather than their
interests and aspirations.

This is not the first time au-
tism or disability has been rep-
resented in toys. Adapted dolls
with hearing aids or prosthetic
limbs and inclusive figures
from brands like LEGO have
appeared in recent times. Re-
search suggests higher self-es-

9 d di

dail Heroutfit
isarelaxed, loose-fitting purple
dress withshortsleeves and flat
shoes designed for comfortand
stability,

There are other subtler
changes too. Unlike Barbie’s
iconic lifted heels, this doll also
has flat soles. She gazes slightly
sideways to represent potential
eyecontactdifficultiesthatsome
autistic people experience. Her
elbowsand wristsare moveable
to help her with stimming and
otherhand movements thatare

abled and special needs children
who play with more represent-
ative toys. This representation
also shapes how other children
respond to disabilities. Studies
showthatwhen childrenare not
exposed positively todisabilities
and special needs in their social
environment, they are more
likely to react with pity, exclu-
sionand/or dismissal.

Much depends on parents
and immediate social environ-
ment. Their attitudes sn‘ungly

fl how children view

of the autistic community.

Efforts to make toys more
representative are not new.
In the past, such efforts were
often improper and ignorant.
Mattelitselfhas produced afew
of these, such as Share a Smile
Becky, the Down syndromedoll,
and “Coloured” Franice and
Oreo Barbie.

Barbie, in her classic form, is
far from representative. Stud-
ies have consistently found that
girls between five and eight
yearsold exposed to Barbie had
lower body esteem and a desire
for thinness. Mattel’s release of
their Barbie Fashionistas! Doll
collection did not change things.
The new Barbie came in vari-
ous “body types, skin colours,
and hair textures” and includ-
ed a wheelchair-using doll and
another with skin conditions.
However, even these versions
remained farfromaverage. The
“curvy”Barbie's measurements
still reflected a narrow beauty
ideal. Barbie has never been an
accurate reflection of the aver-
age Americanwoman—andshe
certainly is not representative
of the average Indian woman
either.

Keeping inmind how thisdoll
itself is a flawed impression of
feminism, the autistic Barbie
marks a positive step forward.
Some argue that the doll feels
likeacollection of different traits

and interact with individuals
with special needs and/or dis-
abilities. Parents of children
with disabilities often express
a clear need for more repre-
sentative toys. Among parents
of children without disabilities,
openness towards disabilities
shapes whether their children
play with such toys.

Affordability and access re-
main real barriers. The Autistic
Barbie is priced at around Rs
800 on e-commerce platforms
—unaffordable for many Indian
families. Otheradapted toysare
not easily available in India un-
less a huge shipping fee is paid.
While “sensory and calming”
toys are increasingly marketed,
adapted toys such as dolls with
hearing aids and transformers
with missing limbs are still rare
inthe Indian toy stores.

This is only possible when so-
cial perceptions of special needs
anddisabilitiesare more positive,
and thischange canonlyhappen
when there are more conversa-
tionsaboutinclusivity. Onlythen
can the promise behind Barbie’s
tagline—that “you can be any-
thing"™—begin to ring true for
everyone.

(Amirthaais a third-year
undergraduate psychology
student, and Ketokiisan
assistant professor in the
Department of Psychology at
FLAME University, Pune)

=
OUR PAGES 2= OF HISTORY OASIS | ACHARYAPRASHANT
S [T The fragile promise of happiness
ASEAN_leadeT S fil\"()llr Survey admitsslowdown ‘eare constantly told thatthe  excitement or relief fora while, but it This is not accidental. H: r ber being sad.
economic over mjhtar_v pacts purposeoflifeistobehappy.  cannotsettle. aswe understand it today, is largely a that depends on its opposite cannot
New Delhi, Feb 23 It sounds harmless, and very Lookclosely atwhatusually passes  conditioned phenomenon. We have support us for long.
Bali (Indonesia), February 23 The pre-budget Economic Survey 2000~ few people ever quesnon it. Yethidden forhappiness: A promotion, aholiday.  been trained to call certain excite- The opposite of happiness is not
Leaders of five non-Communist South- 2001, while painting a difficult economic inside thisadvice istheseed of lifelong  approval, entertainment. None of ments happiness. The thrillof buy-  sadness; it is maturity. Maturity is the
East Asian nations said today that situation, has warned of a persistent dissatisfaction. The moment happi- these are wrong by them- ing something new, thewarmth  willingness to see life as it is, without

slowdown in the Gross Domestic Prod-
uct (GDP) growth rate in the coming
financial year and suggested hard meas-

ness becomes the goal, the mind also
begins running from unhappiness.
Itstarts moving in two directions at

selves. But notice how they
work. They feel meaning-
ful only because the inner

economic rather than military co-opera-
tion was the key tostability in the region.
There was, however, general agreement

ofapproval, the comfort of demanding that it comfort or enter-
being noticed. Over time, tain you. A mature mind does not ask
these associations become for I itasks for

that security co-operation between them uresin the forthcoming budget torein once, chasing. one thing while trying stateis already restless fixed. Without this condi- ing. And in understanding, something
b i lindeed b up in fiscal deficit and going r. Slowly, the pursuit  and hungry. Happinessis tioning, much of what we stable arises: Joy. It does not depend
wherenecessary, though on bilateral basis. economic reforms. “The economy is Ltselfhecames Lhe disturbance. not an independent experi- onoutcomes. It arises from insight,

v chase would lose its appeal far

ence. [tisareaction, a short more quickly than we imagine. from being aligned with what is real
easing of discomfort, a small rise Happinessis fragile. It leans rather than what s merely pleasant.
m the emotional graph produced by on people, T E glitters and fades. Joy

Malaysian Premier Datuk Hussein Onn currently ata difficult stage. Some prob-

said, “If we can make progress in economic lems of growth are likely in the coming
peration, we will b year;”according to the Survey, tabled by

tial contribution towards our respective

The one wha is always chasing has
already accepted something, though
he may never put it into words: he

Finance Minister Yashwant Sinha in the believes himselfto be i lete. And And because moods. Remove one condition, and remains, because it asks for nothing.
national and regional securiry” Lok Sabha, amind that feels incomplete cannot conditions never stay put, happiness the structure begins to shake. We To choose joy is not to gain something

receive anything lasting. It may feel keeps collapsing. know we are happy only because we new. Itis to finally rest.



THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

Monday, February 23, 2026 | A13

OPINION

Ignore the Al Hysteria

Scaremonger-
ing that arti-
ficial intelli-
gence will kill
mankind has
died  down.
But
both AT boos-
terism  and
backlash
about Al kill-
ing jobs are
whipping up public hysteria.
In 1812 Luddites took ham-
mers to knitting machines for
fear of jobs. Substack and
podcasts, equally misin-
formed, are the new word
hammers.

The first hysterical sce-
nario is utopia. Anthropic’s
Dario Amodei suggests that
“we are near the end of the
exponential.” Soon, we'll have
a “country of geniuses in a
data center.” Mass unemploy-
ment is coming, but don’t
worry, there’s no need to
work. Sit at home and play
“Assassin’s Creed” on your
Xbox, stream “Bridgerton”
Season 12, and chow down on
3-D printed Beyond Meat loaf
delivered by Rosie the Robot
from your foodarackacycle
(George Jetson’s serving ma-
chine). Like Burning Man, life
is one big party with infinite
resources and no politics. Ber-
nie Sanders photos are every-
where. Peace and love.

The second scenario is dys-
topia. Surely you've heard
that Musk-like “technofascist
oligarchs”—quite the mouth-
ful—will run everything. One
commentator thinks “we will
be well-cared-for pets.” The
new world order is “fully au-
tomated neo-feudalism,” and
youwre the serf. We'll have ro-
bot cars, robocops, termina-

INSIDE
VIEW
By Andy
Kessler

tors and a fully functioning
Skynet that grades social sta-
tus from Instagram likes—un-
less we're all entombed Ma-
trix-like in pods wearing
Neurolinks to capture our psy-
chic energy.

The promise of utopia al-
ways leads to dystopia—see
the Soviet Union, Cuba and
California—because  self-se-
lecting elites tax the living
daylights out of every produc-
tive endeavor. And mythical
job losses are always used as
excuse to implement universal

£ dery

then works its way down over
decades, seeping into the
economy sector by sector. But
this time it’s different, we
hear. Yeah, right.
Corporations use technol-
ogy to automate processes
and profit (no hissing). That
profit funds employees to
solve bigger problems for cus-
tomers. Higher productivity
kills jobs only if you take a
snapshot and ignore the dy-
namics of changing job activ-
ity. Farmers, buggy-whip man-
ufacturers, customer service

pen. Who are they going to
sell to? Influencers? It’s self-
defeating.

Productivity is a job cre-
ator, not destroyer. Desktop
publishing meant everyone
could create magazines.
Spreadsheets meant everyone
could be an analyst. An-
thropic’s Claude now allows
everyone to create code. Tech-
nology may kill old jobs but
then, voila, it creates millions
of new ones.

Sure, generative Al will
fundamentally change how

basic inc S
Don’t fall for it.

Mustafa Suleyman, CEO of
Microsoft Al, speeds things
up: “White-collar work, where
you're sitting down at a com-
puter, either being a lawyer or
an accountant or a project
manager or a marketing per-
son—most of those tasks will
be fully automated by an Al
within the next 12 to 18
months.” Note he said tasks,
not jobs. All boosters believe
Al will usher in a new era of
productivity (I agree), so ac-
cording to Mr. Amodei, half of
all entry-level jobs could be
toast and unemployment
could spike up to 20% (I ada-
mantly disagree).

Neither scenario will hap-
pen, not in this century any-
way. There is too much left to
do. Reality will be a third sce-
nario: paced obsolescence and
growth. Productivity is always
positive for society, but it
doesn’t change things over-
night. Like the concept of cre-
ative destruction introduced
by Joseph Schumpeter, new
technology starts at the high
end, where it is economically
feasible (AI for coding and
customer service today) and

We won'’t see a utopia
or dystopia. We'll see
faster growth and
more productivity.

operators become Crispr gene
slicers, Al engine optimizers,
legal arbitrageurs using pre-
diction markets and other
jobs mostly unimaginable, yet.
Utopian-living George Jetson
worked—at Spacely Space
Sprockets.

Can we have 20% unem-
ployment and a growing econ-
omy? Not for long. We some-
times get a “jobless recovery”
coming out of recessions, as
we did following the financial
crisis or Covid. But jobs are
soon created as productivity
supplies excess capital to in-
vest in new and more complex
problems. And we never run
out of problems. Stop taking
snapshots.

Riddle me this: With high
unemployment, who's going to
buy all the stuff Al's enhanced
productivity promises for the
economy? Growth won’t hap-

operate. So what?
We need to embrace Al in ed-
ucation rather than ban it. So
many problems not yet solved
will match with tons of un-
tapped human potential just
begging to be unleashed, cre-
ating things not yet thought
of. Like what? Most guess
cancer treatments, longevity
discoveries and inhabiting
Mars, but no one really

OWS.

Then again, go back and try
to explain to your 2010 self
that a click of a button would
magically bring a car, with or
without a driver, to you
within five minutes. Or that
you could stream 4K TV
shows over Wi-Fi on your
phone or a 98-inch set. Or
that Generation Z gets its
news from TikTok. Imagine
how incredulous and cynical
yowd be.

New stuff is unimaginable,
except by its risk-taking cre-
ators. So ignore the Al hyster-
ics. And mass-unemployment
claims. They’re ignorant near-
sighted snapshots. The world
is much more dynamic. 1
promise you won’'t be any-
one’s pet.

Write to kessler@wsj.com.

The Cuban Regime’s Slow Collapse

President
Trump caused
an  interna-
tional uproar

i when he de-
L @ AN clared  that
AMERICAS the US. in-
By Mary tends to take
Anastasia ownership of
0’Grady Greenland—

one way or

another. With
an Arctic thaw making the
large island in the northern
Western Hemisphere ever
more strategically important,
Mr. Trump justified the use of
force, if necessary, on na-
tional-security grounds.

Another island closer to
home poses a more immedi-
ate risk than Greenland,
owned by U.S. ally Denmark.
Cuba, by all indications, is be-
ing used for intelligence gath-
ering by China, presenting a
clear and present danger. A
2024 paper by scholars at the
Center for Strategic and In-
ternational Studies listed
“four sites within Cuba that
are most likely to be support-
ing China’s efforts to collect
intelligence on the United
States and its neighbors.” The
authors note: “These sites
have undergone observable
upgrades in recent years,
even as Cuba has faced in-
creasingly dire economic
prospects that have drawn it
closer to China.”

It would be strange if the
Trump administration didn’t
recognize the current collapse
of the Cuban economy as a
unique opportunity to shore
up national security by re-

storing democracy on the is-
land. Yet Mr. Trump doesn’t
appear to have a plan to sup-
port such a transition. He said
the capture of Venezuelan
dictator Nicolds Maduro on
Jan. 3 leaves Cuba “ready to
fall.” But he also said a U.S.
action similar to what oc-
curred in Caracas is probably
unnecessary and that Cuba
should make “a deal” with
Washington.

Coming from a real-estate
magnate known for his trans-
actional approach to gover-
nance, this disturbs no small
number of freedom-loving Cu-
bans on the island and in ex-
ile. A free Cuba calls for an
unconditional surrender by
the ruling clique in Havana.
Anything less plays into the
hands of the next generation
of regime thugs, who are
looking to buy time.

The regime is running low
on everything it needs to op-
erate its system of repression.
Acute shortages of electricity
and gasoline have been exac-
erbated by the U.S. blockade
of oil shipments. But the hu-
manitarian crisis was well un-
derway before the U.S. oil
“quarantine.” Cuban privation
is the product of years of Ha-
vanese greed and corruption.

Secretary of State Marco
Rubio has called regime lead-
ership “incompetent.” That’s
wrong. It's quite good at what
it does, working to accumu-
late power and money. As 1
reported in this space in Jan-
uary 2025, a leak to the Mi-
ami Herald of internal gov-
ernment records showed that

“hundreds of millions of dol-
lars earned by companies on
the island that should go to
public services end up in the
accounts of GAESA”—a state-
owned conglomerate—“or its
subsidiaries.”

In 1959 Cubans gave up
their freedom, some will-
ingly, in exchange for prom-
ises that the state would pro-
vide for them. Now they have
neither liberty nor bread. So-
ciety is ready to explode.

Will Trump seize the
opportunity to free
the island or be
tempted into a deal?

Militarily, it would be easy
for the U.S. to tip the regime
over. But some 8.5 million
people are suffering the
breakdown of food distribu-
tion, widespread unemploy-
ment, the collapse of hospi-
tals, the failure of public
sanitation and potable-water
supplies, a housing deficit,
and epidemics of contagious
diseases. Even if international
aid could alleviate this suffer-
ing in the near-term, the risks
of “de-Baathification”—the
collapse of public security
‘with no replacement, as hap-
pened in Irag—haunt the U.S.
An orderly transition would
require assistance from the
rank and file.

Mr. Trump’s demurral at
the use of U.S. force in Cuba
hasn’t helped. As usual, Cuba

says it’s ready to talk, and the
words “opening” and “re-
form” float around. President
Obama fell for that.

No doubt those clinging to
power like what they see in
Venezuela where the regime
is still intact. The media says
Mr. Rubio is engaging with
the Castro family. But report-
ers rely on unnamed sources.
First the son of 94-year-old
Raul Castro, Alejandro Castro
Espin, was rumored to be in
Mexico “talking” to the Amer-
icans. When that appeared to
be untrue, the story line
shifted. The new Havana
counterpart, now whispered
to be doing the talking for
Cuba, is Raul Rodriguez Cas-
tro, grandson of the old man.

Mr. Rodriguez Castro,
known as “El Cangrejo”—the
crab—because of a birth de-
fect, never finished school.
But he is said to be much-
loved by his ruthless grand-
father and is buddies with
the crooks running GAESA.
He could be acting as a go-
between. Cuba denied this on
Friday, calling it speculation.
It’s possible that unnamed
Trump officials, by advancing
the story, are trying to sow
division inside the Cuban
government and give head of
state Miguel Diaz-Canel rea-
son to worry he is being
sidelined.

The regime has been cut-
ting deals with Washington,
on and off, for nearly seven
decades. Now is the time for
all of them to leave.

i to
0’Grady@wsj.com.

When Is a Tax Not a Tax?

By Philip Hamburger

alifornia’s proposed bil-
lionaire tax is unconsti-
tutional. The ballot ini-
tiative calling for one-time
retroactive 5% tax on the net
worth of the state’s billion-
aires has prompted much un-
ease, but the legal

everything called a tax. Con-
sider a hypothetical Bill
Gates Tax (imagined by legal
scholars Calvin Massey and
Eric Kades) that imposes an
income tax of 100% on Mr.
Gates and no one else. In
form, it’s a tax; in reality,
it's a confiscation.

against it have remained elu-
sive. It’s therefore important
to recognize that this tax is
an uncompensated taking or
at least a deprivation of prop-
erty without due process, con-
trary to the Fifth and 14th
amendments, respectively.

Disgruntled taxpayers often
grouse that taxation is state-
sanctioned theft, and libertar-
ians frequently complain
about regulatory takings. But
the billionaire tax is a prob-
lem for more basic reasons—
reasons that are crucial for all
of us, not only the hyper-
wealthy.

Although taxes are gener-
ally lawful, that isn’t true of

When it’s a taking,
like California’s
proposed wealth levy.

The example of the Bill
Gates Tax is extreme in de-
manding 100% of income
from one person. It’s less ex-
treme, however, than the Cal-
ifornia tax in taking only in-
come, not wealth, and in
being prospective,

Three considerations coin-
cide to make it especially
clear that the California pro-
posal is confiscatory.

Taxes are furthest from

takings when they’re prospec-
tive, recurring and equal in
their burdens—or, if not
equal, then sufficiently gradu-
ated to distribute their bur-
dens widely and proportion-
ately. The proposed California
tax is a retrospective one-
time measure targeting only
billionaires, making it an un-
compensated taking or at
least a deprivation of prop-
erty without due process of
law.

Although the Supreme
Court has never adopted such
reasoning in a tax case, it has
come close. In Eastern Enter-
prises v. Apfel (1998), it re-
Jjected the imposition of se-
vere liability that was
targeted, one-off and retroac-
tive, holding that it was a
taking.

Taxes can be targeted
without being unconstitu-
tional. They can take aim at
particular events, goods and
materials, and exceptions can
excuse particular companies.

California’s tax, however, tar-
gets a small class of individu-
als, billionaires, and doesn’t
burden anyone else, even for
small amounts. This is dis-
tinctive and worrisome—par-
ticularly when imposing mas-
sive payments.

Similarly, retroactivity isn’t
uncommon, and taxes don’t
have to be recurring. But
when added to the targeting,
these considerations confirm
that the California measure is
confiscatory.

The combination of these
features sets the billionaire
tax apart. A retroactive non-
recurring tax that profoundly
targets a small group and no
one else is an uncompensated
taking or at least a depriva-
tion of property without due
process. It should, therefore,
be held unconstitutional.

Mr. Hamburger teaches at
Columbia Law School and is
CEO of the New Civil Liberties
Alliance.

BOOKSHELF | By Gary Saul Morson
Russian Hearts

And Minds

Volga Blues

By Marzio G. Mian, translated by Elettra Pauletto
Norton, 304 pages, $31.99

‘ ake me up in a hundred years, ask me what is
happening in Russia,” mused Mikhail Saltykov-
Shchedrin, a 19th-century satirist, “and T'll tell

you with my usual frankness: We steal, we drink, we make

war.” That is pretty much what Marzio G. Mian, an Italian
journalist, found when he set out to discover “the mysteri-
ous Russian soul” by traveling the length of the Volga River,
which, he explains, has long been considered its “mirror.” On
his journey, which he documents in “Volga Blues: A Journey

Into the Heart of Russia,” Mr. Mian wanted to learn “what it

means to be Russian in this moment in history, when the

Russian Bear has emerged from hibernation with a hunger

for revenge, expansion, and glory.”

Everyone Mr. Mian meets is obsessed with Russianness,
always defined in opposition to the materialist West. Whereas
many Westerners see the period between the end of the
U.S.S.R. and the rise of Vladimir Putin as a time of freedom,
Russians, even those who have dared to be critical of the
Ukraine war, describe it as an era of national humiliation
when, as one Russian explains to Mr. Mian, “the West tried to

- destroy us by poisoning the
source of our identity.” Adopting
“a new social ideal . . . based on
egocentrism, hedonism, and nar-
cissism,” Russia almost allowed
itself to be destroyed. Now things

are different. As a well-known
rapper sings: “I'm lucky to be Rus-
sian so 1 can stick it to the world.”

In Soviet days, Mr. Mian is told
by a well-placed 35-year-old he
meets, “Russians had very strict
ideas about good and evil,” but in
the 1990s, unfortunately, “everyone
started to decide for themselves, a la

= carte,” what was right and wrong. For
many Russians, disagreement signals not free thought but cha-
otic disunity. So they appreciate, rather than deprecate, Mr.

Putin’s persecution of dissent, seeing it as necessary for national

survival. As one Russian explains to the author, Mr. Putin
“reminded Russians of the profound dangers of dissent while
also declaring his historic, if not divine, mandate to suppress it.”
In place of communism, Russians adopted messianic

nati i Mr. Mian’s travelogue, we meet person after
person who professes adherence to Russian Orthodox Chris-
tianity, but no one speaks of salvation, sacraments or even
Jesus. Priests as well as laymen view their religion as a lit-
urgy celebrating Russia’s glorious history. “Our faith and
Russia’s fate are inextricably linked,” one young priest
explains. He and others describe the Ukrainian war, regarded
as a struggle against corrupting Western civilization, in
apocalyptic terms. Another priest agrees that it is a battle
between good and evil, “the final battle.” Yet another con-

cludes that if Russians do not win, they are prepared for a

nuclear holocaust. “We’re ready to martyr ourselves, sacri-

fice ourselves, and the whole world if it’s unjust and evil.

There’s no need for a world like that.”

Americans are likely be astonished at how grievances from
centuries ago seem like fresh insults. A mercenary tells Mr.
Mian that “it’s time to even the score” with the Poles, who
invaded Russia in the early 17th century. A priest traces the
endless conflict of Russia and the West to the Crusaders’ sack
of Constantinople, formerly Byzantium, in 1204. “The vindic-
tive hate of the West toward Byzantium and its heirs continues
to this day,” he explains. “If Russians don’t understand this, we
risk forgetting where we came from, who we are, and what our
task is. Being Christian Orthodox is a matter not just of faith
but of defending the sacred world of Russian Slavdom.”

Joseph Stalin is back in fashion, not because he was a
communist—his admirers overlook that—but because he
defeated Russia’s enemies and extended its power. Vladimir
Lenin, by contrast, is looked down upon, not because he
murdered millions but because he was “too European.” Being
a tyrant is a plus, because only tyrants can foster collectiv-
ism. In 2017, Mr. Mian writes, Mr. Putin “commissioned a
statue of Ivan the Terrible in central Moscow. It immediately
became a pilgrimage destination.”

Stalin is back in fashion because he defeated
Russia’s enemies and extended its power.
Lenin is derided—he was ‘too European.

As Mr. Mian reports, Russians still regard heavy drinking
as a glorious national tradition. He describes a meeting with
an abbess as “an entirely alcohol-free conversation, perhaps
the only one of the trip.” His guide, Vlad, has “a penchant for
apocalyptic benders that can last days, even weeks, dulling
one’s consciousness as one plunges into the abyss in a des-
perate search for truth.” Observing that young people “have
been drinking much more since the war started,” a philolo-
gist adds: “Imagine what it means to drink more, in Russia.”

Unfortunately, it would be unwise to place too much trust
in Mr. Mian’s reports, since he makes so many obvious fac-
tual mistakes. He describes Stalin’s promotion to head of the
Leningrad Party in 1929, which never happened—Stalin was
by that time consolidating his power across the U.S.S.R. He
tells us that Ivan Goncharov, a 19th-century writer, published
three books, when he published four. Worst of all, he states
as fact that Ashkenazi Jews are descended from Central
Asian Khazar converts to Judaism, a groundless myth used
by Hamas and its sympathizers to deny the historical con-
nection of today’s Jews to the Holy Land.

Remarkably, Mr. Mian regards Leon Trotsky, not William
Shakespeare or Leo Tolstoy, as “the greatest writer . . . of all
time.” He blames President Bill Clinton for the failure of Rus-
sian democracy, as if a different American policy would have
prevented a country that had never enjoyed a democratic
government from reverting to authoritarianism.

To take his journey, Mr. Mian pretended to be not a jour-
nalist but a scholar writing a history of the Volga. He thinks
it lucky that, even though “a quick online search would
reveal my extensive reporting on Russia . . . especially on
sensitive topics,” the authorities did not find out. Anyone
who knows Russia will be amazed that it did not dawn on
Mr. Mian that the FSB, Russia’s successor to the KGB, knew
quite well what he was up to and was staging some meet-
ings. How many Potemkin villages did he visit?

To be sure, it is hard to know what is true in a land that,
as Mr. Mian correctly observes, consciously accepts what it
knows to be myths and lies. As Mikhail Bakunin, a 19th-
century anarchist, observed, “it’s painful to live in Russia if
you value the truth.”

Mr. Morson is a professor of Slavic literature at North-
western University.
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Neil Gorsuch Tries

s they wait out the latest winter storm,
Members of Congress ought to spend
time reading Justice Neil Gorsuch’s con-
curring opinion in the Supreme
Court’s rejection of President
Trump’s claim of emergency
power to impose tariffs (Learn-
ing Resources v. Trump). The
Justice has more confidence in
Congress than the Members
themselves do these days.
Justice Gorsuch rides shotgun to Chief Jus-
tice John Roberts’s excellent majority opinion,
and he mows down both the dissents and the
concurring opinion by liberal Justice Elena Ka-
gan. It’s an intellectual tour de force. But his
main theme isn’t an assertion of judicial power.
It’s an effort to encourage Congress to reclaim
its proper authority under the Constitution’s
separation of powers.

The Justice explains why
the legislative process is
‘the bulwark of liberty.

OUTLOOK

to Revive Congress

As the Court has ruled, this applies when lib-
eral Presidents impose vaccine or energy man-
dates, or when a Republican President claims
tariff power, based on no clear
law. This protects against one-
man or unaccountable bureau-
cratic rule, which is increas-
ingly how the U.S. has been
governed under Presidents of
both political parties as they
seek to avoid the hard work of getting some-
thing passed in Congress.

In our view, the recent weakness of Congress
vis-a-vis the President has many causes. Politi-
cal polarization and narrow majorities make it
harder for bipartisan coalitions to form. Media
focus on the Presidency draws more readers
than do stories on legislative process. The fail-
ure of civic education about the American sys-
tem produces a public that is more susceptible

The Justice spends 46 pages and

to d y and political idolatry.

defending the Court’s major questions doctrine,
which says the executive must point to clear
Congressional language to justify a regulation
with significant consequences. The liberal jus-
tices try to duck the doctrine while joining the
majority opinion, while the three dissenting
conservatives try to carve out exceptions on
foreign policy and tariffs.

Justice Gorsuch thoroughly rebuts both, but
his larger effort is to explain that the major
questions standard is meant to protect legisla-
tive authority. “The major questions doctrine
is not ‘anti-administrative state,” as Justice Ka-
gan has asserted, Justice Gorsuch writes. “It is
pro-Congress.” By holding agencies to a clear-
statement standard from Congress, the judi-
ciary protects against the usurpation of legisla-
tive power by Presidents.

“Our founders understood that men are not
angels, and we disregard that insight at our
peril when we allow the few (or the one) to ag-
grandize their power based on loose or uncer-
tain authority,” he writes. “We delude our-
selves, too, if we think that power will
accumulate safely and only in the hands of dis-
passionate ‘people . . . found in agencies.”

Jack Hughes

here isn't much that unifies all of

America these days, but the Olympic

overtime victories by the U.S. men’s
and women’s hockey teams
ought to qualify for anyone
with a modicum of patriotic
feeling.

First the women won on a
stellar goal by Megan Keller.
The gold-medal game was
closer than most expected since the U.S. team
had rolled through the field and has been
strong for a long time. But Team Canada put
up a spirited fight.

The victory by the men was even more spe-
cial as the first U.S. Olympic gold medal in
hockey since the 1980 “miracle on ice” over
the Soviets. The Canadian men have long been
dominant and beat the Yanks in overtime in
2010. That made Sunday’s victory all the more
satisfying for American hockey.

The best moment was watching Jack
Hughes—he of the gap-toothed hockey smile—
celebrate in ecstatic fashion with his team-
mates after he slipped a shot through the legs
of the Canadian goalie for the victory.

Anyone who has experienced the thrill of
a team victory after years of hard work knows

His joyful patriotism
was as inspiring as his
winning goal in overtime.

But as Justice Gorsuch makes clear, the diffi-
culty of passing legislation is a constitutional
feature, not a fault. “Deliberation tempers im-
pulse, and compromise hammers disagree-
ments into workable solutions,” he writes. “And
because laws must earn such broad support to
survive the legislative process, they tend to en-
dure.” He rightly calls the legislative process
“the bulwark of liberty.”

This ought to be a stirring message, espe-
cially to those in Congress and the press who
fret about the end of democracy. The left in par-
ticular likes to write vague laws that hand
power to bureaucratic “experts” who can dic-
tate how Americans should live. Justice Kagan
says forthrightly that this is a virtue.

No political system is perfect, and Congress
can run off the rails. The Smoot-Hawley tariff
0f 1930 showed how legislative logrolling can
end in disaster when a President (Hoover)
lacks the courage to veto. But Congress has
since ceded too much tariff power to a Presi-
dent who refuses to use it with restraint. Put-
ting limits on discretionary tariff authority
‘would be a good start on reviving the proper
role of Congress.

for President

such a moment is unlike few others in life. Mr.
Hughes, who plays professionally for the New
Jersey Devils, may never have to buy a drink
in New Jersey again.

But the 24-year-old was
even more impressive in his
interview after the game on
NBC. He paid tribute to the
team’s goalie, Connor Helle-
buyck, who saved the day
multiple times as Team Canada outplayed
the Yanks for most of the third period. And
then Mr. Hughes said without a trace of cyni-
cal calculation, “This is all about our country
now. I love the USA. I love my teammates.
It’s unbelievable. The USA hockey brother-
hood is so strong . . . I'm so proud to be
American today.”

Imagine that: An expression of unabashed
patriotism from an American athlete.

No doubt Canadians feel the loss to the U.S.
more acutely amid President Trump’s jingois-
tic and needless attacks on their sovereignty.
But Mr. Hughes paid tribute to the Canadians,
and his patriotism was born of passionate
competition rather than politics. Yet given
who else is likely to run, we could do worse
than Jack Hughes for President.

More About That Chinese Nuclear Test . . .

that China conducted a nuclear explo-

’]:[\ he Trump Administration said recently
sive test and tried to conceal it from

the world. The press doubts

with yield. Beijing is on an unconstrained nu-

clear break out to 1,000 warheads by 2030,

and refuses to even discuss arms control with
the U.S

the story and insists Presi- Beijing and Moscow Don’t buy that the alleged
dent Trump is courting nu- build their arsenals while test in China wouldn’t matter
clear war if he tests America’s L. if it was of low nuclear yield.
nuclear arsenal. So credit the ~ the U.S. restrains itself.  That isn’t reassuring. The Pen-

Administration for adding de-
tails to the record and edu-
cating the public about the threat from China
and Russia.

“On June 22, 2020, we are aware that China
conducted a nuclear explosive test,” the State
Department’s Christopher Yeaw said at the
Hudson Institute last week, reinforcing what
the Administration alleged this month in Ge-
neva. State said China had used a technique
known as decoupling to muffle the register and
evade detection.

Mr. Yeaw, an assistant secretary at State,
added details: “The probable explosion oc-
curred right near the Lop Nur nuclear test site”
in China. A station in Kazakhstan detected a
2.75 magnitude event. There is “very little pos-
sibility I would say that it is anything but an ex-
plosion, a singular explosion.”

The event was “entirely not consistent with an
earthquake” or “the ripple fire explosion that you
get in mining,” he added. It “is quite consistent
with what you would expect from a nuclear explo-
sive test of some certain yield.”

China is denying the allegation at a decibel
so high (“entirely unfounded”) it suggests that
State has struck a nerve. Beijing insists it
doesn’t conduct testing with yield, in voluntary
accordance with an international treaty it
hasn’t ratified. Yet the empirical record is that
China and Russia will act in their own per-
ceived interest regardless of international nu-
clear norms.

The U.S. government has said for years that
Moscow may be conducting nuclear testing

tagon warned late last year in
areport that China “is proba-
bly pursuing nuclear weapons with yields below
10 kilotons,” so Beijing can “conduct limited nu-
clear counterstrikes against military targets
and control nuclear escalation.”

In other words, China could be writing its
nuclear blackmail playbook for a Taiwan crisis.
The free world is at a known disadvantage in
such tactical nuclear weapons, and Beijing
wants to present the U.S. with the terrible op-
tions of surrender or resort to strategic weap-
ons and risk a larger nuclear war.

Russia commands as many as 2,000 tactical
nukes, and the recently expired New Start
treaty did nothing to constrain them, which
alone made the pact unworthy of renewing. One
of the higgest contributions Mr. Trump could
make would be a crash project to deploy a sea-
launched nuclear cruise missile on U.S. Navy
submarines before he leaves office.

Mr. Trump has reserved the right to test U.S.
nuclear weapons “on an equal basis” with ad-
versaries, which is not an escalation. The world
has changed since the U.S. stopped testing nu-
clear weapons in the 1990s, and simulations and
modeling aren’t a perfect substitute.

The U.S. nuclear deterrent has been a force
for peace in the world for 80 years, but prevent-
ing a nuclear exchange requires a capable and
credible American arsenal. The State Depart-
ment is right to explain, as it did this month,
that it’s time to end the era “of U.S. unilateral
restraint” that has limited only the free world’s
defenses.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

VantageScore Predicts Risk Better Than FICO

In “Washington Inflates Credit
Scores and Another Housing Bubble”
(Life Science, Feb. 15), Allysia Finley
gets it wrong. FICO’s model was the
industry standard credit score used
for mortgages during the 2008 Great
Recession that led to Fannie Mae and
Freddie Mac’s failure and subsequent
U.S. conservatorship, costing American
taxpayers billions of dollars. Research
from the Federal Reserve Bank of St.
Louis found FICO scores to be a poor
predictor of mortgage defaults prior to
the Great Recession.

Competition enables greater choice
and better outcomes for markets.
That’s why Congress passed and the
president signed into law the biparti-
san 2018 Credit Score Competition
Act. Lenders choose VantageScore not
because it’s an easier score, but be-
cause it uses more data and is better
at predicting a consumer’s credit risk.

Many of the nation’s leading lend-
ers, including JPMorganChase and
Bank of America, have studied mil-
lions of consumer mortgages and
compared VantageScore’s results
side-by-side with FICO over a decade.

They have found that VantageScore
4.0 is better at predicting risk. As a
result, mortgage lenders and consum-
ers will likely save nearly $600 mil-
lion in mortgage credit score fees in
2026. Analyses from Bank of America,
JPMorganChase and Bloomberg Intel-
ligence found VantageScore 4.0 cap-
tured up to 13% more incremental de-
faults than the legacy FICO Classic
credit score.

VantageScore was designed to im-
prove mortgage default prediction us-
ing additional trended credit data
and modern modeling techniques.
The model was built to withstand and
prevent the next crisis. Calling Van-
tageScore’s credit scoring model “po-
litical” because it incorporates rent
and utility payment data is mis-
guided. When has less data produced
more accurate results?

Mortgage credit score competition
strengthens mortgage markets. Cling-
ing to a single failed legacy credit
score isn't the right path forward.

S1vio TAVARES
President and CEO, VantageScore
San Francisco

Quality Time Is the Best Valentine’s Day Gift

In “On Valentine’s Day, I Want to
Hold Your Invisible Hand” (op-ed, Feb.
14), Roland Fryer misses the mark on
a lovely truth of romance and commit-
ment: Verification doesn’t need to
come from pricey displays of affection.

Last Valentine’s Day, I mistakenly
reserved a table at a fancy restaurant
for the wrong Friday. It was my first
Valentine’s Day with my new girl-
friend, and I was left scrambling
when I realized my blunder too late
to find a table anywhere.

We ended up having dinner at
home that night. I cooked her rata-
touille, and we shared a cheap bot-
tle of wine. To this day, it was one
of our best dates. We didn’t need
expensive gifts or fancy meals to
confirm our love; we just needed

honest, heartfelt time together.
Jack CHORLEY
San Francisco

My wife of 42 years and I spent
Feb. 14 this year in a hospital’s emer-
gency room for what turned out to be
a negative CT scan. Having each
other’s company during that adven-
ture confirmed our love for each
other more effectively than the cards
we exchanged earlier that day.

Years ago we stopped paying “the
highest possible price for the lowest
expected quality” for a Valentine’s Day
dinner out, as Mr. Fryer puts it. This
year, I looked forward to a normally
priced, relaxed dinner out on Feb. 16.

GREGORY MARSHALL
Marietta, Ga.

Timed Testing Doesn’t Measure Competence

I have received accommodations
for extended time on exams because I
have dyslexia. Without these accom-
modations, I wouldn’t have gone on
to build a career in emergency medi-
cal services or pursue medicine. Our
understanding of disability has
evolved, and society’s conception of
merit has expanded with it. Yet “Back
When: Does Everyone Deserve ‘Extra
Time’?” (Review, Feb. 7) assumes that
speed equals competence, while mod-
ern professional practice increasingly
separates cognitive ability from time
pressure except where time itself is
the skill being tested.

In the prehospital setting where I
work, time matters when a patient’s
airway is obstructed or physiology
demands immediate action. Even
then, teams pause before invasive in-
terventions to double-check medica-

I have often spent additional hours
studying to compensate for slower
reading, yet still struggled to com-
plete timed written exams. In clinical
practice, however, moving deliber-
ately, thinking critically and acting
with intention and compassion are
what lead to better patient care.
Timed testing doesn't reliably predict
who will become an effective clini-
cian, researcher or leader.

Rather than questioning students’
need for extended time, we should re-
consider whether our methods of
evaluation reflect the skills we actu-
ally expect professionals to possess.
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A Not-So-Free New York Bus

i Takes New

tion dosing, often using 3
and to critically reassess the plan of
care. Time matters when biology re-
quires it, not when testing conve-
nience demands it. There are exams
where timing is appropriate, such as
simulation-based clinical assess-
ments. But higher education should
ask whether it is truly measuring
competence or simply differentiating
students based on reading, writing or
recall speed.

The Obama and Biden Years
Made Allies Distrust the U.S.

Rahm Emanuel in “The Donroe
Doctrine’s Year of Failure” (op-ed,
Feb. 19) seems to have forgotten the
role that Barack Obama and Joe Bi-
den played in making our allies
around the world uneasy about our
commitment to them. When a politi-
cian like Mr. Emanuel ignores the
failures of people in his own party
and doesn’t acknowledge their effect
on international relations, he will be
destined to repeat their mistakes if
he becomes commander in chief.

KEeN DROPEK
Houston

York Hostage” (Review & Outlook, Feb.
19): When considering New York City
Mayor Zohran Mamdani’s tax in-
creases, we can apply a twist to a fa-
mous joke by the late PJ. O’'Rourke: “If
you think bus fares are expensive now,
wait until you see what they cost
when they’re free.”
CHRIS SOBOLEWSKI
Fountain Hills, Ariz.

Adam Smith’s Wise Counsel

Jason Riley’s “GOP Doesn’t Know
Smith From Adam” (Upward Mobility,
Feb. 18) is a timely reminder that free
trade increases the wealth and stan-
dard of living of trade partners.

In “The Wealth of Nations” (1776),
Smith also wrote: “It is not from the
benevolence of the butcher, the
brewer, or the baker that we expect
our dinner, but from their regard to
their own interest.”

Unfortunately, 250 years later,
many people believe that it’s from the
government’s benevolence that we
can expect our dinner.

Dave Evans
Midland Park, N.J.
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OPINION

Government Is a Rlsky Shareholder

By Robert C. Pozen

ince returning to the pres-

idency, Donald Trump has

governed with the same

volatility that defined his

first term—but now with a
new tool in hand: federal ownership
stakes in private companies. This
unprecedented economic power
grab, coupled with opaque decision-
making and conflicts of interest, has
created a climate of instability for
investors and companies. While the
administration says these moves
promote national security and in-
dustrial revival, the reality is that
Mr. Trump’s use of executive power
is eroding market predictability and
distorting capital flows.

The Trump administration has
taken direct ownership stakes in
nine companies across critical sec-
tors like semiconductors, rare
earths and defense. This marks a
radical departure from traditional
U.S. policy, under which govern-
ment purchases of equity were
temporary and reserved for bail-
outs during systemic crises.

By acquiring stakes in
private companies, the
Trump administration
destabilizes the markets.

The federal government now
holds a 9.9% stake in Intel via an
$8.9 billion stock purchase, 15% in
MP Materials, 5% in Lithium Ameri-
cas, minority stakes in startups like
Vulcan Elements and Trilogy Met-
als, 10% in USA Rare Earth. In the
case of U.S. Steel, the government
received a “golden share” to secure
veto power over major business de-
cisions. This veto has already been
used to stop the closing of a plant
in Illinois.

Tariff Ruling Leaves Plenty

President Trump
threw a tantrum on
Friday after the Su-
preme Court struck
down his emer-
gency tariffs,
gnashing his teeth

LIFE 2
SCIENCE ~ 2nd casting asper-
= sions on the six jus-
%.;illysla tices who ruled
id against him. But

note what he didn’t
do: vow to defy the court’s ruling, as
many of his opponents claimed he
would if dealt a major legal defeat.
So much for “dictator” Trump—
though some in the liberal press still
can’t resist this facile narrative.

“Even After Supreme Court Rul-
ing, Trump Insists He Can Do as He
Wishes,” read a New York Times
headline—though the story acknowl-
edges that “Mr. Trump gave no indi-
cation that he would defy the court’s
ruling, pivoting quickly to impose
new tariffs using other, more con-
strained, mechanisms that are still
available to him.”

If Mr. Trump has a legitimate
grievance, it’s with the liberal intelli-
gentsia who cheered on Joe Biden’s
student-loan forgiveness, vaccine
mandate and eviction moratorium,
among other overreaches. They spun
a yarn that conservative justices
ruled against Mr. Biden and for Mr.
Trump, regardless of the legal merits
of the cases and for partisan reasons.

For years they have derided con-
servative judges as Mr. Trump’s lap-
dogs. So it’s a little rich for them to
condemn the president for holding
this same view and seething when
the justices don’t act accordingly.

Even now, some liberal intellectu-
als profess shock that any of the con-
servative justices would rule against
Mr. Trump. “It took almost a decade,
but Chief Justice John Roberts and
the Supreme Court finally found a
way to stand up to President Donald
Trump’s executive power overreach,”
writes legal scholar Noah Feldman.

Mr. Feldman expresses astonish-
ment that the chief justice, who he
claims “invented” the major-ques-
tions doctrine “during the Biden ad-
ministration as a tool to limit execu-
tive branch statutory interpreta-
tions,” would take this scalpel to Mr.
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The administration says these
deals are about protecting national-
security interests—ensuring a do-
mestic supply of critical materials
and advanced technology. What’s
missing is a consistent standard.
There is no public framework to ex-
plain why these companies were se-
lected, what criteria they met, or
when the government plans to exit.
Because the process of choosing
companies for equity investments is
unclear, market actors are left won-
dering whether the choice is pri-
marily political.

Nowhere is the appearance of fa-
voritism more glaring than in the
case of Vulcan Elements, a North
Carolina-based rare-earth magnet
startup. In August 2025, Donald
Trump Jr.’s venture firm, 1789 Capi-
tal, invested in Vulcan. Three
months later, the company received
a $620 million Pentagon loan com-
mitment and $50 million in Com-
merce Department equity funding.
The investment was one of the larg-
est industrial deals issued that year.

The younger Mr. Trump says he
had no role in securing the funds.
But the sequence of events—and his
personal investment—raised red

Trump’s tariffs. My, how short mem-
ories can be. During Mr. Trump’s
first term, Chief Justice Roberts
joined the court’s liberals in blocking
Mr. Trump’s attempt to put a citizen-
ship question on the census as well
as his attempt to rescind Barack
Obama'’s Deferred Action for Child-
hood Arrivals program, both of
which reasonably fell in the presi-
dent’s discretion.

As for the major-questions doc-
trine, Mr. Feldman gives the chief
justice too much credit for author-
ship. The court has applied this legal
principle for decades, including in
2000 to strike down the Food and
Drug Administration’s move to regu-
late nicotine as a “drug.” It didn’t
“magically appear” during the Biden
presidency, as Justice Elena Kagan
suggested in an earlier dissent.

It's understandable that Mr.
Trump might be piqued that the
court’s liberals have interpreted laws
much more expansively in challenges
to actions by Democratic presidents
than they did in his tariff case. Here,
they held that the International
Emergency Economic Powers Act,
which authorizes the president to
“regulate” the “importation” of
goods, doesn’t encompass the power
to impose tariffs. Yet the liberal jus-
tices said Mr. Biden’s eviction ban

flags. It wasn’t the only instance:
1789 Capital reportedly held stakes
in at least four companies that se-
cured federal contracts or invest-
ments. Lawmakers have since asked
Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth
about whether Trump family con-
nections have influenced the grant-
ing of government contracts.

The concern isn’t only question-
able ethics—it’s market uncertainty.
When success appears to depend on
political access rather than actual
performance, investor confidence
weakens. This warps market incen-
tives, discourages fair competition,
and introduces long-term risk to
private capital.

The president himself bought be-
tween $1 million and $5 million in
Intel bonds shortly after his admin-
istration finalized its investment in
the company. While that isn’t ille-
gal, the optics are troubling. With-
out clear guardrails, Mr. Trump’s
use of economic power seems insep-
arable from his personal interests.

The companies benefiting from
these equity deals experienced me-
teoric stock gains. Intel’s share
price rose more than 80% in 2025,
MP Materials’ surged more than

200%, and USA Rare Earth’s rose
15% after the announcement of the
government’s investment.

This boom suggests a new Wall
Street reality: If a company is seen
as favored by Mr. Trump, investors
pile in, not because of fundamentals
but because of perceived political
insulation. The risk is that valua-
tions become inflated, competition
narrows, and capital is allocated in-
efficiently.

Meanwhile, rival firms—those in
the same sectors but without Wash-
ington ties—face a chilling effect. If
their competitor has an equity in-
vestment from the U.S. government,
raising funds and winning contracts

. becomes more difficult. As MP Ma-

terials CEO James Litinsky said in
an earnings call that “in the very
short term the administration has
made sure that we have a successful
national champion in MP.”

The instability is reverberating
across other industries. Will Mr.
Trump’s next target be aerospace?
Biotech? Who qualifies for govern-
ment capital, and who doesn’t? With-
out transparency, every company be-
comes a potential beneficiary—or
casualty—of political favoritism.

Economists warn that this behav-
ior introduces an uncertainty pre-
mium—a return demanded by inves-
tors to offset unpredictable policy.
That premium raises borrowing
costs, suppresses investment, and
slows growth.

Markets can tolerate bad news,
but they struggle with no news,
sudden reversals and unclear rules.
Mr. Trump's governing style deliv-
ers all three. He has become the de-
stabilizer in chief, introducing un-

Tariff Refund
Bait and
Switch

By Joshua Claybourn

oping for a tariff refund?

Don’t hold your breath. Win-

ning at the Supreme Court

was the easy part. To understand
what comes next, consider how the
government survived the legal skir-
mishes that led to its loss last week.
From the earliest challenges at
the Court of International Trade,
Justice Department lawyers made
one consistent argument against
preliminary injunctions: “Plaintiffs
face no harm from a stay; they can
fully remedy any harms by obtaining
a refund of any tariffs ultimately
held invalid,” to quote a 2025 gov-
ernment motion. Justice Department
lawyers entered formal stipulations
in Princess Awesome v. CBP and a
January 2026 consolidated proceed-
ing, each promising not to contest
the court’s authority to order reliqui-
dation after a final decision. The
courts denied the injunctions, refus-
ing to suspend liquidation (the pro-
cess that finalizes tariff payments) in
direct reliance on those assurances.
Yet the government now appears
ready to litigate those very promises.

Unless you're the importer
of record—and maybe even
then—you won’t get back a
dime of the duty you paid.

predictability that undermines the
confidence on which healthy mar-
kets depend.

Mr. Pozen is a Senior Lecturer at
MIT Sloan School of Management
and a former president of Fidelity
Investments.

of Hypocrisy to Go Around

could be supported by a 1944 law
that authorizes the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention to take
actions to stop the spread of disease
via “inspection, fumigation, disinfec-
tion, sanitation, pest extermination,”
and “other measures.” They also said
alaw that allows the Labor Depart-
ment to issue emergency orders to

Trump should view the
court’s decision for what
it is: a boon for his
presidency and legacy.

protect workers from “grave danger
from exposure to substances or
agents” gave Mr. Biden the power to
mandate Covid vaccines for on-site
employees of corporations with at
least 100 people on payroll.

Justice Neil Gorsuch mused Fri-
day: “Why do my concurring col-
leagues read IEEPA so much more
narrowly than they have other broad
statutory terms found in other major
legislation addressing other emer-
gencies?” Yet the press doesn't as-
cribe political motives to liberal jus-
tices as it does to the conservatives.

Losing stings, but Mr. Trump

should view the court’s ru.hng for

Justice Brett Kavanaugh, in dis-
sent, flagged what he called the likely
“mess” of a refund process. He noted
that returning billions raises serious
Treasury concerns and that the ma-
jority offered no road map for how it
should work. The practical difficulty
is real, but it didn't come from no-
where. Courts allowed collections to
continue precisely because the gov-
ernment called refunds simple, as-
sured and beyond dispute. Invoking
that same complexity to resist them

what it is: a boon for his
and legacy. For one thing, it removes
a dark cloud of uncertainty hanging
over the economy that has been es-
pecially damaging to small busi-
nesses. It's hard to invest and hire
when you can’t project what your
costs are going to be the next month
or even tomorrow. Yes, Mr. Trump
will resort to other tariff powers, but
those are more encumbered. Busi-
nesses won’t have to worry about
the president jacking up tariffs on
countries whenever he gets irritated.

The decision also has six justices
agreeing that the power to “regu-
late” doesn’t encompass the power
to tax. Had the court agreed with Mr.
Trump that it does, one could see a
future Democratic president claiming
the power to tax anything that Con-
gress has authorized an agency to
regulate. How about a tax on securi-
ties trading or pharmaceuticals?

Mr. Trump’s most important leg-
acy won't be his tariffs. It will be
creating a conservative Supreme
Court majority that faithfully applies
the law and strictly polices the con-
stitutional separation of powers.
Maybe he'll eventually come to ap-
preciate the wisdom of the conserva-
tive justices that he assailed on Fri-
day. But don’t count on it.

The Diminishing Risk of an Iran Attack

By Marc Gustafson

arly one Saturday morning

two years ago, I stood outside

President Biden’s house in Re-
hoboth Beach, Del., with intelligence
that Iran was about to launch an
unprecedented missile barrage at
Israel. The stakes felt enormous, yet
I hesitated before waking him.

My concern was that the region
‘would spiral into chaos. Many of my
friends were stationed at bases that
could become targets. Working at
the Central Intelligence Agency in
the post-9/11 era, I had long worried
about Iran and the possibility that a
U.S. misstep would spark chaos.

A lot has changed in two years.
‘The risk of regional war has greatly
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diminished. Several factors have put
the regime on its heels:

e Iran’s regional strength has
weakened. Sustained Israeli and
U.S. strikes have significantly de-
graded its proxy network of
Houthis, Hezbollah, Hamas and
Iraqi Shiite militias, the backbone
of Tehran’s deterrence strategy.
Iran has struggled to resupply
them, limiting its ability to mount
coordinated retaliation.

* The regime faces profound do-
mestic strain. The economy is in
free fall. The rial has lost more than
90% of its value since 2018. Infla-
tion has hovered near 50% annually.
Corruption has drained the revolu-
tionary fervor that sustained the
state’s legitimacy. Last month the
regime killed thousands of protest-
ers in a few days.

* U.S. military capabilities have
advanced significantly. Precision
strike systems, cyber tools, missile
defenses and offensive drones can
impose costs without a ground inva-
sion. In Venezuela last month, new
tools to disable the electric grid, de-
stroy missile-defense systems, and
facilitate cyberattacks helped en-
sure a successful operation.

 Iran’s leadership is fractured.
Last year, Israeli operations killed
many of Ali Khamenei’s most loyal
security officials, leaving behind
tenuous alliances and a supreme
leader who is almost 87.

« Iran’s military capabilities are
hamstrung. Last year, Israel de-
stroyed most of Iran’s long-range
missile infrastructure, advanced air

defenses, ammunition depots and
radar sites.

* Tehran’s response to Israeli and
U.S. attacks last year was tepid. It
could muster only a missile barrage
against a well-defended U.S. base in
Qatar. This time around, the U.S.
has deployed more-advanced air de-
fenses to protect its bases and al-
most doubled the naval and air as-
sets it deployed last year.

For the Trump administration,
the upside of acting at a moment of
Iranian vulnerability is plainly allur-
ing. It could further erode proxy
networks, blunt the nuclear threat,
and help tip the global balance of
power in America’s favor.

An attack on Iran would still en-
tail risk. The regime’s identity is
rooted in resistance to foreign in-
terference. An external attack could
trigger pockets of fierce backlash.
U.S. personnel remain within range
of thousands of Iran’s short-range
missiles. Oil markets could convulse
if Tehran disrupted Gulf shipping.

The trauma of past Middle East
wars has shaped Washington’s Iran
policy for decades. But today Iran’s
proxies are weakened, its economy
is fragile, its population is restless
and its leadership is superannuated.
The risks of escalation are less pro-
nounced than in 2024, when I hesi-
tated on the president’s doorstep.

Mr. Gustafson is head of analysis
at the Eurasia Group. He served as
White House chief of intelligence
(2021-22) and head of the Situation
Room (2022-25).

would be an extr 'y reversal.

Judicial estoppel, the doctrine pre-
venting parties from abandoning po-
sitions they successfully argued be-
fore, may offer importers some
protection. Multiple courts noted the
government’s repeated assurances
throughout this litigation, and sev-
eral opinions flagged that reversing
course would be impermissible. Even
so, enforcement takes time and
money. The parties best positioned to
pursue it are large importers with lit-
igation budgets. The people who need
relief most aren’t in that category.

‘Which leads to the harder problem
Justice Kavanaugh didn’t quite name:
Federal refunds run through import-
ers, the companies that cleared goods
through customs. Under 28 U.S.C.
1581(i) and standard customs proce-
dures, reliquidation flows to the im-
porter of record. But importers rou-
tinely passed tariff costs on through
higher prices. The small manufac-
turer that paid more for steel compo-
nents, the retailer who absorbed in-
flated cost of goods, the family that
paid extra for an appliance—none of
them will see a check. The law has no
mechanism to reach them. Even if im-
porters recover their duties, those
who ultimately paid them almost cer-
tainly won't.

Compounding all of this is the un-
certainty that remains over trade
policy. The authority President
Trump asserted under the Interna-
tional Emergency Economic Powers
Act 0f 1977 is gone. But Section 232
of the Trade Expansion Act of 1962
still authorizes national-security
tariffs. Section 301 of the Trade Act
of 1974 still targets unfair foreign
trade practices. Section 338 of the
Tariff Act of 1930 may still allow du-
ties on countries that discriminate
against U.S. goods. Congress could
pass new legislation granting ex-
plicit tariff authority.

Businesses making sourcing deci-
sions, investment plans and long-
term contracts can’t simply return to
normal. The legal landscape shifted
without clearing, and so long as the
threat persists through other chan-
nels, the political pressure to fix the
refund process and to make consum-
ers whole may fade before anything
gets done.

The government told federal
courts, in writing, across multiple
cases and stipulations, that refunds
would be available, automatic and as-
sured. It made those representations
to defeat petitions for emergency re-
lief. Courts believed it. The tariff col-
lections ran for months on the
strength of that word.

A government that argues one
thing to win and another thing to
avoid paying hasn’t merely lost a tar-
iff case. It has told every future court,
and every future litigant, exactly
what its assurances are worth.

Mr. Claybourn is an attorney with
Jackson Kelly PLLC and an adjunct
scholar at the Cato Institute. He filed
a friend-of-the-court brief for a coali-
tion opposing the Trump tariffs.
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Iran must not be allowed to use talks as a diversion

NADIM SHEHADI

ime was at its weakest and Assad’s chemical weapons ansenal
1991 After the Iran-Irag The trick worked again: the intervention

Saddam’s re
about to fal

UN inspectors in the 1990s while crushing
nar Qaddafi rehabilitated

e are back at it
negotiations over

[ran's nuclear weap-

ons, possibly with

i limited or even

a comprehensive
witr as the other means of dealing with the
Islamic Republic, Whatever happens in the

coming days and weeks, these pegotiations
and any resulting arrangement should not
nse to kill its

own population or continue destabiliz

ve the Tehran regime a lic

ing the reglon, To negotiate with Iran on
the nuclear issue alone is to repeal the
mistakes of the past, granting the regime
legitimacy while ignoring the regional
machinery of repression and proxy warfare
that sustains it.

It has happened before. When a regimse
feels threatened, either by its own people
or hy international pressure, weapons
of mass destruction become the perfect
diversion, Saddam Hussein strung along

Negotiations
give regimes time
and credibility and
divert attention
from whatever
else they doto
their people

"«\

his image in the earfy 2000s by renouncing
WMDs, Bashar Assad avolded US interven
to dismantle his

tion in 2013 by agreecing
chemical arsenal

Then there was the Joint Comprehen-
sive Plan of Action, or Trun nuclear deal
a version of which is now being revived
I'he pattern is simple: declaring readi
ness to negotiate over nuclear or chemical
weapons immediately triggers an admin
Istrative reaction involving international
organizations and bureancracies with
inspectors, fact-finding missions and
rounds of technical negotiations. Thi
regimes time and credibility and diverts
attention from whatever else they doto
their people.,

One cannot exageerate the cost of such

ves

diversions, not only for the countrie
involved but also the region. We are still
suffering the consequences.

War, the invasion of Kuwait and the Gulf
War that liberated Ruwalt, he was facing
a countrywide uprising. That is when he
agreed to the WMD inspections scheme,
which kept the world busy while he was
allowed to brutally crush the revolt

In 2013, Assad’s regime had lost control
of most of Syria and the loyalty of the army
The country was about to fall. In addition,
e hand crossed a red line that US President
Barack Obama had set the year before. The
red line itsell was an excuse not to inter
vene after a major massacre in Syria, a carte
blanche with conditions: It allowed the
regime to continue fts carnage as long as it
el not use chemical weapons, But fn August
2003, an attack on Ghouta, near Damascus,

wsed sarin gas and cansed mass casialties,

meaning Obarna was again under pressure
to intervene. To avoid this, the Russians
1 and proposed a dismuntling of

was called off and the inspectors came in
doing thelr work and completely ignoring
the hat Tran, Russia and Hezbollah

came to the rescue,

T'he focus of the ongoing talks must
be that the Iranian regime should be
engaged on the full spectrum of its
behavior — from domestic repression to
Proxy wars — or we risk repeating the
same costly mistakes. Nobody can afford
another nuclear deal charade,

The lesson is simple: Whatever happens
next with Iran, nuclear diplomacy cannot
be used as a diversion from regional reali
ties. WMD diplomacy must also involve
the interests of the Arab sta
them in it. The JCPOA was neither joint
nor 4 plan of action. Such negotiations have

es and engage

warked as a diversionary tactic for endan-
red regimes from Saddam to Assad, But
for Iran, this may be one time too many.

The regime
change that Israel
is advocating for
will be messy.

It would not be
like Syria. The
contextin Syria
was different

Why would the US want a war with Iran?

nlike the decision to go

to wir with Iraq in 2003,

which was backed by a

large majority of Ameri

cans as the general public

was convinced Saddam
Hussein had weapons of mass destrue
tion, loday's potential war with Iran is not
popular. Bevond the fact it would probably
have a very negative effect on the current
administration’s favorability, the important
question is: What is this a war for? What
woulkd be the outcome and how would it

serve US interests?

Many regional countries have been
lobbying the US administration not to
strike [ran, as no one wants to see a
regional war. No one except Israel wants to
see Iran unravel and break apart. No one

wants to handle the spillover of a poten
tial war. They have all lived through the

negative consequences of the fall of the

regime in [rag and do not want & sequel to
that horror movie.

Most importantly, what would the US gain

from a war on Iran? To answer thit question,

» examine the scenarios that could
arise. The first scenario is that the Tehran
regime is weak enough that an at
make it fall. Despite the fact that no one in
the region would shed a tear over the fall of

we need

k would

the regime, they definitely do not want this
to happen — and for good reason
In a nutshell, there is no credible opposi
tion that could take over and control
security, The regime change that Israel
is advocating for will be messy. It would
not be like Syria. The context tn Syria was
different. When the Russians came 1o save
Bashar Assad in September 2015, they
put all rebel groups in Idlib. The idea was
to separate the rebels from Assad and to
broker a deal that would be beneficial to
Russia. This did not work because Assad
did not want to make any compromises.
However, since 2015, there had been
an opposition in Idlib under Turkish
tutelage. Extremist groups like Hurras

DANIA KOLEILAT KMATI®

Al-Din and factions of Hayat Tahrir
Al-Sham were eliminated. Therefore,
when Assad fell, there was someone ready
and able to take over

There is no similar scenario in Iran. If
the regime were to suddenly fall, the state
would fall, The Islamic Revolutionary
ward Corps would splinter into vartous
oups and we would have chaos in the
region and a rise In terrorist activity

The other option would be a "limited
strike.” as US President Donald Trump
spoke about on Friday, in order to gain

leverage in the negotiations. However

mp should be careful of the chan,

Iran's behavior, One advantage the US had

in the past was the limited aid Iran received

from America’s foes. Basically, ran could
only count on its proxies. However, as
the threat increased and as these proxies
became less and less effective, Iran has
become more open Lo cooperating with
the US' rivals, namely China and Russia
Both Russia and China have an interest

ing with and protecting Iran

A limited strike might put Iran’s nuclear
program back or limit its ballistic capabili
ties for a few months, but it would also
push Tehran further toward Russia and
Ching, which is definitely not in the inter
exts of the US. Tran’s constitution prolibits
foreign military bases on its mainland. But
this might change if Iran was pressured

Does the US want to see Chinese or Russian
rirbases in Iran? I highly doubt it

So, what should the US do? It should
start by looking after its own interests
and not thase of Israel. America has no
Interest in a war with Iran, A war would
lead to chaos, which the US and its 2
would have to contain. The experience
in Iraq showed that this is a pretty messy
task. It could also lead to the entrenchment
of Russia and China in the region. Both
of these developments would be bad for
Washington, so it would be better for the

llies

US to stick to the negotiations and listen to
its allies who do not want a war
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Megacities set to grow in importance
ANDREW HAMMOND

opulation movement tends the workd's 33 megacities, world’s largest city from 2000 to 2025, industries and infrastructure require energy

to happen slowly, driven by Looking to 2050, Dhaka is expected to Given the rapid growth of cities like Ewmnquxt.mithlhcm:medcm

factors such as births, deaths, become the world's most populous city, Jalarta, governments are being forced « fhuting to global

age structires and migration. overtaking Jakarta. The UN report also 10 address key sustainability questions. The main risk for riverine megacities is

However, the recent UN World  forecasts that several other urban areas will These include whether it will be possible mmmening\'ulncnﬂlit) to rising sea

Urbanization Prospects report.— join the megacity category, including Addis to continually meet the everyday needs of levels and floodir
shows how demographic changoe can also Abaha, Kuala Lumpur and Hajipur. food, water md health, while dealing with requived include state: —of»ihr-m early-
happen P ly quickly through the However, a small number of these megaci- xacerbated by the warning and monitoring systems to protect
prism of the growth of megacities, which ties, lile Tokyo and Seoul, will experience effects of climate change. coastal communitics.

are defined as urban areas with more than 10
million inhabitants.

The UN report shows that Cairo is the
only megacity outside of Asia to make the

a declining population due to aging and
falling birth rates. This highlights how
demographic decline in some developed
nations will be the counterpart to high

top 10 of the world's population growth in many
largest urban areas, with “ emerging markets.

its population of ahout So, there is no question
Zimillion. Meanwhile,  There is an even larger hat the center of popula-

Lagos tabout 18 million),

tion gravity, as well as

narrative in play about :
is the fargest city in cconomic, is shifting
ol Salharam Afric, how the world'scenter ., cven if there are
Other cities inthe region.— of population growth  some disputes around the
that are on frack to Isshlﬂlng east exact populations of many
become megacities by of these cities, Part of the
mid-century include reason for the significant

Addis Ababa, whose current popalation s
Just over 6 million,

Yet, as important as the Middle East and
Africa — long seen as the cradles of civiliza-
tion — are in this global story, there is an
even karger narrative in play about how
he worlds center of population growth s
shifting east, Not only does Asia now boast
nine of the world's top 10 most populous
cities, but it also hosts an astonishing 19 of

changes in the latest figures from the UN is
an alteration to s methodology for calou-
lating the size of major urban areas,

The UN has shifted from an administra-
tive boundary-based tally to a methodology
based on continuous urban areas, in
which economic and living spheres are
seen as connected. As a result, Jakarta
moved from 30th position in 2018 10
seize top spot from Tokyo, which was the

Aoy Hgrnmond w an
senoolivte 4l LSE OEAS ot the
Landon Bohoul of Econormios

Far Tl varsion. o ¢ 10
.

Jakarta is situated in a low-lying coastal
aren of Java and it is already facing major
challenges from traffic congestion, alr
pollution and subsidence. Some areas of the

The larger the urban area, the greater
the damage that natural hazards can inflict.
Andl it may become increastngly hiard to
protect lives, even if there are good warning

megacity are sinking by as systems. As major

much as 25 centimeters a “ hwrricanes in some cities
vear thanks to increasing have shown, there is now
groundwater extraction Given the I‘kal sometimes insufficient
and nearly 40 percent of time to evacuate safely.
the city now lies helow growthof cities, Sa, there is a growing
sen level, Up to a quarter governments are need for cities to also

of the city could be being forced to develop emengency
““Tt:]"""l ""wﬁ address key questions """‘::’;‘ G"‘T'“‘hw
50 big that Indonesia is to best identify and design

building a new capital city in Nusantara
in Borneo’s East Ralimantan province.
However, the UN estimates that some 10
million more people will still be living in
Jakarta by 2050.

The growing resource challenges
facing megacities highlight the key issuo
of preparedness. As many of these cities
cantinue to grow, demand will increase as

dies of food, witer and resources for

opin

such emergency centers and how they
should be connectes) to the wider urban
system, including transport.

Taken together, despite the coonomic
success of many megacities, now s the
time to prepare for the growing risks that
these massive urban centers face, including
environmental stress. Many nations are
now seeking to redefine what sustainability
means due to thedr population growth,

Inequality will make the next pandemic worse

JOSEPH E. BTIGLITZ, MONICA GEINGOS AND MICHAEL MARMOT

he sclence of fghting dis-

ease has never been stron-

gor. We have the means to

detect outbreaks immedi-

ately, sequence pathogens

in the space of days and
develop new vaccines in just months, Yet
pandemics are coming faster and spreading
more widely, threatening more lives and
livelihoods than ever before,

Recall the trauma of COVID-19, which
inflicted economic hardship on billions of
people and caused an
estimated 18,2 million
excess deaths between
Jan. 1, 2020, and Dec. 31,

o6

effects; and pandemics increase inequality,
often with devastating effects for the
lowest-income people.

n the case of COVID-18, low-wage front-
line workers typically suffered dispropor-

tionately — exhibiting a greater incidence of

illness and hospitali = partly b

they could not retreat to Zoom meetings,

Andd when they did fall ill, they had no

choice but to dig into their meager savings.
addressing

Thus, pandemics entails more
than a medical response. We must also look
at socioeconomic factors.

Crowded living condi-
tions, front-line occupa:

tions and poverty all

2021, Addressing p-ndenl o8 contribute to the spread
Once again, public entailsmorethana o demics, as do poor

health officials are medical response.  nutrition and bascline
warning that another We must also look at health characteristics.
pandemic is a matter of Addressing inequality
“when, not I Yet, despite socioeconomic factors thus must be central
the devastating effects of 10 how we prepare for,
the last one, the world seems to have turned  and respond to, future pandemics, not just
a blind eye to the jssue. because caring for the vulnerable is the

‘The Global Council on Inequality, AIDS
and Pandemics, which we co-chair, recently
issued a report on this risk, in conjunction

right thing to do but also because it is the
best approach overall.

with the G20 meeting of health ministers
in Johannesburg, Using evidence from
COVID-19, AIDS, Ebola and mpox, the
report |de1mﬁ¢a l w:loux qdr inequality
and its increase the
chances of pandﬂmm and deepen their

The le [ COVID-16 may explain
why some developed countries are showing
slightly more generosity nowadays. For
example, a recent G20 initiative will help
enable the technology transfers needed
for the construction of pharmaceutical
manufacturing facilities in every region of

9
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the world — a key step in preparing for the
next crisis.

But this program is not enough. There
st be an automatic intellectual propesty
waiver for all critical therapies and
products, triggered the moment the World
Health Organization declares a pandemic,
“This would allow any firm that has the
technical capacity to produce desperately
needed pandemic-related products to do so,

pandemics can create greatey inequality
(between countries, in this casel. Countries
in sub-Saharan Africa are spending
hetween 40 percent and more than 50
percent of the taxes they raise on debt
repayments to their creditors and many
spend more on debt service than on educa-
tion and health combined. If there is to

as long as it pays the intellectual property be any hope for an adequate pandemic
owner a falr royalty. response from these countries, they must
1f the: know-how and receive debi relief.
the right to produce P~ Morcover, a large
medicines are not shared, .. automatic disbursement
what good will global MII!, coun lack of funds from the World
vaccine production i tries Bank or other interna-
facilities be in the next resourcestorespond oo il instit-
pandlemic? to current pandemies,  tions (perhaps in the
Finally, providing let alone repare for [ormofthe International
healtheare and protec- the P { Monetary Fund's special
tlons for everyone during nhe drawing rights} should
pandemics i be part of the response to

requires
money. During the COVID-19 pandemic,
rich countries spent 8 percent of their
{much largen) gross domestic products

1o address the crisis, while low-income
countries spent just 2 percent. And now,
owing to the previous pandemic, devel-
oping countries are saddled with $31 trillion
in debt — the highest leved in more than

20 years. As a result, many lower-income
countries lack the resources to respond

to current pandemics like ATDS, let alone

the next crisis. Like an intellectual property
walver, it should be triggered as soon asa
pandemic is declared.

We can break the inequality-pandemic
cycle. Doing so will require resources, but
doing nothing will ultimately be far more
expensive. 1t will also take polftical will to
implement the policies needed to ensure
greater health equity. That starts with
prioritizing ordinary people’s lives over
drug companies’ monopoly profits.
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The Supreme Court’s tariff blow to Trump

Uncertainty will linger as
the president tests
alternative legal options

With US President Donald Trump ever
more eager to push the limits of the
powers of his office, the Supreme
Court’s 6-3 decision to rule illegal the
bulk of his totemic tariff agenda is a
reassuring demonstration of enduring
checks and balances in American
democracy. Trump's decision to invoke
the 1977 International Emergency Eco-
nomic Powers Act last year, citing a
“large and persistent” trade deficit and
a supposed fentanyl “crisis”, to justify
sweeping import duties was dubious
from the start. Besides, as the justices
noted, although IEEPA enables the
executive to “regulate™ imports, this
does notextend to tariffs.

The ruling brings temporary relief to
US busi and trading partners. [t

ft.com/opinion

reduces the US average effective tariff

rate by 7.8 percentage points, according
to Yale’s Budget Lab. The S&P 500 rose
following the Court’s announcement, as
did European auto and luxury shares.
But the decision will now give way to
another period of global economic
uncertainty.

The White House has been planning
for this eventuality and has many other
legal routes to rebuild the tariff wall. On
Friday, at a hastily arranged press con-
ference following the decision, an angry
Trumpsaid he would invoke Section 122
of the US Trade Act ta impose global tar-
iffs of 10 per cent ontop of those already
in place. He raised it to 15 per cent over
the weekend. The provision allows the
president to implement import duties
up to this limit, without congressional
approval, for up to 150 days. The presi-
dent also said his administration would
initiate actions under Section 301,
which allows him to impose unlimited
tariff rates in response todiscrimination
against US businesses, pending an inves-
tigation. There are other legal levers

he could pull beyond these options too.

The saving grace for the global econ-
omy is that these alternative routes
come with more hurdles and limits than
IEEPA. Nonetheless, this means that a
paralysing uncertainty may linger for
many businesses, with industries and
countries unclear on what rates they
faceand when.

Another unknown is whether and
when importers might receive refunds,
which could potentially total up to
$175bn, for duties they have already
paid. The Court did not rule on whether
the administration must make such
refunds, leaving lower courts to evalu-
ate how to make any remedies. This has
implications for the US Treasury mar-
ket. Revenue from Trump's tariffs had
been forecast to help contain the coun-
try’s large fiscal deficit and debt burden,
but the ruling — and the prospect of
rebates — makes the income stream
look shaky. Long-term government
bond yields nudged only slightly higher
on Friday, suggesting traders assume

One unknown
is whether and
when importers

might receivi

refunds,

potenti |]I~ total
up 1o S175bn.
for duties

they hawve

already paid

Opinion Geopolitics

Europe and US wrestle
over ‘western civilisation

Anne-Marie
Slaughter

udging by the standing ova-
tion he received at the recent
Munich Security Conference,
US secretary of state Marco
Rubio suc:ee(led in hn mns

all humans. Indeed, one of the defin-
ing features of western civilisation is
that, for all its hypocrisy, it has contin-
ually widened the circle of entitlement
tothose rights.

Eumpean leaders accepted Rublo 's

ssage of unity, but not his

1o joint civilisational renewal. On the
contrary, they outlined the values that
they seek to protect through the trans-
atlantic alliance.

Ursula von der Leyen, European
Commission president, in effect issued
a d ion of i

Letters

new tariffs will be implemented. Still,
policy uncertainty will hang over mar-
ketsas well as the calculations of the US
Federal Reserve,

Indeed, though Trump vowed to fight
back against what he called a “disgrace-
ful” decision by potentially pushing
tariffs even higher, the president is in
an awkward political position. Cost of
living pressures mean voters have
increasingly soured on his tariff plans.
With the US midterm elections looming
in November, the Republicans are keen
to support households. Withholding or
delaying tariff refunds from businesses
would not be agood look either.

Either way, now that the justices have
done their job, it will increasingly be
up to Congress to push back on the self-
proclaimed “tariff man's™ stuttering
and misguided plansto revive US manu-
facturing. The court’s ruling may not
alter the overall tendency towards pro-
tectionism under Trump but, crucially,
it has slowed its progress and made its
pathmore uncertain.
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A defence loan can be a deterrent and offer investors a return

You report that bond investors are
warning against a “ruse” to fund higher
UK defence spending through
increased government debt (Report,
February 19). Are these the same
so-called bond vigilantes who actively
pushed negative yields and paid
governments to borrow even more?

Five years ago, a third of government
debt globally carried a negative yield.
Today, positive nominal and real yields
prevail. The consequential capital
losses, whether paper or real, say that
strategy was neither vigilant, rational
nor wise.

YouGov recently found 68 per cent of
UK respondents support Nato; 63 per
cent reject taxes rising to boost defence

spending; 65 per cent eschew cutting
other spending to fund defence. We all
want security; two-thirds refuse to pay
more for it. So who will pay?

A hypothecated fixed-term “national
defence loan” raised from financial
institutions is a logical answer. It would
be for the government to determine the
loan prinzipal; Germany is spending an
extra €100bn (£87bn) on defence
catch-up. Our situation is as parlous.
Specific covenants tied to measumhle

articulated as to why the money is
needed in the national interest.

The term would be fixed at five
years. If Nato secretary-general Mark
Rutte is correct, the UK must be ready
to fight a full-scale war in Europe by
2030; we need urgency.

Naysayers argue that patriotism does
not drive returns. Forget the emotion;
consider financial pragmatism. Fund
managers have a responsibility to
protect as well as enhance clients

results (i ing early red

with investor

penalties for missed targets) for
defence capex would a) limit the
duration of the financial commitment,
b) explicitly link it to “value for
money” and ¢) enable it to be clearly

assets,
risk appetite or the fund mandate. In
the event of war the UK would very
likely be under physical and cyber
attack: bricks and mortar and
infrastructure assets would be

degraded or destroyed as would the
value of financial assets. Why not
protect those assets as a matter of
principle by investing in a deterrent
that also includes a market return?

And the cost of sustaining a war? In
1944, the UK spent over half its annual
GDP on the war effort against 2.4 per
cent of GDP on defence today. As then,
government, investors and the public
really would be unable to duck hard
choices.

The threat of war does not diminish
because nobody wants to pay more to
deter it. If anything, it raises the risk of
it happening.

Alastair Irvine
Grantham, Lincolnshire, UK

Fiscal responsibility is the
Conservatives' lodestar

Robert Shrimsley writes that the last
Conservative government “stopped
arguing that public spending had to be
paid for” and that this attitude
“continues into the current
leadership of Kemi Badenoch”
(“Conservatives’ foundational sin”,
Opinion, February 20).

Fiscal msponslbnhl) is the

sion to soothe P

From his opening line — “We gather
here today as members of a historical
alliance . .. that saved and changed
the world” — he repeated themes of
transatlantic unity. After all, he said,
Europe and America are “part of one

civilisation — western ci

ence —an irony not lost in the year the
United States marks the 250th anni-
versary of its own declaration of inde-

pendence from a Europeanempire.
She outlined a series of practical
steps towards achieving that inde-
“in every di ion that

Bothsides have an interest in amphv
fying this message. Rubio wants to
show he can adhere to the Maga mes-
sage but still keep the US liked in the
world. And the Europeans want to use
the language of unshakeable unity to
shore up the defence of Ukraine and
develop a united approach to negotiat-
ingwith Russia.

Just below the surface, however,

The two sides
disagree deeply about
the basis for the
transatlantic alliance
lurks a profound difference over what
the heritage of western civilisation
actually is. The two sides agree on a

concrete agenda of practical action,
and on the premise that a stronger

affects our security and prosperity™.
Yet she closed on aloftier note, calling
for a Europe devoted to “peace and
freedom” — what “Ukraine is fi ghting
fortoday” and what, she ms:sled “will

of any true Conservative
government, and Kemi and 1 have
placed it at the heart of our economic
plan. At our party conference last year
we set out our golden economic rule:
for every pound of savings we find
from public expenditure, at least half
will be used to reduce government
borrowing.

It would be dishonest for me, as
shadow chancellor, to criticise the
profligacy of the current

Picnic intermission; opera lovers at
the Glyndebourne Festival in Sussex

without setting out how a Conservative

always remain Europ
German Chancellor rnednch Mcn
also focused on freedom. British

would go about putting it
right. That is why at we set

example, they did it by counting one-

out a package of £47bn in savings, with
the majority going towards deficit

Prime J\‘llnlsll:r Sir Keir Starmer
the ce of fight-

ing for common valuLs liberty,

democracy and the rule of law,

French President Emmanuel
Macron, agreeing with Rubio on the
need for a “much more positive mind-
set”, listed a whole set of Europe’s
achievements, including freedom,
peace, prosperity and high marks
forequality.

These values are moral values, the
beliefs for which people will lay down
their lives. That is why Thomas Jeffer-
som, 250 years ago, began witha recita-
tion of American beliefs so deep as

Europe meansa stronger
alliance. But they disagree deeply
about the basis for that alliance.

These differences become apparent
ona careful reading of Rubio’s speech.
He was not in fact recommitting to the
existing transatlantic alliance. He was
offering a new one, focused not “just
on military co-operation and reclaim-
ing the industries of the past,” but on
“advancing our mutual interests and
new frontiers, unshackling our inge-
nuity, our creativity, and the dynamic
spirit to build a new western century.”

And here’s the rub. As Rubio repeat-
edly made clear, “western” means
white, Christian and nationalist. He
invited Europe to join America in
ensuring that the “west’s age of domi-
nance” is not over, butinstead entersa
glorious new chapterin this century.

As one German friend remarked to
me just after the speech, “I thought
America was the product of the Amer-
ican and French Revolutions.” Those
convulsions were sparked not by civi-
lisational ideals, but by universal ones:
the rights to life, liberty, equality, jus-
tice, and self-government — first
claimed for white men, and later for

to be self-evident truths: equal rights
to life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness.

Those values made the moral case
for America’s decision to create a new
nation, The leaders of the EU, by con-
trast, are creatingand defending anew
entity. Macron championed the bloc
as a “radically original political con-
struction of free, sovereign states”
that had succeeded in “institutiona-
lis[ing] peace through economic
interdependence”. Merz argued for a
strong and sovereign Europe through
astreamlined and expanded EU, spe-
cifically countering Rubio’s vision of a
Europe of nation states,

Peace through pooling of sover-
eignty. Freedom for all. Democracy
and the rule of law. While the phrases
lack Jeffersonian resonance, if youadd
a healthy dose of pluralism and toler-
ance, you get a far better version of a
universal civilisational heritage than
Rubio’s imperial vision of the white
west versus the world.

The writer ischief executive of the New
p

to get our national debt
under control.

Being serious about the public
finances does not mean we have to
accept that taxes need to rise
inexorably, as Shrimsley seems to
suggest. We can get the tax burden
down — indeed, that is vital if we are to
restore dynamism to our economy —
but that can only be done when public
finances are balanced and when plans
are fully costed.

That was the great error of the 2022
mini-Budget —and as I set out ina
speech last year, Kemi and I will never
allow that to happen again.

Where 1 do agree with Shrimsley is
that for all of their claims to a sudden
Damascene conversion to sound
money, Reform UK are not a serious
party of fiscal responsibility. Robert
Jenrick said last week that Reform’s
numbers would always add up and
they were happy to have their
homework marked. Yet only two weeks
ago they announced a package of tax
cuts with an £10bn hole in

off pr receipts as reduced
spending and on the back of (similarly
temporary) North Sea oil revenue.
Likewise, the Conservative Party under
David Cameron and George Osborne
were no less economic with the truth
when they claimed that austerity
would somehow help restore the
country t growth without doing
tangible, and possibly irreversible,
harm to the country’s infrastructure
and public services.

Tory rhetoric and Tory reality, in
other words, are — much like Labour
rhetoric and Labour reality — often two
very different things. Talking the talk
on fiscal probity is easy. Walking the
walk is much, much harder.

Tim Bale
Professor of Politics, Queen Mary
University of London, London E1, UK

Al's shortcomings —

evident with every email

Re Guru Madhavan’s column “The
beauty of friction that lets us feel the
world™ (Opinion, February 5), one of
lhc many ominous aspects of artificial

it — and are still refusing to explain
their maths.

Rt Hon Sir Mel Stride

Shadow Chancellor of the Exchequer,
House of Commons, London SW1, UK

Tories have always shied
away from the hard choices
While I agree with Robert Shrimsley
(“The Conservatives’ foundational sin”,
Opinion, February 20) that the Tory
party has in recent years shied away
from presenting the electorate with
hard choices and trade-offs, I'm not so
sure that it has ever really done so.

America think
ingeditor

as the Thatcher
governments balanced the books, for

is that it takes away our
voice and calls it assistance. Every time
I receive an email, Al presents a
possible response that I will never use
because it sounds nothing like me. The
content is correct but the voice is all
wrong. It is Al's voice, a mix of bland
and obsequious, not mine.

The subtleties of expression as

What Lasch wrotc about
elites and the global bazaar

In her excellent analysis “Trump is the
wrong answer to right questions™
(Opinion, January 26), Rana Foroohar
looks at the hypocrisy that explains
why “few” (in the American and
European elites) saw Donald Trump’s
rise “coming”. It might be worth
recalling what the foremost American
social historian Christopher Lasch
wrote back in 1995 in The Revolt of the
Elites and the Betrayal of Democracy.

When we “speak of democracy
today, we refer, more often than not, to
the democratisation of ‘self esteem”.
The current catchwords — diversity,
compassion, empowerment,
entitlement — express the wistful hope
that deep divisions in American society
can be bridged by goodwill and
sanitised speech. We are called upon to
recognise that all minorities are
entitled to respect not by virtue of their
achievement but by virtue of their
sufferings in the past . . . In our
preoccupation with words, we have lost
sight of the tough realities that cannot
be softened simply by flattering
people’s self-image.”

This was not the first book in which
Lasch had wondered whether
democracy had a future. Foroohar
speaks of hypocrisy. She is right but as
Lasch reminds us: “Patriotism does not
rank very high in their [the elites]
hierarchy of virtues. ‘Multiculturaliany,
on the other hand, suits them to
perfection, conjuring up the agreeable
image of a global bazaar in which
exotic cuisines, exotic styles of dress,
exatic music, exotic tribal customs cen
be savoured indiscriminately, wxlh no

questions asked and no ¢

required. The new elites are at home
only in transit, en route to high level
conferences, to the grand opening of a
new franchise, to an mtemal.mna] film
festival, or to an undi: d resort.

Maga’s Delors effect

Janan Ganesh is of course carrect to
point out (“Maga will regret ties to
Europe’s hard right”, Opinion,
February 19) that Donald Trump and
his Maga supporters may in the
medium term regret their overt
support for rightwing European
populist parties.

In power, the Alternative for
Germany (AFD) party, Marine Le Pen’s
Rassemblement National (National
Rally). and even Nigel Farage's Reform
UK would probably take a stand
against US influence over time and
turn eastward,

What Ganesh misses however is the
nationalists’ anti-EU stance, which is
something they have in common with
Trump, who rightly sees a united
Europe as a counter to his position as
the strongest kid in the playground. A
united Europe is a real challenge to his
bullying tactics, so opposition to that
aligns Maga with the populist right.

‘The irony is that Trump has
probably done more to bring Europe
together than anyone since Jacques
Delors. He's not very good at “divide
and rule” either.

Chris Boyd

Séte, France

‘Wagner: the only composer
on the DMT wavelength

Your article about DMT and ayahuasca
as a cure for depression (“Psychedelic
in ayahuasca shows promise against
depression”, Report, February 17)
reminded me of when I was introduced
to DMT in 1966 by music students from
New York’s Juilliard School.

They said they had listened to all the
classical composers while taking DMT
and said the only composer who was on
that wavelength was Richard Wagner.
So Lhey played the overture to
and that set me off —1

Theirs is essentially a tourist's view of
the world — not a perspective likely to
encourage a passionate devotion to
democracy.”

Francis Ghilés

Senior Researcher

Barcelona Centre for International
Affairs, Paris, France

Positively Orwellian
Friday’s front page illustrates how close

we have come to George Orwell’s world
of Nineteen Eighty-Four. A news story

became a life-long Wagnerian.

1'was to learn that Wagner had
written about his own depression to his
friend Ernst Kietz in 1852 in these
words: “I'm mentally ill — and mental
illness is incurable — it is for me no
longer a question of recovering, but
only of making the period of my
existence more bearable and I can only
do this through artistic creation.”

So Wagner’s exhilarating music was
his self-medication for depression —
his DMT if you like. I believe that helps
to explain why his music stands out

unique to individuals as their about US threats to Iran (“Trump sets compared to that of any other

fingerprints are clearly beyond Al's 10-day window to decide on Iran composer.

current capacities. strikes as US builds up forces™ Repor, Perhaps researchers working with
‘Why are we content then to use these February ZO) is dbya h and DMT should consider
lourless, generic h of the president flanked by | using Wagner's music as a supportive

with our fellows? 1 guess I'll have to be

grateful Al only suggests the response

and doesn’t presume to send it as well.
t McGirr

Greenwich, CT, US

Jared Kushner, his son-in law, and JD
Vance at the inauguration of his “Board
of Peace”, “War is Peace” indeed.

Tony Tyler

Hong Kong

therapy?

Trips to Glyndebourne, Longborough
or the Royal Opera House on the NHS?
Craig Sams
Hastings, East Sussex, UK
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Ruchir
Sharma

fter surging for years, the

price of gold has entered

the realm where storytell-

ing drives its price. Break-

ing free of the fundamental
forces that long explained its ups and
downs, it is now rising on tales of global
risk and uncertainty — which make this
era feel to some observers like the gold
rushof the1970s.

Gold has long been seen as a safe
haven because its price has kept pace
with the rate of inflation for centuries,
albeit punctuated by busts and booms.
The booms tended to come in periods
when real interest rates declined. As
returns fell on money held in savings
accounts or bonds, people tended to

noyield but at least can rise in price.

Gold enters the storybook stage

That pattern started to change in a
material way in 2023, Real interest rates
were high compared to the recent past
and rising, but gold prices began to take
off. The main driver was a huge increase
in purchases by central banks looking
to shift their holdings away from the
dollar, which the US weaponised for use
in sanctions against Russia over the
Ukraine war. The price of gold has sky-
rocketed since then, but what I once
called the “anti-dollar revolution led by
foreign central banks” can no longer
explainit.

Over the past year, the pace of central
bank purchases has slowed down. Jewel-
lery demand has plunged as consumers
balk at the high prices, Instead, demand
has exploded from investors in all the
major markets from the US to Indiaand
the UK. The investor shzre of gold pur-
chases doubled last year to 35 per cent
worldwide, led by torrential flows into
gold ETFs. Nowhere is the fervour more
intense than in China where retail
“auntie” investors have jumped head-
firstintotheb

ding the traditional und: di

of how to calculate its value, The models
long used to explain the price of gold,
whndt includereal bond yields and infla-
i haveall broken d
Relative to inflation, for example, the
price of gold is now five standard devia-
tions above its historical norm; put
plainly, this is freakishly unusual behav-
iour. ‘hile, a modei developed by

the 1970s. But inflation today is
nowhere near the double-digit levels of
the Jimmy Carter era. And it is hard to
argue that uncertainties such as Donald
Trump, tariffs and Ukraine are objec-
tively more disconcerting than, say, oil
embargoes, Vietnam and the Iran hos-
tage crisiswere back then.

Anot.her popular argumen[ is that

thriveasah:

Its price is five standard
deviations above its
historical norm; put plainly,
this is freakishly unusual

the World Gold Council attributes more
than 80 per cent of gold’s latest gains
to “risk and uncertainty” or “residuals”.
That's another way of saying scary
storiesand “we havenoidea”.

The story gold bulls are telling is that
the current state of the world evokes the
backd of past gold super cycles —

In short, gold is being driven largely
by financial demand, and this shift is

meaning long and strong bull markets
like those of the 2000s and, especially,

"dnlhr debasement”, But if that is so,
why have other alternatives to the dol-
lar such as bitcoin been tanking, and
why have other dollar assets like US

gold in their portfolios. The 1970s super i
cycle ended only when the Federal -
Reserve began to aggressively raise -

rates to fight inflation, and there is little
chance of that happening now.

Gold bugs therefore say (i:e yellow

metal has plenty of room to rise, and
they may be right. So far, in inflation-

adjusted terms, it isup more than three- |

fold over the past 10 years. But that's not

much relative to its 12-fold rise during |
the 1970s. And while prices may appear |

to have risen parabolically in recent

months, the rise has been much less

stocks and bonds been holdi

Gold also broke free of i\mdam:nuls
in the later stages of its 1970s boom. By
the end of that decade, gold was selling
for $500 per ounce, or about 2.5 times
its implied value based on real interest
rates. Taday the price of gold is five
times this implied or “fair” value, at
nearly $5,000 per ounce.

Nonetheless, it is difficult to see what
might break this momentum. Liquidity
remains plentiful worldwide, so a lot of
people are looking for more places to
put money. Even after the recent buying
sprees, investors hold relatively little

stage of the 19705 boom, when gold do
bled in price over two months.

While I have been bullish on gold for |
many years, I'm more agnostic now. h a -

market divorced from fi

than the spike in the final |

T and the ineffe

US allies need
to learn the
artof the
trade deal

Chrystia
Freeland

he Supreme Court’s tariffs
decision on Friday gives the
US and its allies the chance
for areset. “Liberation day™
larle |mpused in Apﬂl

and driven by an increasing number of
random stories, it is hard to know which
narrative is for real and will hold. If you

want to buy more gold, you just gotta

believe.

The writer is chair o Interna-

| reac-
tion to them, hun regular Americans

i and strained the country’s relationship

with its closest friends. The Supreme
Court’s ruling offers a rare opportunity

* to fix that historic error. If they are

smarl. leaders on both sides of the aisle
and on both sides of the

tional. Hislatest book is ‘What Went Wrong

With Capitalism’

Americals
becoming a
petrostate

Rana
Foroohar

he US is once again going

where no rich country has

gone before. Earlier this

month, the White House

topped off a year of regula-
tory rollbacks around climate change by
repealing the “endangerment finding,”
which is the rule that allows the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency to curb
carbon emissions because of their
health consequences.

President Donald Trump heralds this
as great news for the US economy,
energy security, the fossil fuel industry
and the people who work in it, like the
coal miners he welcomed to the White
House earlier this month after signing

the Big Three automakers — GM, Ford
and Stellantis — since they are now
Tran 1% Sy

But that number, large though it is,
doesn’t begin to captureall the costs to
the federal flip flops on both the
demand and investment side of the
transportation business, which is the
largest single source of greenhouse gas
intheUS.

The BlueGreen Alliance, an associa-
tion of labour unions and environmen-
tal groups, put out research last year
estimating that the repeal of the clean
energy manufacturing tax credit alone
puts over 2mn jobs at risk in places like
Arizona, Kentucky, Michigan, South
Carolina, Tennessee and West Virginia,
which were startmg to benehl from a

tindard endorscd by the Biden ad
istration. That was an effort to eradicate
the black lung disease that a fifth of
veteran coal miners now have from
using the more powerful machinery
needed to reach coal in mature mines as
it becomes harder to extract, kicking up
PR

clean gy
investment boom.

That boom is already turning to bust.
Manufacturing jobs have fallen under
‘Trump, who promised to bring indus-
trial work back to the US. Research firm
Rhodium Group estimates that $22bn in

an executive order requiring the planned EV, battery and critical mineral
Department of War (it painsmetowrite  investment has dried up.

that) to use more coal power. The truth Meanwhile, workers in fossil fuel-
isthat it fthose things. Trump’s s who had been success-
war on clean energy is going to make  fully transitioned to jobs in clean tech
Americasicker and poorer. are getting laid off. This past December,

Let’s start with the fact that the
administration’s sabotage of existing
federal tax credits for electric vehicles,
clawbacks of already funded grants and
loans for clean energy projects, and cuts
to federal fuel efficiency mandates are
costing Detroit $50bn, That’s the
amount of writedowns being taken by

for example, Ford shut a huge battery
facility in Kentucky, a coal state, hrmg
1,60 inaplace wh
local government had spent $250mn to
lure the new business in.

Some workers may get pushed back
into coal mining. If so, they will not
be protected by the stronger silica

The Trump ion paused

saved from regulatory cuts, public
health and environmental advocates
are worried about the hundreds of thou-
sands of premature deaths linked to cli-
mate change in the pre-regulatory era
we seem to be regressing to. People
n 0] R

transport sector, but in the supply chain i

that servesit.
One wonders what risk premivm

might be put on a nation with less inter-
est in high-growth industries, as wellas :

dxmer waler and air, at atime when the

i worried about poll
from an influx of Venezuelan oil

enforcement of the standard amid a
restructuring of numerous federal
agencies that resulted in thousands of
labour and health workers losing Lhenr

d to hit a Chevron refinery in
Lo tho il

industry wants to push more :

costs from climate-related disasters on

their
pany to buy their homes. As China
serves up cheap solar panels to emerg-
ing markets, America is becoming one.

jobs. “The guy wh he'sa

The costs I've laid out are

of coal miners literally doesn’t care
whether they live or die,” points out
BlueGreen Alliance executive director
Jason Walsh.

1 could go on, but you get the idea.
While the White House lauds the money

Trumps war on
clean energy is going
to make the country

sicker and poorer

just the beginning. For the US automo-
bile industry, stagnation is now the best
possible outcome. Even if we get a
post-2028 rollback of Trump's roll-
backs, that will put America years
behind China, which clearly owns the
clean energy future.

The legal battles over all this have
begun (the first lawsuit over the
endangerment rule was filed last week,
adding tomany others). The lack of cer-
tainty resulting from ongoing legal
action is itself 2 huge impediment to
foreign investment, not just in the

to ies, banks and
i that have already risen by
double digits i likel

rise more, Overall bnrrmwmg cos!s’[or i

those investing in the US might too.
Beyond this, I must wonder if Amer~

AﬂannC.Mllsemell
A reset needs to start with something.

. America’s bruised and insulted allies
© may be loath to admit: when he first
i burst on to the US national political
- scene, President Donald Trump was

right to say the global trading system

+ wasn't working for working people in

the US. And it wasn’t working for work-

- ing people in much of the rich, industr-
- ialised world either.

A permanently imbalanced global
economy, in which the world’s advanced

* manufactured goods are mostly made

and increasingly invented in China, is
not politically sustainable for the
democracies of the west. Nor is it agood

. deal for China’s people, who centinue to

be asked to consume less than they
earn, for the sake of risky geoeconomic
dominance.

That truth at the heart of Washing-

: ton’strade policy could be the beginning

of a transatlantic reset. While Europe
has long paid polite lip-service to Amer-

. ican concerns about Chinese overcapac-

ity, over the past year, the China Shock
has crossed the Atlantic. Blocked by tar-

T'he Supreme Court’s
ruling offers a rare
opportunity to fix

a historic error

iffs from the rich American market,
subsidised Chinese exports including
wind turbines, industrial chemicals and
EVsare hitting Europe hard.

A reset built around shared action on
Chinese overcapacity would be a politi-
cal victory for the White House —and it
would be good for working people on

* bothsides of the Atlantic.

But while a transatlantic trade pact on
China makes sense for Americans, and
it makes sense for the world, Europe
and its friends shouldn't assume it will
be an easy sell in Washington. That's

ica’s utter fany
ity for global warming will someday
come back to bite in the form of retalia-

© because

here between the first

Trump administration, when the presi-

dent built a bipartisan consensus on
China

tory tariffs or financial placed |

on the US by other countries. What’s
to stop a group of nations with record

climate-related economic losses from |

eventually penalising the US, just as
America has penalised nations that sup-
port terrorism? The costs — both human
and economic — of the former are

already far higher.
ung.foroohan@fi.com

Martin
Sandbu

Itis time for Europe to weaponise its chokepoints

Trump's punitive tariff threats against
counmcs opposing his land grab in
G d. In addition, P

dence in achieving autonomy than in
fostering European “indispensability”,
ially with a group of reliable allies

acutely feel their reliance on US provi-

sion of strategic military technology.
These (and more) cassall amount to

(which may or may. lude the US).

Europe dominates in other sectors
t00. A group of experts called the Geos-
lrakegnc Eumpe Taskforce lasl week
d a report which “i

The study concluded: “By fostering
Europnn leadcrshlp in cunmg-edge

critical chokepoints where Chma
depends on the EU for more than 80 per

’ great
awakening has been to real-
ise, first, that they depend on
other powers in many near-
existential ways, and second,

that those powers are increasingly will-
ing to use their leholds to bend

spective from “managing partnerships |
to projecting power”, as Geostrategic -
Europe Taskforce puts it. Specifically, !

for the EU, this means lowering the
threshold for the “anti-coercion instru-

ment”, which permits many kinds of -

is that it is not all abcut

alist of “chok lies of vital theEUcan  centofitsimp and 67 suchdepend-  retaliation, to also be deployed tosee off -
goods and services whem Eumpe isat  create choke points on which others  encies for the United States. Thesespan  any threat before it materialises, rather
the mercy of prod depend, h its itical  essential inputs including insulin, phar-  than just reactively.
Their i has left Europe leverage. Specifically, this would then  maceutical intermediates, medical Another lesson, as Dezernat Zukunft
and politically, and even pean means to deter the ies, and specialised machin- phasi

hil ically, bereft, since ery for paper p pplying
practised and preached economic inter- andi ing.” ial
dependence more earnestly than any Research has shown the And the German economic think-tank  access towhich can be denied —isalsoa
other part of the world. Dezernat Zukunft has also just released  form of leverage. A third is that the EU -

leaders are now accepting

Europeto their wills.

This fear first fully emerged vis-a-vis
China, with concerns over Huawei's role
in 5G networks a decade or so ago. Vul-
ncrahlllty to Vlad imir Putin wcrenergy

sia warned against early on, but beume
commonly understood only after his
open weaponisation of gas sales in 2022.

Yet what has most shocked Europe-
ans is how the US has joined those turn-
ing their dependence against them. The
most egregious economic case is Donald

the new reality, by converging around
autonomy and resilience in a bid to
undo the chokeholds others have over
them. That is a purely defensive reac-
tion. Aiming solely for resilience
obscures any consideration of counter-

continent is better armed
for geopolitical conflict
than its leaders might think

imposition on Europe of export boy-
cotts and perhaps even military adven-

market —

a study highlighting that “Europe has
more cards than it thinks. We 180

and the UK must find ways to align on
the use of chok

per cent of US uranium imports. Sie-
mens dominates the turbines US data
centres desperately need.”

These researchers do a great service
in showing Europe is better armed for
geopolitical conflict than its leaders
might think. Simply mapping the levers
one might use is a step towards a more
assertive stance. These exercises also
offer a number of further lessons for

leaders.

vailing pawzr th:u Eurnpc itself pos-  turism by rival states.”
sesses inst others. The technol in question refer to
Bul scmethmg more itious is  Europe’s i f extreme ultravi-
ir. In a study last year, par-  olet l Dutch
ticipants from policymaking and indus-  ASML, and could, with the right policies,
try told the Paris-based Institut Mon-  in future include ph: icand quantum
taigne think-tank they had less confi-  chips, accordingtothe think-tank.

Oneis the need to broaden one’s per-

onsanctions against Russia).
“This knowledge is welcome and nec-

sense of having instrurnents of coercion
is not the same as power in the sense of
successfully securing one’s interests.
The latter requires a willingness to

make use of the former — perhaps |
© afterall, the sincerest form of flattery.

aggressively so. That is a step Europe’s
political leaders have yet to take.

martin.sandbuc@ft.com

scarce goods Being a large |
and fi © America’s partners a golden opportunity

nl anadain
the renegotiation of a North American
trade agreement he rightly called “the
best trade deal ever,” Trump went from
usingtariffs asa tool to recalibrate an off-

! kilter global trading system toan all-pur-

pose weapon of predatory global hegem-
ony, wielded with as much, or more, zeal

i against friends as against foes.

America’s allies were the unwitting
midwives of that transformation, when

| they surprised Wall Street and even

some voices in the White House by

. acquiescing to tariffs last year. Much of
. the market opposition to tariffs was
- based on the assumption that the world
. would fight back. China did, but the rest

of the world, led by America's closest
allies, largely capitulated when they
should have retaliated.

‘Weakness is a provocation. Appease-
ment by America’s allies didn’t mollify
Trump. It emboldened him to press fur-
ther, moving from tariffs to territory.
The Taco trade isa misnomer. The pres-
ident doesn’t always chicken out. Heisa
much cannier negotiator than his critics

. will allow. He pushes until he meets
© resistance — and that approach often

gets him a much better deal than more
traditional analysts imagined possible.
The Supreme Court ruling has given

toreset the transatlantic relationship and
correct the miscalculation of last spring.

+ They could give the White House a win
(like they have :
- some welcome relief by offering a com-
- mon front on Beijing in exchange for
essary, but only a start. Power in the :

on China, and American consumers

friendshoring with allies. But to do that,
they need to learn the Art of the Deal
and take a page from the president’s
hardball playbook. That means a care-
ful, co-ordinated retaliation plan, along-
sidean attractive off-ramp. Imitation is,

© The writer is the former deputy prime min-
: ister of Canada



