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Beneath camouflage:
Questions for HDFC

N INVESTIGATION in this newspaper has revealed
that HDFC Bank, India’s largest private-sector bank
by assets and market capitalisation, “camouflaged”
crores of rupees as marketing spend to pay lngher in-
teresttot Road Dx (
apublic limited company fully owned by the Government of
Maharashtra, Theinvestigation found that on March 12 this year,
HDFC's Audit Commlttee of the Board (ACB) ordered a formal
“Internal Vigilanc ingRs45
crore made to the MSRDC during FY2024 and FY2025. This
money a ialinterest”, thatis, interest over
and above the specified rate, on the MSRDC's deposits in the
bank. But instead of being credited directly tothe MSRDC’s ac-
count as interest earned, the money was routed through the
bank’s marketing department, disguised as contributions toa
road safety awareness campaign through four local vendors.
Notably, SLX days after this probe was first ordered within
HDEC, i AtanuCl resigned abruptly, cit-
ing “certain happenings and practices within the bank” not in
“congruence” with his personal values and ethics. At that time,
Chakraborty’s resignation did not raise alarm bells, with both
theinterim chairman, Keki Mistry, as well asthe RBI saying that
therewas id ‘any mit . The factis, thebank’s
top ftheRs45 which, accord-
ingtoits own vigilance probe, violates RBI rules and the bank’s

Courtorder hands EC a clean chit.
But SIR’s deleted still awalt justice

".‘ l
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ASHOK LAvAsA
HE MUCH-awaited Supreme
Court (SC)orderon the constitu-

tionality of the Special Intensive
Revision (SIR) of electoral rolls

constitutional authority in u)nclucunD the
SIR, ther

prescribed for eligibility, and the scope of its
enquiry into citizenship. It framed the fol-
lowingissues for consideration.

One, whether the ECI has the power to
conduct the impugned SIR. Two, whether
the SIR is founded on a legitimate purpose,
and whether arepro-
portionate to the object sought to be
achieved. Three, whether the procedure
adopted is contrary to, or in violation of, the
provisions of the Representa[mn of the

(ER) ion  PeopleAct,1950and fElec-

C ission of India (ECI) isout, causi - tors Rules, 1960. Four, whether, in the exer-

ultationand dismay inrivalcamps.Iwonder ~ ciseofi fprepara-

ifitsurprised anyone. tionand maintenance of ERs, the ECI is.

TheSCfirst heard thi: July10 P d to scrutinise the citizenship

last year, soon after the EClinitiated the SIR  status of persons seeking inclusion or con-
process on June 24,2025 in Bihar. Thatthe  tinuationinthe ER.

SC allowed the process to be completed in
Bihar with an extremely tight deadline in
view of the imminent assembly elections,

and thereafter in 12 other states/UTs, was a

TheSCseestheSIR standingat the “inter-
sectionoftwoconstitutional concerns” of in-
cluding all eligible citizens and that the ER

“must reflect ﬂle Lrue composxtlon of the

ofthewayit political inits
the legality of the exercise. It tmkered with  object and deslgn, lhe SIR bears adirect
the process, and raised inc ques- fafreeand

tions during the hearing, gladdening the
hearts of the petitioners temporarily. But
thenitalsosaid it would notallow anyoneto
obstruct the process. In fact, the SC enabled
the ECI to continue the exercise in the face
ofalleged “non-cooperation” in West Bengal

code of ethics. It is now clear that key personnel
were fully aware of the “differential interest” being routed

through aroad safet
campaign by the MSRDC in a bid to attract hefty deposits from
the govemment agency. Accordlng to the Banking Regulation
Act, b; otgivea rare toanyone:

Thisepisoc

fair election” as that depends on the “integ-
rity, accuracy and purity” of the ER, which
formsthe “foundation of the democratic pro-
cess”. The SCis convinced that the “the ma-
terial onrecord indi the
problem™identified by the ECIwas

in HDFC Bank. One, why did it promise an interest rate higher
than what was permissible? Two, why did it resort torouting the
money via its marketing department? While these questions
should be probed, the role of the MSRDC itself is not beyond sus-
picion, starting with its alleged demand for an upfront fee of Rs
Scrore from HDFC Bank. Moreimportantly, it is not clear where.
the Rs45 crore went. IFHDFC gave that money for a road safety
campaign to four vendors, what happened tothe original prom-
ised interest payment? If it came to the MSRDC as interest pay-
ment through the regular channel, what about the Rs 45 crore
that HDFC gave for the road safety campaign?

Exam reform needs
patience, preparedness

HE CENTRAL Board of Secondary Education (CBSE)
announced implementation of the On-Screen Marking
(OSM) system for C]ass XII a week before the com-
of inationsof nearly 18 1akh
students in February — a sweeping shift from physical answer-
book evaluatmn to a fully dxgital namewotk Theshift was not,
initself,

touched by ical chanz,e and systemsin-
evitably requi nisation. Yett i Toll-
0ux~€u failures,

reveals

a deepex lacuna Df ambmon outpacmg preparedness. It also

that believes di-

gitisation ltselﬁs synonymous with progress.
Software systems — especially those handling the futures of
millions — require phased unplememancn stress [es(mg, re-

peated trial r and robust grievance re-
dressal Teachers infrastructure
must i d it Forthe OSMroll-

out, asareport i adry runwasconducted
inJanuary in fiveschools, where teachers from central, stateand
private schools were trained in the system for three days. How-
ever,nopilot; CBSE'sregional
offices. What makes the episode especially troubling is that it is
part of a broader pattern of insufficiently tested reforms intro-
duced inqui i the CBSE. Tt roduc-
tion of athree-language policy forstudents of Class IX from July,
twoboard examinationsayear for Class X students, ashift tocom-
petency-based and a revised re- ion process.

A patli y panel 1ed senior officials from
the education ministry and the CBSE fora meeting on June2to
review the OSM fiasco as well as the three-language policy; T
Madras and Kanpur and four pubhc sector banks have been
broughtintohelpwith
isagood placetostart but theway forward demandsalessbreath-
less imagination of reform. In a country where competition is

Ty -
tionate consequences. A misplaced script or a failed portal can
alter futuresirreversibly.

Saxophone colossus,
and a seeker

AZZ GENIUS Sonny Rollins, who died on May 25 in New
York, was at the top of his game in 1959 when he disap-

on' ofthe
the parameters of “integrity, accuracy ancl
purity” and in comparisonwith the ERs pre-
pared under its own supervision earlier.
The SC finds the process and methodol-
ogy followed by the ECIfor the SIR “optimal”
and observestha( it is“not: open tothisCourt
in
of ise”

electoral roll may have “a presumption of
validity, such presumption is rebuttable”
and doesn’t impose an embargo on the
powersof the Commission toundertakethe
SIR and finds the resultant deletions not
“contrary tothe 1960 Rules”.

Eventhough the SCsuggested theinclu-
sionof Aadhaar itvalidates the ECT’s docu—

ithout

forwhich the ECIis endowed with “institu-
tional expertise”, At the same time, it finds
that “the process, as initially designed, did
raise legitimate concerns regarding docu-
mentation, transparency, and access”. The
SC pats itself on the back for addressing

these concerns through “a series of 1udlclal

whether those documents were sufficient
for the ECI to be satisfied about the citizen-
ship ofelectors. Even on the question of citi-
zenship, which was the most contentious
pan of the SIR, the SC states that the ECIis

“empowered, in the exercise of its constitu-
tional mandate, to undertakea limited en-

interventions, which infused
1l it fe ” such ki
the ECI to treat the Aadhaar card as an ad-
ditional 12th document of ldennty. and di-
rectingit

excluded from Bihar’s clraft roll, along with

quiryi ofsat-
isfying itself as to eligibility for inclusion in
the electoral roll”. However, it holds that
“such an enquiry does not amount to a de-
termination of citizenship in the strict
sense”. While it affects the mdmdual sen-

titlement roll,
95, the SC says, “the posbexerclse data ltdoesn ("dwestthe individual of claims of
placed on record does not level of nordoesit fi determi-

dJsenfranchlsemenl so widespread or sys-

constitutional infirm-

ityin the design of the exercise™. Iwonderif

the SC took into account the more than 27
lakh electors excluded in West Bengal.

The SC gives a clean chit to the ECI on

all counts, holding the SIR not to be in “di-

rect conflict with the RP Actand

nation of that question by the Competent
Authority under the Citizenship Act”,
‘While excluding such persons from the
ER, itis incumbent upon the ECI to refer
them tothe competentauthority under the
Citizenship Act, 1955 “for adjudication i in
withlaw". It
for the ECI to now disclose the number of
“ineligible” persons discovered
through the SIR and refer them within four
weeks to the competent authonty for ad-
ir citizen: m

Parliamentary, Assembly, Local Body elec-

The SC order delivers aknockout punch

uy “systemic in nature, arising from TheSC finds the process and the 1960 Rules”. Instead, it states ~ such
djudicateand hearappeals.To  cumulativeinaccuraciesoveranex- v thatthe exerciseis “undertaken to
now expect the SCtonegate theexerciseby  tended period”, needingacompre- melth(x?{ology followedby the advance the very objective which
it was naive. hensive SIR because “suchaprob- ECI'optimal’and observesthat  part XV of the Constitution is de-
Beforewelookatthe orderanditsimpli-  lem does not readily admit of  itis “notopentothisCourtto  signedtoprotect”.Itfindsthatthe
cations, it must be thatthisSC  pi ions™. i supplantitsownjudgment in exercise “satisﬁe§ lhe.reguife- tions, whichever is earlier”.
order doesn’t considerissues such as logical The ECI now owes it to the th the ments of proportionality” with
theinability of the27lakh  people to share this “materialon matters .at eoneern C. 5 ! that.
deleted i theSIRtoavail  record”that implementationof anexercise’  to prevent arbitrary exclusion”.
ofth rocess. It i Cl's andpresent ) card TheSC inclusioninthe

The writer is a former election commissioner

When night falls, and
temperature doesn't

ELHI HAS recorded the hot-
test May in 14 years, with the
minimum temperature 5°C
above normal. The occur-

rence of dayume only heat-

in coastal regions.

Several factors contribute to high in-
doortemperatures. External shades, atra-
ditional consideration for residential
housing sites, are increasingly less so.

onlyand day-night compound heatwaves,

ingtonighttime- ~ Awnings, solar screens and blinds can

help with indoor cooling. Cross-ventila-

The long haul

isaluxury the

planet cannot afford

HIS REFERS to the editorial, “Together & apart, ani-
'malsinahumanworld’ (IE, May 23). Firstof all, thank
you for the information about this important re-

and the conventional “hot day and cool
night” is no longer the case.

A recent analysis reveals that warm
nights in northeast, northwest and penin-
sular India increased by two-eight
days/decade and are projected to increase
by 10-13 days/decade from 2015 to 2100.
The forecast for the far-future (2080-2100)
scenario: Warm nights (and days) are ex-
pected torise sevenfold.

High night temperatures have abearing
on both sleep quantity and quality, and the

ery of thebody di il
heat stress. Body ure falls after

tion helps, but modern apartment build-
ings are often deficient on this count;
opening windows during high-heat diur-
nal hours is not advisable. Rooms in low-
income settlements typically have low
ceilings without enough space for “strat-
ification” (warmer air near the ceilingand
coolerair closer to the floor). Indoor elec-
trical gadgets radiate heat, and switching
to low-energy/thermally efficient equip-
ment reduces it to some extent.
P indoor

difficult to make and not suitable for ten-
ants.

include

sleep onset, and the set point for thermo-

regulation is adjusted to a lower level.

Humid heat exposure (during sleep time)
-evoked

installing moveable/removahle shading
above, around, or on windows and doors,
and shades fur open spaces like verandas.

perature, raises the thermal load, and in-
creases wakefulness.

Installing placin greenin-
door plants by windows improve internal
shading in rooms exposed to direct sun-

peared fr

1sicscene. Amaster

stunning improvisations. But dissatisfied with his own music,
Rollins stepped away from the spotlight. For the next two years,
come rain or shme he cumbed ontoan empty deck on me sxde

ofthebusy W Bri wrestledwithh
nsb]ocksforupm‘ h day. Tk fRollins, alone
River wil isthestuffoflore. When
1in1961, he called hi bum The Bridge—

anairy feel.

Born in Harlem into a musical family, Rollins’s mother gave
himasecond-hand alto saxophone at 11and he never let go. He
became ateen sensation, later going on to play with Miles Davis,
Charlie Parker, John Coltrane and Thelonious Monk. Performing
weH inmhis 80s, hewentontorecord 60studioand livealbums,

aGrammy Lifetime Achievement Award.

Eightyears aﬁar hus bndgeseslons arestless Rollins, batt-
1is il arrived
in India for a second sabbatical. Jazz enthusiasts and archivists
JahangirDalal and Niranjan Jhaveri, central todocumentingjazz
inIndia, wentlookingfor him, finding himaat Swan:u Chinmaya-

inMumbai’s Powai. wouldgo
onto headline Jhaveri’sjazz yatrain 1978 in Mumbai. Never fully
satisfied with his music, Rollins, the “saxophone colossus”, re-
mained aseeker, chasing what seemed just out of reach.

- search. GPS collars, camera traps, drone surveys...
we! have perfected the art of watching, even aswhat
o h nt! ymoment
butno!st back.’['heedwnnalrell u that nature
AREFA eprhm ndc ce
TEHSIN and thatconservati i not
slogans like “nature is healing” that went viral alouglde the co-
ronavirus. Iagree. Nature is not healing. Itisnegotiating. And not
froma position of strength.
Where Imust disagree is with the comfort embedded in your
DEAREDITOR phrase, “long-haul work™. “Long haul” is, after all, a profoundly
-~ human luxury. It assumes there is enough time to conduct lon
I dlsagree studies, e design polic o nrv;miu%
Afortnightly debates, publish papers, and not to forget, plant asymbolic sap-

columninwhich
weinvite readers
totell uswhy,
when they differ
with the editorial
positions or news
coverage of “The
Indian Express’

lingduringadignitary’s foreign visit. The rest of the living world
doesnotoperate onsuch indulgent timelines. The ancient forest
in Nicobar will not survive a land pohcy to come somewhere in
2040. At ithc wait for “granularap-
proaches” thatarrive a decade toolate. The current rate of species
extinction rivals that of the K-Pgevent —the mass extinctionthat
wiped out me dmosams wxrh no asterold to blameﬂ‘us time.
Theed! " liketheidea
that “humansarethe virus”. Fairenough. What we are not admit-
tingisa far: more persistent belief: That human material expan-

—
Accounting for two thermal indices —  light. Ceiling fans certainly improve venti- sion —not b: well-being, but ion — must re-
hot night excess and hot night duration —  lation, but tend to spread the heat around main the accepted principle ol ourspemes time on Earth. We
a recent study has established strong evi-  ifthe temperature is above 35°C. speakofi they
dence of an increased mortality risk associ- It is generally difficult and expensive to adjust. We ext.mct they retreat. We deba[e ethcs they become
ated with hot-night indicesin mostregions  cool the entire home. One or two rooms are data It
Arecent S[udy across the world. This was found tobe in-  best kept cool, and as little time as possible Whenhi i rheworld
has established dependent ofa,;lz asshociau'l;iwimdaytjﬁne isslip:.nl[]in mo:]sﬁhar regil;/e mﬁs‘ﬂmgm When human dxd not deccend into ecological disorder. It exhalid a loqnmg sxﬁh.
. tempemtule e “hot night excess” has  or kitchens. A shower before bed reduces P Wil . Soung
. strong ithi hospital ad- and avoidstherisk acuv1t'y slowed capes shifted. Air cleared. All for a brief moment. We dismissed
evidenceofan  mission and mortality risks from condi- of overheaung Aglass of cold water before during the itasromanticism. Perhaps itwas. Butitalsorevealed something
increased tionslike stroke, cardiovascularconditions  bed and loose clothing also help. pandemic,the  deeplyincol 1l presence matters.
mortality risk and dementia. ) _ . While heat-related mortality risk and world did not Thisisnotacall forah lanet. Itisacall to
iatedwith' . Eyen_u mg!]t s lack_ql slee}? ?as }'le‘gzuve advisories focus on peak: dayum_e tempe_m:- descendinto the. assum;_)tmn [pet more—more roads, more extraction, more
assocla 2 implications for cognitive ability, immune  turesorexposure acrossthe entireday, itis » consumption — isinherentlyjustified.
hot-night system, mood changes, quahty of life and dL[ncult to adapt to the consequences of eCologlcal The editorial urges patience. T urge u:gency Inthelongrun,
indicesinmost  socialactivity. Indoor iscritical exposure and high indoor heat. disorder.Wild  as John Maynard Keynes once observed, “we are all dead”
regi()ns across inbedroomsandisakeydeterminantofre- India needs to respond to this challenge, animals (though I suspect may ion). We
£ storative sleep. The intersection of urban takmg into account both climatic and so- must continue the research, refine the models, embrace com-
the world. This heat exposure and housing ility is ic contexts. appeared where plexity and give it the deserved space in editorials. But we must
wasfoundtobe  gaining attention. Recent observations in theyhadlong  notlet complexity become an excuse for delay, Or let our quest
i_ndependem of Chennairevealed thatindoor The writer is chairperson, Centre of Social beenabsent. fornuance dilute the: cl:mtv ofthe crisis. The time toactisnotin
S remained in the 32°- 35 5°C range, and even Medicine and Community Health, JNU, and a thelong haul. Iti: While
anv aSSOClz.ltmn exceeded 35°C. P ive uuuuun in the Wellcome Tr PP Sou.“ dscap_es nature tous,in ofthe , the com-
with daytime layerof heat stres ic and Health Impact. o shifted. Air monsitselfis quietly slipping from tragedy into memory.
temperature dicate the IMD is considering revising Lhe HeakAdapranon Action: Case studies fram cleared.
criteria for declaring heatwave conditions India’. v Tehsin's book s The Great Indi fari
40 YE ARS AGO Punjab Speaker resigns kataramanand PM Rajiv Gandhi were for the police action in the Golden Temple

May 28,1986

RAVIINDER SINGH resigned as Speaker of
the Punjab Vidhan Sabha, saying he did not
desire the office to be "undermined un-

among a large number of people who of-
fered floral tributes at Nehru's Samadhiin
Shantivana. Later, speaking at a photo-

complex on April 30. The demand was con-
tained in a resolution passed with a show of
hands at a district conference of the group

necessarily" and would not like "to leave be-
hind alegacy of controversy”. Elected
Speaker twicein the past decade, Singh
was toface a no-confidence motion on June
2. He flew to Kulu after forwarding his resig-
nation to Governor Siddhartha Shankar Ray.

Homage paid to Nehru

THE NATION paid homage to the country's
first prime minister, Nehru,on

graphn: exhxbmon Venkataraman calledon

at Sangrur, the home district of Barnala.
The was attended by about

Nehru spath of democratic socialism. Re-
calling Nehru's contribution to the building
of modern India, Venkataraman said he was
thearchitect who transformed a medieval
Indiainto amodernstate.

Dissidentsask prieststoquit
THE DISSIDENT Akali Dal leaders demanded
of the five Sikh high priests

his 22nd death anniversary. In the capital,
President Zail Singh, Vice President R Ven-

epaper.indianexpressicom .. .

from their posts for having pardened the
Punjab Chief Minister, Surjit Singh Barnala,

New Delhi

10,000 peaple.

ArunNehrustable

ARUN NEHRU, Union Minister of State for In-
ternal Security, suffered a mild heart at-
tack. He was admitted to Sher-E-Kashmir
Institute of Medical Sciences. A team of
ductors headed by Dr Jalal-Ud-Din, head of

di department, i dil
him. According to the dean of the hospital,
Nehru's condition was “stable”.
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Pakistan celebrates Eid while grappling
with economic strain that continues to
weigh heavily on ordinary households.
— Dawn
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On India-US, symptoms are being managed,
not underlymg MAGA unpredictability

THAROORTHINK
BY SHASHI THAROOR

HEN PRIME Minister
Narendra Modi met
President Donald Trump
at the White House in
February 2025, theairwas

rhetoricofageo-

thick with
political
century. For 25 years — a golden quarter-
century bookended by Bill Clinton’s trans-
formative visit to New Delhi in 2000 and
that February encounter — the India-US re-
lationship operated on a seemingly unas-
sailable, ascendant Lraiectory

This l'ustonc wamung rsted onseveral
the
f.L[S[ quarter of the cen(ury There was a

onviction that

strategic or systemic incompatibilities
existed between the two nations and their
geopolitical interests, broadly defined. As
vibrant democracies, it was believed that
Washington and New Delhi had far morein
common than their evident, mostly ma-
terial and cultural, differences. The princi-
pal threat to both countries was unmistak-
ably the same — a rising, increasingly
assertive, and revisionist China. Fur-
thermore, the United States appeared to
have outgrown its Cold War-era hyphena-
tion of India with Pakistan, clearly seeingthe
former’s rise as invaluable to world order
and the latter as an unreliable, terrorist-en-
abling disruptor. Finally, global

pensable strategic counterweight in the
Indo-Pacific, Washington’s transactional
“America First” doctrine has treated New
Delhi as an economic adversary and a geo-
political afterthought.

The most visceral shock hasbeen econ-
omic, shattering the illusion of seamless
trade convergence. Trump’s aggressive re-
litigation of trade balances resulted in the
sudden imposition of sweeping universal
tariffson Indian steel, aluminium, and tex-
tiles, accompanied by a public branding of
Indiaasthe “tariffking”. Foran Indian econ-
omy banking on “friend-shoring” (the in-
tentional redirection of global supply
chainsaway from China), this blunt protec-
tionism has been a rude awakening, prov-
ing that Washington is less interested in
building resilient economic partnerships
than in closing its borders to most imports,
friendly or otherwise.

i I of stra-

trends in technology, supply chains, world
trade, and investment all found India and
theUS on the same side as countries whose
intrinsic strengths were mumally compat-
ible. Driven by tk ies, New Delhi

tegic compatibility crumbled under the
weight of Washington’s transactional ap-
proach to global conflicts. As India main-
tained its pragmatic oil imports from Russia
and ined its historical de-

gradually shed its non-aligned reticence to
warmly embrace a comprehenswe global
strategic with

Then, abruptly, came the Trump wreck-
ing ball. Over the past year, the Trump ad-
ministration has systematically trashed
policymakers deeply shaken and confused
aboutthe basic premises of their foreign pol-
icy. Rather than treating India as an indis-

LETTERS
ToTHE EDITOR

Rubioinindia

AMERICA KNOWS very well what
India’s fundamental interestsare
and where India cannot compro-
miseatany cost (‘IndiaFirstcan
converge with AmericaFirst’, IE,
May27). If Americashows under-
standing on these matters, conver-
gence of interests between the two
countriesis quite possible. Besides,
theconceptof “our interest first”
should not give the impression of
egocentrism. Ifdriven by the prin-
ciples of sincerity, cooperation,
mutual respect, and peaceful

i itshould

fenceties with Moscow, the White
House aggressively brandished
the threat of CAATSA sanctions,
erasing the diplomatic space New

Widely viewed as a much-
needed damage-control
exercise, Rubio’s visit sought to

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

lateral security cooperation. By utilising his
time in New Delhi to reaffirm American
commitmenttothe Quad, fast-track pending
defence transfers like the co-production of
jet engines, sign anagreement on strategic
minerals cooperation and frame India’s se-
curity asanabsoluterequirement for Ameri-
can dominance in the Indian Ocean, Rubio
offered Indiaa comfomng echo of rhe pre-
20: By

language of anti-hegemonic balancing
against China, he temporarily restored a
sense of shared purp ose.

However, asingle successful diplomatic
visit cannot completely undo a year of sys-
temic whiplash. While Rubio effectively
managed theacute symptoms of the crum-
bling partnership,
the radicalung
transactional MAGA furelgu policy —re-
mains uncured. To genuinely rebuild the
trust that has been dmrmyed overthe past

Dowry has many
complicities,
requires wide

ranging response

LAKSHMI

URING MY years at UN Women, we promoted rec-

ognition of the concept of femicide — the killing of

women and girls because they are female — re-

flected in Latin America’s Belém do Para Conven-

tion and the Inter-American Model Law on femi-

cide/feminicide. Ifany crime in India can truly be characterised
as femicide, itisdowry death.

Every dowry-] Imked tragedy tears through the national con-

ture towards China. The pattern of dis-  12months, both yy the next Incidents

ruption extended tothe human sphere,  high-level rhetoric and commit to concrete thatare now under mvesugauon should not becume occa&ons
heret ion’sdra: nrnahmn- for by ting. They mu

ingofH-1B Vit i must codrfy its much- amirror held up to acivilisational contradiction: How can India

of tech-worker renewals targeted the
human bridge connecting Silicon Valley
with Bengaluru, severely disrupting the
high-tech trust underlying their joint tech-
nology initiatives. Perhaps most alarm-

vaunted “strategic partner” status for India,
ensuring thatif New Delhiisexpected totake
riskstosupport USinterestsin Asia, it cannot
be simultaneously penalised with the same
tariff bluntness applxed to economic adver-

ingly, the post-Cold Warde-hy/ ionof

saries. theUS mustaccept that

the Subcontinent began to bluras Washing-
ton, inits haste to pressure Iran and secure
transactional regional exits, re-engaged
with lslamabad on mediation and intelli-

India will always maintain an independent
relationship with Russia and a distinct pos-
ture on Central Asia, acknowledgmg that

— Bharat — which reveres women as the Tridevis, Lakshmi, Sa-
raswati and Parvati, barter away their dignity and insult Nari
Shakti?How canan India aspiring to Viksit Bharat by 2047 allow
daughters to be weighed against cars, cash, gold and flats?
Dowryisnotacustom, giftor “family prestige” dressed in wed-
dingsilk or glitter. It is the marketplace where marriage loses its
soul. The concept of stree dhan does not justify dowry. It tradi-
tionally meantassets, jewellery, property or gifts voluntarily given
to a daughter for her [Lnancral security, dignity and autonomy,

trust can only be restored if

shrps incrypto and minerals, ha:lmg Asim

partner-

tops treating str asign

attendaQ itinIndia

Munirasthe USPresident’s
marshal”,and sending shivers through our
secunly estabhshment

fxaymg and mounting mistrust that US Sec-
retary of State Marco Rubio arrived. Widely
viewed as a much-needed damage-control
exercise, Rubio’s visit sought to inject adose
oftraditional geopolitics back intoarelation-
ship on the verge of transactional derail-
ment. As an institutional hawk on
China, Rubio representsthe faction
within Washington that still views
the Indo-Pacific through a struc-
turallens rather thana balance-of-

of betrayal. To dispel doubts about China,
T

soon. Finally, critical technology pipelines
requirethe free movement of both data and
brains, meaning both countries need toin-
sulate high-tech 1mmrarauon pathways
hi domesti
debates over American border crossings.
‘The past year has delivered a sobering,
necessary lesson to New Delhi: The stra-
tegic partnership with the US is not a self-
sustaining enterprise, but a fragile con-
struct susceptible to shifting executive
whims, requiring constant protection from
the vagaries of transactional politics. As
they say in Washington, it’s time to wake

y Standing

Delhi previously enjoyed to navi- injecta dose of traditional payments ledger. Tosome extent,  up and smell the coffee.
gate its complex Eurasian depen- e 3 he succeeded in limiting the im-
dencies and replacing it with a geopolitics ba&kmtoa ¢ medisteblecding Rubiowaseffec-  Thewrierisafourthtem Memberof Parlament
rigid demand for compliance. In IElatIODSI_]lp ONNEVErgeo) tive at separating the noisy trade (LokSabha) fur Thlluvananrhapuram and
parallel, blithe talk of a “G2" raised transactional derailment thetoricof the Oval O the F

the Ut quiet, insti icsofbi- Committee on External Affairs

With Al writ t
1 , WITLCTS CNLCT agc
o o
i of permanent suspicion

ANUBHA YADAV

ARTIFICIALLY GENERATED creative la-
bour is reshaping human creativity across
industries. Many creatives and large con-
glomerates are in court over the question of
copyrightinfringementand fair use. Policy-
makers, ives,and

smallIP profiteersarestill scrambling tokeep
upwith these changes.

Recently, a winner of the Common-
wealth Prize was accused of using Al togen-
erate his story, Every time a new allegauon
of Al

toany country.
Devendra Awasthi, Lucknow

Al and social sciences

;usewith

bal ; for (asiti

Calls to boycott the author are oﬁen part of

What makesit there
isnolegal recoursenoraprocess forknowing
ifthe work was indeed machine-generated.

THE ARTICLE rightly hlghhghts Allittakes in this time of social-media trials
that Al may transform is for i writer to make a post
but itcannot replace human ]udg- aboutanother.

ment, ethics, creativity, and emo- But whatis fairwhen the whole

tional understanding (‘Liberal- systemisbased on unfairness? Boy-

arts education matters more, not
less, inthe age of AT’, IE, May 27).
Liberal-artseducation
encourages curiosity, communi-
cation, and social awareness —
qualities machines cannot fully
replicate. India's education sys-
tem must therefore balance tech-
nological skills with humanities
and ethical reasoning to prepare
students for the future.

Kanad Geeta Liladhar Mukade,

Bhandara

Night heat

Theeditorial rightly draws atten-
tiontoadimensionoftheheatcri-
sisthat official responses consist-
ently overlook (‘Warmer nightsare
apublic-health challenge’, IE, May
27). Daytime heat dominates policy
discussions, butitis theabsence of

cotting anauthorwhouses Al and

Thewriting industry is the

newart-
rsts After the recent allegations, all judging
panels will feel obhged to engage with the

essay-writing competition. In no time,
peoplestarted congratulatingme. It seemed
Ibelongedm[heworldofwords

under her ol. It toempower
the woman, notenri s family. Modern dowryisa
e 5

pL.
Dowry is not merely an old social evil. It is a continuum of
violence. It begins with demand, grows into entitlement,
hardensinto coerclon and often morphs into harassment, as-
ault, murder. It caste,
religion and region. India recorded 5,737 dowry deaths in 2024
—nearly 16 women every day. Convictions remain about 35 per
centwheretrials were completed. This patternis visible in most
other South Asian countries, too. Dowry isalso a direct assault
onSustainable: Development Goal 5, whmh comn:us the world
togenderequality, endi: i inating violence

against women, and eradicat-
I k]

ing harmful practices.
1% JoO0 8768

Dowry is also an affront to
the dignity of a man. A man
who demands or accepts
dowry placesamarket priceon
himself. He diminishes his
own purusharth and puru-
shatv — his capability, char-
acter and manhood. It is mas-
culinity on crutches, seeking
validation through extortion.

The tragedy is that dowry
comes disguised as expecta-
tion, status, “matching
families”, “just one car” or

“help insetting up the house”.
Buuheﬁrstdemndr.snot negotiation; itisawarning flare. Young
‘women must ag.uuug i emplcy—
mentarevital, but
from a dowry-seeking alliance is not abroken engagement or
marriage; it is self-rescue.

The woman'’s parents carry an equally grave responsibility.
The first is not to give dowry at all. Where dowry is demanded
after: mamaae. theirinstinct must shift from “save the marriage
atany cost” ro save the daughter atany cost”. Too many young

problem of dil between human
and machine creativity. It is possible that
prizes wrap up, literary journals call it quits,
and this landscape, already working on the
scarcity model, shrinkseven more.

endofthatwriting world. We
areentering anew era of writing labour that
will be marked by the shadow of what I
would call a heightened individual “moral
precanty This precarity will make a writer

Most
conditionsand can't live offwriting, Very few
reach the heights of J K Rowling, Stephen
King, and, closer to home, perhaps Amish

toprovethatt
ing their writing themselves, adding more
moral labour. When I spoke toother writers,
Inoticed howt]uslsalready playingout. The

thinkoffamily honour.
Honourdoesnotliveinaviolent household. Parents must make
the parental home a harbour, not a courtroom. The mother-in-
r-in-
assment becomes the gatekeeper of another woman's captivity.
Patriarchy survives not only through male domination but
through female complicity.
diak legal

1dowry har-

‘The Dowry P Act, 1961,
penalises giving and taking dowry. Section 80 of the BNS deals
with dowry deaths, while Section 85 addresses cruelty and har-
assment. Yet, law withouti isalocked door with-

d investigations, hostile

Tripathi.So, whatis loss? Whatare identiary

they fighting for? ﬁramewor](s “I keep! umesmbs" “Itakepho- outakey. Norshould ahighacquittal rate be read as proofof false
Mostwri forself- 17, “T yday cases; often arise from del:

actualisation, what we call the reputauon toafriend”. None of this will help. These are witnesses, social pressure, stigma or out-of-court settlements.

economy. They want to be seen, just incontrolofthe mo-

as uniqueand special, what we know as| tal-
ented. If:

theyare no lon‘,,er part ot an exclusrve club
example of what creaLive labour theorists
have recognised as “hope labour”
— labour done in exploitative con-
ditions in the hope of securing a

whoisseenasstandingin forthein-
dustry that produced the technol-
ogy, isadenial of the real problem.

Thefearofbeinglabelledisreal.
Editors of literary journals and
prize panels are also feeling it.
‘These are already underpaid and

quintessential example of what
theorists have recognised as

‘hope labour’ — labour done in
exploitative conditions in the

hope of securing a better future

better future. Thus, this loss is the
lossofapotential. IfATcandowhat
youcando, thereis evenless hope

ment. All of this s pointing towards theend
ofan epochal reality for writing as we know
it. Moral precarity, much like the other pre~

The way forward must rest on the Four Ps framework. Pre-
vention means empowering brides, crearmg zerotolerance and
enforcement. Protection

po
canuesofbemgawn[er is P i ility for in»laws
cently, asenior frisis- i

gladhewrc welsbefore legalaid, yortand I-healthcare.

Meanwhile, last week, I asked ChatGPT
if it feels responsible for what it’s doing to
authorsand creativity. Itsanswer: “Thavean
inability to feel shame right now.” It added
that, as it feels no shame, writing that has

Asawriter, I feel over
grief for where we are. Perhapsthe
first time T understood that writers.
get attention was when I'won an

shameinitwil
ashuman.

The writer is an academic, writer and filmmaker

Dowry must be eradicated not only because it is illegal, but
because it is unconscionable and uncivilised. It violates the
woman, chmrmshes rhe man, corrupts (he famrly and poisons

tify, j Nomarriage
canbesacred lfllbegms withaprice.

The writer is former assistant secretary general, United Nations, and
former deputy executive director, UN Women

PJ OHN J KENNEDY

INDIAS EXAMINATION system restson the
assumpnon [hat the process is fair, even

CBSE cannot afford to fail the test of public trust

cerns that examiners had received inad-
equatetrainingonthe new On-Screen Mark-
ing (OSM) system.

Then came the allegation that crystal-

slem. The CBSE initially down-

is not the same as reading them on paper.
Examiners had to scroll through dense re-
sponses for hours under strict timelines, In

played uregulanues before evenlually ac-
ng the need for
manycasm That]II‘Madms Wascalled in lo

makes clear that technology has not re-

moved subjectivity or error. It has merely

shifted them into a different format.
Meanwhile, Lhe education minister has

lised tudent:

assisti

his Physics answer sheet claimed the hand-
writing was not his and the uploaded script
Thi

judgement, this arrangement can easily
render it i i

process” onlyafterthe controversy escalated
speaks volumes. It confirms that the CBSE
wasill prepared isis it had cre-
ated. Not only were students aggrieved by
their results, the very mechanism that
should have offered them relief rubbed salt

nighttime cooling that Removethatas-  belonged keyword-based marking over careful aca-
accumulates intogenuine physio- sumpnon and the sysrem loses i 1{5 Ieglt- soon after, but it laid bare the i of demic Technology can assist
logical harm — particularly forout- imacy. Thisyear, the CBS fi of instituti trust itcannotreplacet
doorworkers and the urban poor. ously close todoing exactly that. Atth estormisthe OSM. The ity that fair derr
India’s heat action plans remain ‘The Class XIT lared on May 13 was as a reform that Theinstituti D
largely reactive and city-specific. A rked thatwent well beyond d it ion,

thati routine gr students ~ ciency, and reduce inconsistency. Butdigi-  The current controversy makes

national!

nocturnal temperature datainto
public-health advisories and build-
ingcodesislongoverdue.

repcrred marks that were inconsistent with
therr preparation and school perturmance,

tising evaluation is not the same as reform-
ing it. The answer scripts, the high-stakes
nature of Lhe e‘(ammanon and Lhe opaclry

MBaratht,

Iy in Physics, and

Large of answer

ser 1 manually re-
viewed. Teachers’ isati i -

same. Only [he medium changed, and rhat

hange carried real costs. Evaluating long,

clear that technology has not
removed subjectivity or error.
It has merely shifted them
into a different format

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

described th aspart of building
anew system. But educational institutions
cannot: il
futures depend on these results.

The Supreme Court’s remarks that the
NTA has not learned its lessons from the
NEETleaks applyequa]lyto CBSE.WhenIn-

in the wound. Besides fixing re- tion

dia’ ystem places

glitches, ensuring fair and just ionin
the first place needs to be the focus.
EquallytroublrngrslheCBSEsassump-
tion that digitis n-
sistency in marking. It had already

once helped correct extreme variations be-
tween evaluators. The current controversy

New Delhi

reersand futures, itcannot
ofuncertainty and opacity. The CBSE scrisis
nowisoneoftrust. Oncethat erodes, notech-
nology can easily restoreit.

The writer is a former professor and
dean of a Bengaluru university
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Byju’s founder
getsjail: Rise and
fall of edtech firm

Soumyarendra Barik
New Delhi, May 27

ASINGAPORE court hassentenced Byju Raveendran,
founderofthe failed edtech firm Byju’s, tosix months in
jail for contempt of court. According to Bloomberg, lhe

courtheld that

failed

with orders linked tothe disclosure of his assets datmg
backto April 2024. It ordered him to surrender and pay

around $71,000 in legal costs.

Raveendran has said the matter was being portrayed
ina “misleading” manner. He said the Singapore
proceedings related to procedural disclosure disputes
and did not amount to findings of fraud or wrongdoing.

Yet, the episode is the latest

setback for a startup

which, atits peak in 2022, was valued at $22 billion.

‘Today, its net-worth is zero.

How Byju’sunravelled

During Covid-19, Byju’s grew aggressively through ac-

quisitions, snapping up firmssi

uch as Aakash and White-

HatJrinan attempt to build a global edtech empire.
Much of this expansion was fuelled by external capital

and debt, masking operational

and financial issues.

The first major warning i

d when the com-

pany delayed filing audited financial statements for 2020~

21. Questions over governance,

THELATEST CASE

® The Singapore case stems
from adispute tied to Byju's off-
shore investment structures and
disclosure obligations.

® According to Bloomberg, the
contempt proceedings were
triggered by Raveendran’s fail-
ure to comply with court orders
todisclose details of his assets
and ownership interests.

accounting practicesand
cash burn began mount-
ing. The crisis deepened
after Byju'sraised a$1.2
billionterm loan inthe US
in2021—one ofthe largest
overseas borrowings by an
Indian startup. Relations
between the company and
lenders later deteriorated
sharply, with creditors al-
leging misuse and diver-
sion of funds. US lenders
initiated legal actiontore-
coverdues tied to theloan.
By 2023 and 2024, the

firm was grappling with layoffs, unpaid salaries, delayed
payments and resignations of key executives and board
members. Deloitte resigned as the company’s auditor.
Legal troubles soon spread across jurisdictions. In
India, Byju's faced insolvency proceedings and disputes

withinvestors. In the US, banki

ruptcy courts examined

allegations linked to the movement of funds from Byju’s
Alpha,a specna] purpose entity created for the term loan.

ground, wuh Qatar Holdings p

d asanotherlegal battle-
ursuing action linked to

investment disputes and disclosure obligations.

Startup icon to cautionary tale
The company initially won praise for popularising
digital learning in India. But critics say its pursuit of hy-

pergrowth became unsustainal

ble, especially after the

pandemic. Over the past few years, multiple families
have complained about being pushed into expensive
long-term learning packages and education loans by

Byju’s that they could not afford. Sales representatives

often used high-pressure tactics, targeted anxious par-
ents, and overstated the academic benefits of courses.

Several complaints also centre

d around difficulties in

securing refunds after cancellation requests.

‘The downfall of Byju’s has become one of the starkest
cautionary tales in India’s startup ecosystem. Its collapse
has raised broader questions around corporate govern-
ance standards inIndia’s startup ecosystem.
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Notso NEET: Why normalised scores in computer tests might not workasinJEE

The NEET-PnPisconducted inasingle

SIDDHARTH UPASANI

THE ‘R/CREDITCARDSINDIA commu-
nity on the social media platform Reddit
has nearly 3.5 lakh members. Amid the
usual chatter about CIBIL scores and credit
cards, onesubject has dominated its mess-
age boards in recent months: how maxi-
mising reward points, cashbacks, air miles
and other benefits has become increas-
ingly difficult.

Thismonth, IDFC FirstBank mpped the

alidity of ¢

its credit cards to two years, among other
changes, joining a list of banks that have
taken steps in recent months that, in the
eyes of the consumers, “devalue” the card.

Perhapsthe devaluation that caused the

popular Airtel Axis Bank

« Growth of credit cardsin India

Number of credit cards (in crore)

® Growth (year-on-year, right-hand scale) ® Key events

«Devaluationspree

Some examples of credit card issuers
curtailing benefits:

at Paisabazaar, hasled tocredit cards being
issued at a slower pace now than immedi-
a(ely after the Covid pdndemxc when

in
Tier 2 and Tier 3 cities. The number of
credit cards has increased to 11.86 crore at
the end of 2025-26. But year-on-year

" Global USFed RBIrule: Cardsinactive | 0% HDFCBanklnfinia owth has plunged from 21% at the end of
. financial  taper forayearmustbeclosed | | ® Annual fee: Rs 12,500 %23 [ojustg% n%w (vaegrap;zic)
29 ek Tantroms [30% | ® Newrequirements toretainit: " -
104 | 20 Rs18lakhspend iq 2?28»27. or ’fotaL . Revolvers holstered
Cowd Relationship Value' of Rs 50 lakh with ban| PlOﬁIS from the credlt cards segment
8- beains 10% | Ameri latinumTravel ~ ° toimproved repay-
® Annual fee: Rs 5,000 ment behaviourover the long term.
5 RBItightens Loy G2 X Interest rates on credit cards, some of the
imsecured @ Benefit: Up to 40,000 reward points, highest onany product, are usually north of
4- ariding o | T voucherfor Rs10,000 25% per year. When someone does not pay
TS ® Required annual spend toavail it: thefullamount due, interest starts pilingup
24 | 0y | UpfromRs4lakhtoRs7lakh on the unpaid balance. People who pay in-
SBICashback terest on the balance unpaid amount are
0 -30% called ‘revolvers’because the credit card fa-

Mar-2026

® Annual fee: Rs 999
® Earlier 5% monthly cashback on online
spends capped at: Rs 5,000

cility is akin to a revolving credit line: you
borrow, pay back, and borrow again.
‘The high rate of i lmeresi makes credit

@ This cashback is now dat:Rs2,000  cardsan for

greatest furore this year was that of the  SOURE: RESERVEBANK OF INDIA banks, which is why they are willing to
d, whichhasa stomach initial losses as they expand ag-

pre-tax annual fee of Rs 499. Before April gressively in the hope that it bears fruit
sary dates closely and close or downgrade port began later. However, after Covid-19, the share of

12, it gave a 25% cashback — capped at Rs
250 per month —on Airtel bills paid viathe
telecom provider’s app. Now, to continue

before the renewal fee hits, rather than seek
refundsafter the fact. The only formal routes
i are a written int to the

getting that monthly Rs250 cashback, one
would haveto spendRs 12 500onothereli-

bank, escalation to the RBI Ombudsman if

gible tr the

within 30 days, or filing under

entire cashbacksys{em so much,” one Red-
ditor

age your spending + make this your pri-
mary card for what? Another ~50-100
rupees savings a month?”

Industry-wide devaluation

Rewards, cashbacks, and other benefits
have been curtailed across issuers (see

theConsumer Protection Act, 2019, hesaid.
Forasectionofusers, figuringoutwhich
cardoffered benef
thingofagame. Now, it hasbecomeawhole-
salereview ofall the cardstheyhold toseeif
they are worth the annual fee charged.
How large is this group of credit card
gamers? According to a survey conducted
last year by SaveSage, a credit card rewards

graphic). Several cards have b
as complimentary airport lounge access,
usually limited to one or two per quarter.
Now this is conditional on a

app, only 5% of’ dotheir
own research before picking a card, 4%
regularly Lrack their use of reward points,
and just 3% vy optimise every

spend in the previous month.
Aakash Rachh, CFA and Qualified Fi-
nancial Advisor at personal finance firm 1

spend”. Wl[hJ_l 86 crore credit cardsissued
at the end of March, 3% comes to about 35
lakh, roughly 10 nmes the membershlp of
ther/CreditC:

l'mance, said: “The days of a
ing for

ing”. As for the current wave of devalu‘
ations, recourse is limited for users as re-
ward programmes and benefits are
discretionary, and only achangein charges
requires at least one month’s notice.

“The practical workaround most users
haveadopted is to track their card anniver-

« POLICY

Value overvolume

Three things “broke at once” for banks
and card issuers, accordingto Rachh of 1 Fi-
nance. One, airport lounges got more ex-
pensive, with the country’s largest aggre-
gator, DreamFolks, ending domestic
operations in the second halfof 2025 as air-

Tracking
gains
Accordingtoa
survey last year,
only 5% of users
do theirown
research before
pickingacard.
L]

Only 4%
regularly track
their use of
reward points,
and just 3%
‘strategically
optimise every
spend’.

cess to lounges. This forced banks intodi-
rect partnerships at likely higher costs.
Onthe bankingside, twoissues cropped
up: higher credit card defaults and the Re-
serve BankofIndia(RBI), in November2023,
ordering banks to set aside more capital for
credit card loans amid worries over the rapid
growth of unsecured personalloans. As this
directly squeezes profits, “generous reward
programsare the first cost tobe cut”.

hold

significantly more capital against every
rupee of outstanding credit card balance,
banks start asking a different question: is
this customer worth it across the entire re-
lationship, not just the card?” Rachh said.
High-value customersare, indeed, what
issuers want. Take SBI Card, for instance,
which accounts for19% of all issued credit
cards and payments by them at point-of-
sale terminals and online. In January-
March, itissued 9.171akh cards and expects
to add a similar number in the current
quarter with a focus on “high-value, good

revolvers has fallen, drying up profits for
lenders. “...if you look at over the last few
years, the decline in the level of revolvers
has impacted profitability, but it still re-
mainsavery profitable business,” Anindya
Banerjee, ICICI Bank’s Group Chief Finan-
cial Officer, said last month.

For SBI Card, the share of revolvers in
receivablesstood at 22% in January-March,
down from24% in the first three months of
2025and 40%in January-March 2020, And
i'sexpected to keep trending down.

Futureplay

So, what does the future hold for the
credit card issuers? Has the Indian market
reached asaturation point? Noteven close,
said Agarwal of Paisabazaar, although the
days of “super-natural growth” may be be-
hind us, “We might see the credit card land-
scape evolving into two parts — premium
cards for niche segments with high annual
fees, tight eligibility but strong value prop-
osition, and standard cards for the larger

quality , which ulti; yadd
value to the overall financials of the com-
pany”, Salila Pande, MD and CEO of SBI
Card, said in April

The shift toa “value over volume strat-
egy”, ing to Santosh Agarwal, CEO

sectiol decent butlimited value. The

strongest, more curated benefits will bere-

served for customers who can bring higher
lifetime value for the banks,” he said.
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VB-G RAM G rules: What changes as scheme set to replace NREGS

Harikishan Sharma
New Delhi, May 27

‘THE VIKSIT Bharat-Guarantee for Rozgar
and Ajeevika Mission (Gramin) Act, 2025, is
settocomeinto force fromJulyl, replacing

‘What are the new rules? VB-GRAMG
‘The Ministry of Rural Development on
May23released eight draft rules that cover vs MGNREGS
the VB-G RAM G scheme’s provisionsre- @ VB-GRAMG
increases the

garding wage payment, unemployment
i dimy

ple-  number of working

the decade-old Gandhi Na- monitoring. Tk ules:  daysfrom100to125
tional Rural Employment Guarantee Act @ National Level Steering CommitteeRules  and provides fora
(MGNREGA). Ahead ofthe nationwideroll- ~ ® Grievance Redressal Rules 60-day pause during
outofthe new ruraljobsscheme, theUnion @ Administrative Expenses Rules sowingand harvest-
governmenthasreleasedadraftoftherules @ Transitional Provisions under VB-G  ingseasonstoen-

that will govern its implementation.

The VB-G RAM G Act increases the
number of guaranteed wage employment
days, shifts a significant portion of the
funding burden onto states, and turns re-
sourceallocation intoatop-down process.
‘Therules create anew provision (not men-
tioned directly in the Act) allowing those
with verified MGNREGS job cards to avail
work under the new scheme. They call for

Finance C ission’s
formula to determine the Centre’s nor-
mative allocation for states. And another
new provision also allows the Union gov-
ernmentto keep asidea portion of the nor-
mative allocation based on certain par-
ameters. Here’salookat the new rulesand
theirimplications.

RAM G Rules
@ Objective Parameters for Normative Al-
location Rules

sure the availability
of farm labour.

ing MGNREGS workers. Their MGNREGS
job cards, once renewed and verified
through e-KYC, will remain valid for seek-
ing employment under the VB-G RAM G
Act. This arrangement will continue until
state governments issue Gramin Rozgar
Guarantee Cards under the new law. The
rules also specify that all wage and unem-

use the Sixteenth Finance Commission’s
horizontal devolution recommendations
to determine the normative allocation to
states. Using the Sixteenth Finance Com-
mission formula, some states may receive
lower VB-G RAM G allocations than they
did under MGNREGSin2025-26. These in-
clude Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, Rajas-

ployment allowance p: will be
madethrough Direct Benefit Transfer into
bank or post office accounts. The Union
government, however, is yet to declare the
wage rate under the VB-G RAM G scheme.

thanand Ontheotherhand,
the shares of Uttar Pradesh, Gujarat, Mad-
hyaPradesh, Assam, Haryana, Punjaband
Bihar will likely increase.

Crucially, the draft rules have a provi-

o the sion regardmg keeping aside a portion of
@ Central Gramin Rozgar G Coun-  contrepaid100%of ~ HOWdO they affect ion, which will bedis-
cil Rules the wage bill. VB-G The Union government has tributed rtain par-
® Manner of Payment of Wages and Unem- RAMG: shiﬂs.a sig- Rs 95,692.31 crore for the VB-GRAM G ameters— nmely paymem ofwages com-
ployment Allowance Rules scheme for this financial year (2026-27). ial audit

@ Manner and Procedure of Expenditure
incurred by the State in excess of the Nor-
mative Allocation, and Expenses of the
Scheme for UTs without LeglslatureRules

t

nificant portion of

he funding burden

ontostates.
o VB-GRAMG flips

GS model

The ministry
suggestions from the public wui'u.n a
month, after which it will notify the rules.

ofCen!raI allocations
based onstate la-

bour budgets, with

How do these affect NREGS workers?
Amon:, the new rules the Transitional
P i forexist-

Centre now deter-
mining devolutions.

session CBT s to fairly cos

lowerscoresvary;

lingon

)
Ve [

EXPERTEXPLAINS
RAJEEV KUMAR

FORMER PROFESSOR OF COMPUTER
SCIENCE AT IT KHARAGPUR, IIT KANPUR,
BITS PILANI AND INU

THE EXPECTED shift of the National Eligi-
bility-cum-Entrance Test (NEET) from a
single-session pen-and-paper (PnP) exam-
ination to multi-session computer-based
testing (CBT)is primarily driven by contro-
versies over paper leaks, answer sheet tam-
pering, transportation vulnerabilities and
operational failures. CBT is expected tore-
duce such risks through encrypted digital
delivery and elimination of printed papers.

session, with the same paper for all candi-
dates. Students receive carbon copies of
their optical mark recognition sheets,
allowing independent verification of raw
marks directly used for ranking. The sys-
tem is thus transparent, verifiable, and
based on acommon benchmark.

Given India’s IT infrastructure re-

who a[[empl dlfferen[ quesuon papers
across s ap-

of candidates. appeamtg inthat session.
First, for

For states, the rules that are the most
crucial are those related to fund allocation
and excess expenditure.

According to the draft Objective Par-
ameters for Normative Allocation Rules,
2026: “The Central Government shall, for
each financial year, determine the nor-
mative allocation of the funds, for every
State, based on the objective parameters
specified in these rules.”

According to the rules, the Centre will

impact islimited because about 2.5 lakh top
candeates proceed to IT-JEE (Advanced)
i 1023 [ITs and a few other in-

pearing in relatively loughﬂr sessions are
likely toscorelower rawmarks than those in
easier ones. To compensate forsuch van-
ations,

portedly 12lakh
candidates per session, conducting NEET-
CBT for nearly 24 lakh students may
require around 20 sessions with different
question papers. Since no two papers can
be identical in difficulty, comparing raw
marksdirectly isstatistically unfair. Rank-
ings, therefore, depend on normalised per-
centile scores derived through statistical
methods. This raises concerns about precx»
sion, t . fairess, and

ity, since no nurmallsanon method can
ever be error-free or accepted.

session. So, ifal

each subject and in the aggregate within
every session. These are then placed on a
common statistical scale to generate nor-
malised scores — often reported to several

stimuons forafewtensofthousandsofseats.

NEET is fundamentally different. Over
20 lakh candidates compete for limited
medical seats, including a few hundred at

pliance

percentage of completion of work in a fi-
nancial year; and other performance-re-
lated indicators as may be specified by the
Centre. The proportion ofthe normative al-
location that can be kept aside has not been
decided yet. This provision will take effect
from the next financial year.

Another significant rule, as already set
out in the Act, says that states will have to
bear any additional expenditure over the
normative allocation.

apmude language proﬁclency. oraca-
nent of

demic
broader admission processes.

‘What is the way forward?
Normalisation in NEET-CBT is the big-
gest challenge, given the scale and stakes.

distributions,

so that candidates are not unfairly advan-  decimal places to reduce ties— and final  topinstitutionssuch as AlTMS and JIPMER. Questmn difficulty balancmg session-
taged or dLsadvantaged by t_heu' allotted  rankings across sessions. Even fractional pexcennle iff or ! tesung. mechan-
candi- minor normalisati ig-  isms,si dies,and inc
date populationsand oomparahle dlﬁﬁculty Can y alter ranks and es- igh would become essen-
Candid independentlyver-  peciallyforc i ffs. nal BoLh rawand
should theoretically produce fairrankings.  ify precisely how normalisation across losed to impr
The National Testing Agency will use ~ sessions was computed. What abollt glabal dlgital exams? The system wuuld needtobe trampar—
InNEET, where even asingle mark can asthe  ent,ve tatistically

the same normalisation methodology for
NEET-CBT asinJEE (Main), though NEET
would involve nearly double the candidate
volume. A candidate’s performance is as-
sessed relative to other candidates in the
same sesslon usmg percentile scoring. A

change ranks by thousands, tiny normal-
isation variations may significantly alter
outcomes. The concern is not that normal-
isation is mathematically invalid, but that

Scholastm Assessment Test, Testof English
asaForeign Language, and Graduate Rec-
ord ion differ fund

from N‘EET and JEE. They are adapuve

robust. Yet possxble rankingdistortionsare
likely togenerate distrust and controversy.

The larger question is whether an
examinin wluch evenasingle markdeter-

How does normalisation work?
The fundamental challenge in multi-

ticular candidate. Thus, the topperof every
session receivesa’ percenme of? 100 irrespec-

tiveof raw marks,

even small statistical adjusts sig- tesrs questi mines life-al should shift
her ageof alter rankings and "'I‘ fmm venﬁable raw score merit [owards
equaltoorbelowapar-  creating distrust when normalised scores andJEE. whereall inasession rankings.
fall below actual raw marks. receive the same question set. transition, alternative models should be
NTA already usesn isation in JEE [hey are not single-criterion  debated wit i than
aluesat  (Main), Butits k-based ion tests. They assess  only high-powered panels.
epaper.indianexpress.com .. . New Delhi
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Betrayal of mandate
The Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam should
not allow defectors to join the party

B efore the indelible ink applied on voters’

index fingers could fade, the Tamilaga

Vettri Kazhagam (TVK) has introduced in
Tamil Nadu a disturbing brand of politics bearing
striking similarities to the ‘Operation Lotus’ mo-
del first adopted by the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) in Karnataka. By instantly embracing into
its fold four All India Anna Dravida Munnetra
K (AIADMK) legi: who resigned
their Assembly membership, the fledgling TVI(
which marketed itself as a “pure force”, has
adopted a dubious tactic deployed by its “ideo-
logical opponent”, the BJP. This model encourag-
es Opposition legislators to resign and join the
ruling party, with an opportunity to re-enter the
Assembly through by-elections. Irrespective of its
legitimacy or the prospects of the four legislators
re-entering the electoral fray soon, the opera-
tion’s objective remains no different from the
‘Aaya Ram, Gaya Ram’ model of horse-trading.
The AIADMK rebels, who voted for the TVK dur-
ing the trust vote, attributed intra-party concerns
to their resignations, which the Speaker accepted
in quick time. Apart from dishonouring the peo-
ple’s mandate within just 21 days, the move
comes when petitions for their disqualification
were pending with the Speaker. Clearly, the TVK
is wary of the inherent political checks and ba-
lances in the State’s fragile first post-poll coalition
government and appears to be preparing to ease
out allies should they pose challenges.

The development is not entirely surprising, as
the TVK has so far displayed an uncanny political
instinct for exploiting support from rival parties
to tide over crises, be it after the Karur rally stam-
pede or during government formation. In the
wake of the fractured mandate, the TVK simulta-
neously reached out to constituents of both the
DMK-led Secular Progressive Alliance and the Na-
tional Democratic Alliance that includes the
AIADMK and the BJP. Early on, Amma Makkal
Munnetra Kazhagam leader T.TV. Dhinakaran
had flagged an attempt to poach his lone legisla-
tor. Besides, despite securing the support of the
DMK'’s erstwhile allies, C. Joseph Vijay had no
qualms about calling on tainted AIADMK rebel
leaders on the eve of the floor test, while calculat-
edly ignoring the party’s general secretary, Edap-
padi K. Palaniswami. This encouraged divisions
within the AIADMK legislature party during the
voting, prompting representations for disqualify-
ing the rebels. By now, ‘Operation Lotus’ has be-
come a familiar playbook for subverting the peo-
ple’s mandate. The trend calls for amendments
to election laws, perhaps through the imposition
of a “cooling period” restraining candidates from
contesting the immediate by-election caused by
their resignation. Otherwise, such defections ac-
companied by resignations will only be seen as
subverting democratic processes.

. s s e .
Partial digitisation
Cumbersome processes from analogue
era remain despite more online services

igitising citizen services is a process full
of promise and empowerment. In India,
making processes faceless carries the ad-
ded benefit of relief from the rent seeking that is
rife in government offices. The more services are
available online, the better. It is possible; in De-
cember 2024, Estonia digitised the last citizen
service that only remained possible on paper: di-
vorce. In this light, participation of private firms
such as WhatsApp in getting digital services deli-
vered to more people, as in Gujarat, is welcome.
This being said, the digital service delivery in In-
dia has several issues: a lack of trust towards the
citizen, in spite of the citizen-centricity touted as
the reason for their existence; systematic unde-
rinvestment leading to lapses in availability and
reliability; and lax cybersecurity. In many cases
involving the most dysfunctional online services,
the responsibility lies with States, such as proper-
ty records registration and civil acts such as mar-
riage. But even in those where the remit lies with
the Union government, there are serious issues.
While lip service is paid to the importance of
securing key cybersecurity infrastructure, se-
rious vulnerabilities remain. Security of data re-
siding on public databases is taken for granted,
and institutions such as the Indian Computer
Emergency Response Team (CERT-in) have failed
torise to the challenge. Also, on myriad forms on-
line, users are forced to type and submit the
same details repeatedly, even though systems
such as Digi Locker exist that are purported to
ease this process. A shadow of a “mismatch” can
anyway result, and few if any processes allow citi-
zens to cure defects without redoing the entire
process — a shocking lapse punishing routine va-
riations in names and spellings. Scant regard is
paid to the accessibility and intuitive design, leav-
ing persons with disabilities and vast swathes of
the population dependent on outside assistance
to go through a self-service process. Some sys-
tems are left defunct or sputtering years after
their launch: take e-Sanad, launched a decade
ago to help people legalise personal documents
while travelling abroad or emigrating. Few States
have been on-boarded, leaving other residents to
deal with middlemen and touts in the pre-verifi-
cation process that precedes the so-called Apos-
tille stamp they need on a time-bound schedule.
As with this process, the analogue equivalents of
broken digital services remain inaccessible and
cumbersome, such as updating details on Aad-
haar, which requires visiting a physical office.
The creation of Digital Public Infrastructure such
as UPI and Aadhaar are of little use without reci-
procal trust by the government and a commit-
ment to uptime and service quality.

Global crises demand more than citizen sacrifice’

ecently, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi issued seven appeals urging
citizens to embrace restraint,
self-reliance, and responsible
consumption amid global uncertainty caused by
the America-Iran conflict and disruptions in the
Strait of Hormuz. These included buying local
products, conserving energy, avoiding
unnecessary foreign travel, prioritising domesnc
tourism, supporting indigenous i and

-
Chandrakant
Lahariya
Practising

promoting work from home wherever feaslble

The appeals have drawn mixed reactions from
political parties, economists, businesses, and the
public. Some view them as practical nationalism
suited to an unstable world, while others see
them as realism rather than rhetoric. Supporters
argue that p ing domestic ¢ ) an
reducing external dependence could strengthen
India’s resilience in a fractured global economy,
while some in the social sector see the messages
as supportive of healthier and environmentally
sustainable lifestyles.

A subtle shift to the citizen

There is merit in these arguments. India, like
every other country, must prepare for a more
uncertain global environment. Yet, Mr. Modi’s
appeals warrant closer scrutiny, as they primarily
seek to modify citizen behaviour while leaving
governments and institutions relatively insulated
from equivalent responsibility. In doing so, the
burden of managing structural crises is subtly
shifted from the state to individuals.

Modern democratic governance rests on an
implicit social contract. Citizens pay taxes, obey
laws, participate in democracy, and contribute to
the economy. In return, governments are
expected to provide public goods, social
protection, health care, infrastructure,
education, economic stability, and strategic
preparedness. Governments exist not merely to
advise citizens during crises, but to build systems
resilient enough to withstand them. Yet, they
often fall short of fulfilling this contract, with
even electoral promises only partially
implemented before being repackaged for future
elections.

When elected governments increasingly
respond to structural economic or geopolitical
shocks by urging citizens to consume responsibly,
sacrifice, adapt, or remain resilient, without
simultaneously undertaking matching
institutional reforms, the social contract begins to
weaken. Long-term opportunities for structural
correction are gradually replaced by behavioural
messaging and symbolic appeals.

This phenomenon, of course, is not unique to
India. Across the world, governments confronting
inflation, climate stress, energy insecurity, or
economic slowdown routinely ask citizens to
reduce consumption, recycle more, conserve
electricity, or embrace austerity. Individual
behaviour certainly matters. But such appeals
often obscure the much larger responsibility of
states and corporations in shaping systemic

c
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National
resilience
requires strong
institutions, not
merely
behavioural
appeals alone

outcomes. That is why a wider public dialogue
and deeper reflection on these issues become
essential. Behavioural appeals may generate
symbolic solidarity, but symbolism cannot
become a substitute for institutional
preparedness.

Question for the government

The modern global economy is extraordinarily
interconnected. Food security, climate change,
financial systems, and technological ecosystems
all transcend national borders. No country,
including India, can insulate itself through
behavioural nationalism alone. The danger lies in
oversimplifying complex structural challenges
into moral obligations for citizens. Patriotism,
however emotionally resonant, cannot replace
long-term economic planning, institutional
competence, and policy coherence. National
resilience is built through capable institutions and
sustained public investment.

There is also an uncomfortable asymmetry.
Citizens are repeatedly advised to conserve,
adjust, and become self-reliant. Yet, why are
governments not publicly issuing equivalent

C to D Y, y
stability, public investment, and institutional
reform?

Instead of focusing primarily on what citizens
should do for governments during crises, one
may ask a more foundational democratic
question: what should governments do for
citizens during periods of global instability? If
these seven appeals were reconstructed from a
citizen-centric perspective, the priorities would
look very different.

First, governments must invest far more
seriously in social protection systems. The
COVID-19 pandemic showed that resilient
societies are built not only through disciplined
citizens, but also through strong public
institutions. Yet, improvements since then have
remained uneven. In health care, the

League universities; Indian universities and
research institutions must themselves emerge as
among the world’s leading centres of knowledge
and innovation.

Fourth, governments must strengthen
transparency, public trust, and their handling of
widespread public anxiety and uncertainty.
During crises, trust becomes a strategic national
asset. Citizens cooperate when governments
communicate honestly, acknowledge
uncertainties, and allow independent
institutions, experts, and media to function
freely.

Fifth, governments must invest far more
seriously in climate resilience and sustainable
urbanisation. Asking citizens to conserve
electricity while cities continue to suffer from
poor planning, inadequate public transport,
shrinking green spaces, and worsening
environmental degradation addresses symptoms
rather than causes. While the push for electric
vehicles and alternative energy is welcome,
quality urban infrastructure remains inadequate.
Failed initiatives such as smart cities are rarely
evaluated critically and are instead quietly
forgotten.

Sixth, governments must reduce regulatory
unpredictability and create stable, fair policy
environments for businesses, workers,
researchers, and entrepreneurs. National
resilience depends upon predictable governance
and institutional consistency.

Seventh, governments must protect
democratic dialogue instead of allowing criticism
to be routinely framed as anti-national.
Democracies become stronger through open
debate, institutional criticism, intellectual
diversity, and democratic course correction.

The need for strong institutions
None of this implies that citizens have no
respnnslblhues Responsible consumption,

of private and corporate services has often
outpaced the strengthening of public systems.
Future resilience requires sustained investment
in primary health care, disease surveillance,
nutrition, mental health, emergency
preparedness, education, and other social
sectors.

Second, governments must confront rising
economic inequality rather than relying
excessively on consumption patriotism.
Economic resilience cannot emerge from
patriotic appeals alone when millions remain
financially insecure, unemployed, or trapped
within informal labour systems and the gig
economy without adequate social protection.

Third, governments must prioritise long-term
investments in education, scientific research, and
public universities. Genuine self-reliance is built
through decades of investment in laboratories,
universities, manufacturing ecosystems, scientific
temper, and innovation capacity. It is not enough
merely to establish Indian campuses of Ivy

, social solidarity, and
support for domestic capabilities are important
civic virtues. But they cannot substitute for
governance itself. Democracies cannot function
sustainably if governments merely offer
behavioural advice while citizens bear the
consequences of structural vulnerabilities.

The larger danger of behavioural politics is that
it normalises institutional underperformance.
Individual responsibility matters, but it cannot
become the primary response to fundamentally
structural problems.

India aspires to become a major economic and
geopolitical power. Achieving that ambition will
require strong institutions, evidence-based
policymaking, investment in human capital, and
arenewed social contract in which governments
accept greater responsibility for national
resilience. The true test of leadership during
crises is whether governments demonstrate the
accountability, foresight, and policy seriousness
needed to protect citizens in an increasingly
uncertain world.

Tariffs to carbon, the new rules shaping India’s trade

(EU)’s Carbon Border Adjustment

Mechanism (CBAM) entered its definitive
phase from January 1, 2026. As a climate policy
tool, CBAM seeks to prevent carbon leakage by
imposing a carbon-linked charge on imports
based on their embedded emissions.
Carbon-intensive products such as steel, cement,
aluminium, fertilizers, electricity, and hydrogen
will be affected. While CBAM could encourage
wider adoption of carbon-pricing policies and
help reduce global emissions, it also poses
significant challenges for developing countries
such as India.

Even as India pursues bilateral trade
negotiations with the EU, CBAM will still apply,
making carbon-intensive exports to Europe
costlier. Market access, therefore, is increasingly
being shaped not only by tariffs but also by
compliance with carbon-emission standards. Its
effects may also extend beyond targeted sectors
through global price shifts and the gradual
adoption of similar policies by other developed
countries.

P roposed in July 2021, the European Union

Sectors to be impacted

India’s steel and aluminium sectors are likely to
face the most immediate impact, given their
dependence on European markets and
carbon-intensive production processes. Although
the carbon levy will formally be paid by EU
importers, part of the burden is likely to shift to
exporters through tighter contracts and stricter
supplier selection. As European buyers
increasingly prefer low-emission suppliers, Indian
exporters may have to absorb some of the
additional costs to remain competitive in the
European market or invest in cleaner

Ty

Poornima Varma

Faculty member at
the Indian Institute of
Management
Ahmedabad (IIMA)

India’s carbon
trade challenge
demands
reforms and
effective global
negotiations

technologies to retain market access. In the short
run, compliance costs could shrink profit margins
and hurt export competitiveness despite ongoing
free trade agreement negotiations.

The effects of CBAM are not confined to direct
trade impacts. As a major net importer of
fertilizers, India may also face indirect price
pressures through global price transmission. Key
fertilizer exporters to the EU — Egypt, Russia,
Morocco and China — are also major suppliers of
fertilizers to India. As these suppliers face higher
carbon-compliance costs, part of the burden is
likely to be passed on through higher global
fertilizer prices. India’s fertilizer import bill is
therefore likely to increase, jeopardising the
agricultural sector, farm profitability and high
food prices. More broadly, CBAM signals a
structural shift in global trade, as other developed
countries consider adopting similar carbon tariff
compliance policies, potentially constraining
market access for developing countries such as
India.

The CBAM framework

CBAM s structurally distinct from traditional
non-tariff measures (NTMs), such as product
standards. While NTMs affect market access
through compliance requirements and are largely
qualitative, with scope for interpretation, CBAM
is price-based and quantifiable, directly linking
market access for carbon-intensive products to
carbon emissions.

In this changed scenario, even if exporters
comply with the product quality standards in
destination markets, the carbon intensity of
production is likely to raise export costs and
thereby constrain market access. Additionally,
investing in cleaner energy and transitioning

toward carbon-neutral production is significantly
more expensive than complying with
conventional product quality standards,
especially in the short run.

Market access and export growth are no longer
determined by tariffs alone. As global trade
becomes increasingly linked to carbon-emission
measures, comparative advantage now depends
not only on production efficiency and pricing,
but also on the carbon efficiency of production
processes. In this context, countries such as India
must adopt a two-pronged strategy of domestic
reform and effective international negotiation.

Moves to consider

Domestically, greater investment in clean energy
and stricter implementation of carbon policies
are essential to improve firms’ carbon efficiency.
Internationally, India must iate for equitabl
treatment of developing countries so that the
short-run costs of carbon compliance can be
eased through a phased transition. Since climate
policies such as CBAM also raise the cost of
importing emissi ive and more
goods such as fertilizers, reducing import
dependence through higher domestic production
and better implementation of the Soil Health
Cards Scheme and the promotion of balanced
and need-based application of fertilizers is
equally important. India must also seek
transitional support and technology transfer to
ensure a level playing field in trade agreements
with developed countries. The challenge is not
merely adapting to carbon-constrained trade
regimes, but ensuring that the transition does not
undermine growth and sustainability.

Theviews expressed are personal

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Hurried digital shift

The Central Board of
Secondary Education
(CBSE) seems to have
introduced its new
On-Screen Marking (OSM)
system in great haste, and
imposed the same on
examiners without
adequate training. Students
write examinations under
pressure and within limited
time, making careful human
evaluation essential.

In the manual system,

examiners take time to
read, analyse, and award
marks with judgment —
something OSM cannot
replace. Examination
evaluation is not meant to
showcase achievements
under the Digital India
programme, but to
safeguard the future of
lakhs of students.

Of late, the CBSE seems to
be turning from the Central
Board of Secondary
Education into the ‘Central

Board of Spoiling
Education’

N. Nagarajan,
Secunderabad

Maritime plans

Amidst the ongoing war in
West Asia as well as the
conflict in the South China
Sea, it is best for India to
have friends equipped with

enhancing freedom of
navigation in the Strait of
Hormuz and the South
China Sea need robust
political will and diplomatic
acumen to yield results.
Manas Agarwal,

Gorakhpur, Uttar Pradesh

Elite privilege

sermonises about austerity,
subsidy burdens, and the
“optimal allocation of
resources”, but seldom
explains how sprawling
clubs with manicured
greens, subsidised liquor,
elite sporting facilities, and
prime urban real estate
contmue to flourish at
costs. The issue

the most advanced
capabilities in the maritime
domain. However, such
bold initiatives aimed at

The g decision
to acquire land under the
Delhi Gymkhana Club has
displeased the same elite
bureaucracy that

is not merely social; it is
moral. India’s genuine
sporting ecosystem gasps
for oxygen. District stadia

decay, school grounds
vanish, and aspiring
athletes crowd-fund their
dreams. Yet, state
patronage continues to flow
effortlessly towards elite
recreational islands
masquerading as heritage
institutions for those
cushioned by power.

R. Narayanan,

Navi Mumbai
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The battle against Al misinformation

ndia is working towards
Viksit Bharat 2047 with the
objective of achieving
economic growth, and in
order to emerge as a technology
leader. One of the major areas that
India is concentrating on is the
Artificial Intelligence (AI) front.
However, a question that needs a
definite answer is: what will
India’s policy be with reference to
rapidly developing Al tools? While
India’s aspiration fo attain the
status of a global AL hub is
commendable, Indian policies
regarding Al tools should not only
be looked at through the lens of
development and economic
growth, but also through the lens
of growing misinformation and
identity manipulation that could
be spread through Al platforms.

A new era

ChatGPT recently launched its
latest Al multimodal image
generation model which has been
successful in generating text-heavy
images that could rival the work of
a professional. Modern generative
Al systems are now capable of
producing highly sophisticated,
text-heavy images akin to a
professional newspaper or a
scientific research paper. In most
cases, these outputs are almost
indistinguishable from authentic
images taken with the help of a
camera, or scanned originals. This
model can pull up data from the
web portal and provide details of
the image with near accurate
information.

Thus, through this launch, Al
image generation has entered a
new era. It is no longer a simple
recreational model for a user to
dabble with and post on social
media platforms to follow a trend;
rather, it poses serious concerns in
the domain of cyber-crime, theft
and digital deceit.

Social networking platforms
such as Facebook, Instagram and
even LinkedIn are flooded with
Al-generated content often leaving
users wondering about the
veracity of the information they
consume. The current version of
ChatGPT and similar platforms
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While the
country seeks to
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misinformation,
identity misuse

manipulation

allow such content to be released
disproportionately on social
media platforms. Since such
platforms are primarily accessed
by users through their mobile
phones, which have limited screen
sizes, the ability to verify such
content becomes difficult and
users may readily accept
Al-generated images posted on
these platforms as real.

For instance, a post on
LinkedIn about publishing a new
research paper, along with the
image of the first page of the paper
which might contain all necessary
details such as the name of the
journal and author credentials,
might just be fake and
non-existent, However, this can be
verified by other users only if they
check the database; most users are
unlikely to fact-check such
information.

Educational institutions and
genuine academic publishers who
strive to maintain originality face
challenges as Al systems can
fabricate mark sheets, degree
certificates and research papers.
The persuasive effect of
Al-generated content significantly
amplifies the possibility of
misinformation and manipulation,
to the extent where genuine
photographs, videos and
documents themselves may be
dismissed as fabricated thus
bearing a large impact on
academics, journalism, and
institutional credibility.

[ .

Various implications
Cybercrimes related to identity
thefts have also multiplied in the
recent past.

Additionally, celebrities have
filed petitions before various High
Courts of India seeking protection
of their personality rights, and
protection against the
unauthorised usage of their
likeness in image, voice and name
using Al Although various
individuals have filed such cases,
India has yet to formulate a sound
legislative response to this
emerging challenge. The
implications of Al-generated
content also pose risks in terms of

evidence or pleadings that are
submitted before courts using Al
platforms. The Supreme Court
and other High Courts, such as the
Bombay High Court, have
disparaged such usage and have
also imposed costs on lawyers
who adopt Al-generated
arguments without verifying the
submissions and cases cited
therein.

Need for regulation

India therefore stands at a critical
crossroads at present. While the
country seeks to establish itself as
a global Al leader, it must develop
a robust legal framework that
would effectively address the
issues of misinformation, identity
misuse and manipulation. The
challenge at hand is to craft a
balanced regulatory framework —
one that encourages innovations
and technological advancements
while simultaneously ensuring
accountability from platforms and
safeguarding the authenticity of
the digital ecosystem.

India’s recently amended
Information Technology Rules,
2026 mandate the disclosure of
Al-generated/altered content
throughout the video. They have
also attempted to revamp the
age-old intermediary liability
framework with the stipulated
timeline of three hours to remove
synthetically generated content
upon receiving a court order or
government notification. They
also mandate that personal
complaints filed by users must be
solved within 36 hours of its filing.
This is a step in the right direction.

Further, there is a need to
develop a code of ethics for Al
platforms to prevent them from
generating images/videos that
would undermine trust in digital
news. Beyond the quintessential
legal and regulatory frameworks,
there is a need for developing
digital and Al literacy amongst the
public at large. Unless users
themselves develop the capacity
to critically evaluate a particular
digital content and verify the same
before dissemination, these issues
will continue to linger.

The tug of war within the Trinamool

Allegations over the role of I-PAC mask a larger succession battle within the party

STATE OF PLAY

Nistula Hebbar

lectoral defeat often
E follows a specific pat-
tern — defiance, denial,
implosion and acceptance.
One can say that the Trina-
mool Congress is running true
to type, with an earlier denial
and defiance giving rise to a
sort of implosion amidst its
ranks, that may well lead to an
acceptance of defeat.
However, the pattern in the
specific case of the Trinamool
and West Bengal is tweaked
somewhat because of the pre-
sence of the political strategy
company, the Indian Political
Action Committee (I-PAC),
and the recriminations being
laid at its door for the debacle
faced by the party in the 2026
Assembly elections.

Sidelining of party cadre
After the Trinamool’s loss in
the recently concluded As-
sembly polls in West Bengal,
the newly reappointed chief
whip of the party in the Lok
Sabha, Kalyan Banerjee, was
the first to speak out over how
I-PAC replaced the party
cadre, and under the control
of Abhishek Banerjee, Lok
Sabha MP and nephew of
former Chief Minister Mamata
Banerjee, isolated the party
from the people.

The next leader to speak
out was long time Trinamool
MP Dr. Kakoli Ghosh Dastidar,
who resigned as district presi-
dent of Barasat after the loss,
and significantly after she was
replaced by Kalyan Banerjee
as the chief whip. She too
pointed to workers being side-
lined, especially the older
cadres who had joined the
party as founding members.

Nearly three weeks after
the results have been out, it is
quite clear that there are ma-

West Bengal

ny who felt uncomfortable
with the role played by the I-
PAC within the Trinamool.
One of the unwritten rules
of being a consultant is to be
project specific, arrive at the
client’s premises with no skin
in the game, give a detached
perspective on what is going
right and wrong and help with
implementing prescriptions
for a short span of time. In the
words of one political consul-
tant: be like an Army that ar-
rives, conquers and returns to
its barracks, not like the police
that is embedded in the locali-
ty. However, the I-PAC became
a parallel structure within the
Trinamool, advising on issues
regarding the party, beyond
2021 when it first took on the
party as its clients. They
stayed on and became embed-
ded in the party structure.
This was resented by the
rank and file, not owing alle-
giance to Abhishek Banerjee,
who have felt sidelined and
unheard but feared falling
afoul of whatever was happen-
ing between Mamata Banerjee
loyalists and Abhishek Baner-
jee’s attempt to control the
Trinamool. “They (I-PAC) had
absolutely no manners of
working; they spoke very
rudely. These workers of ours,
they aren't servants. We don't
pay them a salary; they work
out of love for Mamata didi
and love for the party. They
treated people poorly, and
their arrogance grew to such
an extent that they

began treating us badly as
well. They seemed to think
they were at a higher authori-
ty than even the Prime Minis-
ter. I don't believe I-PAC was
directly under her (Mamata
Banerjee's) control, because I-
PAC is a distinct entity,” said
Ms. Dastidar.

Succession games
The attacks on the I-PAC, and
Mamata Banerjee’s distancing
from it is thus a pointer to the
fight between the Trinamool’s
old guard and Abhishek Ba-
nerjee’s  succession  ma-
noeuvres. Mamata Banerjee’s
silence in the face of such alle-
gations is instructive of the tug
of war within the Trinamool.
Kalyan Banerjee and Kakoli
Ghosh Dastidar have been old
loyalists of Mamata Banerjee
when she first formed the Tri-
namool in the heydays of the
Left Front’s hegemonic con-
trol over the politics of West
Bengal. In the last few years,
especially since 2021, there
has been a tug of war between
Mamata Banerjee loyalists and
the I-PAC-run Abhishek Baner-
jee camp. The painstaking la-
bour required to gain organi-
sational loyalty from leaders
and workers was circumvent-
ed via the political consultan-
cy firm. That this happened is
not surprising, but that it took
a defeat in the polls for it to be
identified as a problem cer-
tainly is. Behind it likely lay
the complications of loyalty,
opportunity and the reluc-
tance to pay the price of being
a whistleblower. With elec-
tions now done, the costs are
being counted and more im-
portantly, through the attack
on the I-PAC, the Trinamool
Congress is now identifying a
more problematic issue within
the party — that of a succes-
sion war in leadership and its
legitimacy.
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Women live longer but spend more of those years with illness

Despite decades of medical progress, the gap between how many healthy years women get and how many men get has not moved

| DATA POINT

Devyanshi Bihani

hat women outlive men is
T a long-established fact that

the data on Life Expectan-
cy (LE) at birth have repeatedly
shown. However, the healthy-life
advantage that should have come
with a longer life has barely moved
in two decades for women. The
shifts that happened during the
COVID-19 pandemic in LE and
Healthy Life Expectancy (HALE) —
ametric that adjusts the LE by dis-
counting the time spent with ill-
nesses, disability, chronic pain and
poor health — partially showed
why women continued to lag be-
hind in HALE.

While the world had largely re-
covered from the pandemic with
global LE returning almost close to
pre-pandemic levels by 2023,
HALE recovered to 63 years,
which is 0.5 years lesser than what
it was in 2019. Female life expec-
tancy stood at 76 years, compared
to 71 for men. But the gap nar-
rowed when healthy years were
considered: women’s HALE was
64 years, compared to 62 for men
(Chart 1). In 2000, women’s LE
was 4.8 years higher than men
while the gap in HALE was just 2.3
years. By 2021, it had narrowed
slightly, to 2.2. Despite a genera-
tion of medical progress, the gap
between how many healthy years
‘women get and how many men get
has not moved. This pattern points
to a deeper structural divide in glo-
bal health: women survive longer,
but spend more of those years liv-
ing with illness, pain and untreat-
ed conditions.

Across the world, men die at sig-
nificantly higher rates from cardio-
vascular disease, lung disease, ac-
cidents, violence and suicide.
Lower mortality from ischaemic
heart disease alone adds 0.63
healthy years to women’s lives. Re-
duced deaths from stroke contri-
bute another 0.31 years, chronic
obstructive pulmonary disease

(0.26), road injuries (0.32), inter-
personal violence (0.17) and sui-
cide (0.12) (Chart 2). As per the
World Health Organization, all
these lower mortality factors to-
gether should have given women a
3.85-year advantage in HALE.
However, higher morbidity
among women offsets 1.56 years of
that advantage. Women carry a
disproportionately high burden of

Long
and painful

The data for the charts were sourced from the
World Health Organization’s (WHO) World Health
Statistics Reports for 2025 and 2026. The values
for 2023 are approximate as per global health
estimates for 2023 referred in the 2026 report

pain disorders, gy -al dis-
eases and mental health condi-
tions. Back and neck pain alone re-
duces women'’s healthy lifespan by
0.44 years; depressive disorders
cost 0.21 years and anxiety 0.16.
Many remain underdiagnosed.
The size of the female health gap
varies sharply across WHO-de-
fined global regions (Chart 3).

COVID-19 should have widened
the HALE of women over men as
the latter died at substantially
higher rates than women through-
out the pandemic. Lower female
mortality from COVID-19 and pan-
demic-related causes alone gave
women a 0.89-year HALE advan-
tage over men, which was bigger
than the contribution from is-
chaemic heart disease (Chart 2).
However, the advantage did not
widen since the pandemic also
erased two decades of progress on
the mental health conditions that
disproportionately erode women’s
healthy years.

The disadvantages could be
more pronounced in India. As per
the WHO Global Health Statistics
Report 2026, over half of Indian
women (53.7%) of reproductive
age are anaemiic, nearly double the
global rate. One in every five part-
nered Indian women has faced in-
timate partner violence in the past
year, almost double the world fi-
gure. Nearly a third of Indian hou-
seholds spend more than 40% of
their discretionary budget on
health, putting sustained treat-
ment out of reach for most (Chart
4). These conditions may not dom-
inate mortality charts, but they
profoundly shape everyday life,
limiting mobility, productivity,
and financial indep e.

CHART 1: The healthy life expectancy (HALE),

life expectancy (LE) and the gap between the

two over the years and between genders
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Socialist states want greater
role for gold

Nairobi, May 27: The socialist group of countries
has suggested that the role of gold should be
enhanced in international liquidity in order to
normalise the international monetary situation
and bring about “gradual abolition and banning
of monopolistic position held by one or several
national currencies”.

In a position paper on money and finance
circulated to delegates, attending UNCTAD IV
meeting here, socialist countries say since SDRs
(special drawing rights) do not represent real
value they cannot replace gold as the basis of an
international monetary system. It however
supports the view that developing countries
should get part of SDRs as aid so long as the SDR
system exists.

On debt problem, the paper says: “Equitably
advantageous” economic co-operation between
socialist States and developing countries does
not give rise to debt problem. In view of
basically different technical and economic
relations with developing countries socialist
States consider it “unfounded to appeal to them
to share responsibility” of eliminating
I es of colonialism and of trade and

CHART 2: The chart shows the key mortality and
morbidity conditions (as per 2019 data) that contribute
positively and negatively to women’s HALE over men
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CHART 3: The chart shows the difference between the
HALE of men and women in different global regions as
defined by the World Health Organization 1 Female [| Male
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CHART 4: The chart shows three of the key indicators, where
India lags behind, contributing to the gap between men and
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Anaemia in women of
reproductive
age (15-49) 2023 30.7%

Intimate partner
violence,past 12 months.
(women 15+) 2023

Households with
catastrophic health
spending (>40% of
discretionary budget) 2022

N
o
2
F

monetary crisis of capitalist economy, the paper
adds. European Common Market countries
yesterday agreed on a joint position on debts
owed by developing countries, one of the major
stumbling blocks at the United Nations
Conference on Trade and Development
(UNCTAD) here, EEC delegates said.

But they were still deadlocked on the other
main area of disagreement, the issue of
financing buffer stocks and commodities to
stabilise prices. Delegates said the Common
Market position was likely to be accepted by
other developed non-communist nations. But
they said the position fell well short of demands
by developing countries which want a general
rescheduling of debts including write-offs for the
poorest nations.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 28, 1926
Entry into USA

Washington, May 27: President Coolidge has
signed a Bill permitting aliens who served with
the American forces during the world war to
enter the United States regardless of quota
restrictions.
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Estimated growth in Share of allotted EV Financial outlay for Percentage of Projected increase in
Nepal's economy in stations under MCD SARTHAK-PDS scheme domestic flights to wheat production for
2025-26 yet to become official ~ for five years be cut by Air India 2025-26 crop year
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2025-26, despite uncertainty in the global
economy and the ongoing West Asia
conflict, according to the Economic Survey
released on Wednesday. Finance Minister
Swarnim Wagle released the first Economic
Survey by the Balendra Shah government
in Kathmandu. 1

yet to become operational due to delays in
obtaining approvals from the Public Works
Department, officials said on Wednesday.
According to official data, a total of 1,047
EV charging stations have been allotted
across the city. But, only over 460 stations
have so far been made operational. 1

approved the continuation of the
‘SARTHAK-PDS' scheme for five years, The
Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs
also cleared a revision in norms governing
Central assistance to States and Union
Territories for intra-Stat and

loss-making airline grapples with the
impact of the high fuel prices, according to
sources. The decision comes two weeks
after the Tata Group-owned airline
announced a 27% reduction in

handling of foodgrains. e

flights amid airspace curbs,
as well as costlier jet fuel. en

projected to rise by 2.29% to 120.65 million
tonnes for the 2025-26 crop year
(July-June), notwithstanding localised
damage caused due to unseasonal rains
and hailstorms, according to government
data released on Wednesday. i
COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM
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The Ebola species with no vaccine

The Bundibugyo ebolavirus outbreak in Congo and Uganda has exposed gaps in vaccine preparedness, with no licensed vaccine yet for the rare species: funding

constraints, weak commercial incentives, and limited research investment continue to hamper vaccine development for neglected tropical diseases

FULL CONTEXT

Vasudevan Mukunth

he World Health Organization

(WHO) declared the

Bundibugyo ebolavirus (BDBV)

outbreak in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo and Uganda to be a
public health emergency of international
concern on May 17.

The outbreak exposes a critical gap in
international vaccine preparedness.
There is no licensed vaccine yet for the
Bundibugyo species of the ebolavirus
because the resources required to
develop one have not been mustered and
because of the specific economic realities
of neglected tropical diseases (NTDs).

BSL-4 facilities

To study, develop, and test a vaccine,
medical researchers need the virus itself
or its genetic sequence to ensure the
vaccine’s antigens match the circulating
strain. In mid-May, the National Institute
of Biomedical Research in the Congo and
the Central Public Health Laboratories in
Uganda delivered this sequence.

Second, to work with a live ebolavirus,
scientists need Biosafety Level (BSL) 4
facilities. These are research facilities with
the highest level of biological
containment, required when dealing with
deadly viruses — like ebolavirus and
Nipah virus — or viruses that are very
easily transmitted or which have no
known treatment.

BSL-4 facilities are strongly isolated,
with monolithic walls, floors, and ceilings,
tightly sealed pipes and wires, multiple
sterile rooms with specialised airlocks,
negative air pressure (so that a leak causes
air to flow into the facility), dedicated
ventilation systems, and redundant HEPA
filters. All waste from the facility is first
sterilised before being disposed of.

Personnel in a BSL-4 facility have to
don positive-pressure suits (leak causes
air to flow out) and pass through
decontamination showers. They also have
to undergo rigorous medical tests. There
are just over a hundred BSL-4 facilities
worldwide, including two in India.

Primate trials

To design the vaccine, researchers need
to identify which proteins of the virus
provoke the antibody responses in the
human body. Then, they need to select a
platform — the technology that will carry
the antigen into the body and present it to
the immune system. The options for
ebolavirus include viral vectors such as
rVSV or ChAdOx1, mRNA-based
approaches, and protein subunits.

Finally, the vaccines may be tested in
animal models, in particular non-human
primates, as they are the gold standard to
assess the safety and efficacy of a vaccine
against a disease with a mortality rate of
25% to 90%.

Human clinical trials would be better
but such an enterprise would be
extraordinarily complicated during an
ongoing outbreak.

Once a vaccine is ready, manufacturing
it will require hundreds of millions of
dollars in addition to development costs,
including specialised facilities, cold
storage and transport chains (at -80° to
-60° C), quality control, regulatory
approvals, and advance purchase
commitments.

Then, at the very last stage of this long
pipeline, healthcare workers and public
health officials must detect an outbreak
early and administer the vaccine to avail
its benefits.

»

What ‘neglect’ means

The ebolavirus is not a single virus species
but a genus with multiple species,
including ‘Zaire’, ‘Sudan’, ‘Bundibugyo’,
and “Tai Forest’. If a person has become
immune to one species, they are not

against infection by another species. This
is because the different species have
different surface proteins, so each
outbreak may require species-specific
research.

Ebolavirus outbreaks are also sporadic
and hard to predict as to their location —
which is unlike influenza or COVID-19,
which circulate continuously in
populations. So by the time an ebolavirus
vaccine reaches the third phase of a
clinical trial, the outbreak may have
already subsided, leaving fewer cases to
track for the trial.

The commercial market for ebolavirus
vaccines is small and concentrated in
lower-income countries, which means the
financial incentive for pharmaceutical
companies to invest without substantial
backing from governments and/or
coalitions like Gavi and the Coalition for
Epidemic Preparedness [nnovations
(CEPY) is minimal.

All of the same factors attend to most
NTDs, and illustrate what the ‘neglect’ in
their name entails. NTDs are almost
always diseases of poor, rural, and
politically marginalised populations in the
world’s tropical and subtropical areas. In
fact, these people are neglected —and
that’s why their diseases are neglected as
well.

Two declarations
Historically, funding for infectious
diseases was dominated by just three:
HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria. The
situation changed somewhat following the
London Declaration in 2012 and the Kigali
Declaration in 2022.

With the participation of the WHO, the
World Bank, 13 pharmaceutical
companies, and representatives from

expected to be sufficiently cross-protected

Once a vaccine is ready, manufacturing it will require hundreds of millions of dollars in addition to development costs, including specialised facilities, cold
storage and transport chains, quality control, regulatory approvals, and advance purchase commitments. GETTY IMAGES

seven countries, the London Declaration
committed to eliminate or control 10
NTDs by 2020 with more than $785
million for research and development.
The Kigali Declaration, sponsored by
Rwanda, aimed to reinvigorate
commitments to eliminate the NTDs; at a
June 23, 2022, event, the country
reported a pledge of $1.5 billion by
various governments, pharmaceutical
companies, and NGOs.

However, R&D has often been patchy,
compounded by weak healthcare delivery
and poor (disease) surveillance.
Governments have also often prioritised
diseases afflicting patients in richer
countries. But the worst is perhaps
market failure, as affected populations
have little purchasing power while
developing a single vaccine these days
costs more than a billion dollars. The
vaccines also cannot be sold for much in
countries most of whose populations live
on two dollars a day.

Many NTDs are caused by eukaryotic
parasites, i.e. worms and protozoa, which
develop in multiple stages across multiple
hosts, complicating researchers’ efforts to
identify a stable antigen for vaccines to
target. The immune system also struggles
to confer lasting protection against
infections by these organisms, making
them categorically harder to vaccinate
against than, say, measles.

Local response

At this time, there are two licensed
Ebolavirus vaccines — Ervebo and a
combination of Zabdeno and Mvabea —
but they are both for the ‘Zaire’ species.
The Bundibugyo species is also much
rarer, having caused only two outbreaks
before the current one. As a result,
research on it hasn’t drawn significant
investments.

Promising Bundibugyo vaccine
candidates are currently in preclinical or
early development, with the WHO and
the Oxford Vaccine Group estimating at
least six months more to manufacture

enough doses for a small clinical trial.
Taken together, the local healthcare
systems — already strained by conflict and
climate change — are left with reliably
detecting cases, isolating patients,
contact-tracing, safe burial practices, and
community engagement to manage the
Bundibugyo ebolavirus outbreak.

Causes for hope

That said, in the meantime, the Road Map
20212030 of the WHO has specified
eliminate-by targets for particular NTDs
and has been pushing domestically led
programmes that combine mass drug
administration, vector control, sanitation,
and surveillance.

In February this year, the African
Union launched ‘ACHIEVE Africa’, a
programme to build indigenous R&D for
vaccine development for NTDs that
western manufacturers have overlooked.
Using the help of such programmes, the
African Union plans to manufacture 60%
of the continent’s vaccine needs by 2040.
Likewise, CEPI has increasingly funded
‘work on pathogens that currently present
weak commercial incentives.

Also earlier this year, India initiated
phase I human clinical trials for an
indigenous vaccine against Kyasanur
forest disease, a regional NTD. Hubs
established in South Africa and Senegal to
manufacture mRNA vaccines for
COVID-19 are being repurposed to
produce experimental vaccines for NTDs,
including leishmaniasis.

Brazil and Cuba have built state
manufacturing capacity to address
diseases that multinational firms have
skipped (although this may no longer be a
priority in Cuba, which has faced
prolonged fuel and medicine shortages
thanks to crippling U.S. embargoes).

But for now, the Bundibugyo
ebolavirus outbreak continues to unfold
against infrastructure and financing gaps
and a broader system that struggles to
respond to diseases of the poor and the
peripheral.

THE GIS
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Scientists need BSL-4 facilities
and non-human primate trials
to safely study and test
vaccines against deadly viruses
like ebolavirus.

v

Different ebolavirus species
have different surface proteins,
meaning immunity against one
species may not sufficiently
protect against another.

v

Local healthcare systems are
relying on early detection,
isolation, contact-tracing, safe
burial practices, and
community engagement to
manage the outbreak.
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Whole body scans: why investors
love them but doctors hate them

Elective whole-body MRI screening lacks evidence of mortality or quality-ofife benefit and may cause harm through overdiagnosis, unnecessary

procedures, and psychological distress; no major medical society recommends it for the general public, but the commercial sector has only grown

Narayana Subramaniam

hen doctors express

scepticism about

whole-body scanning, a

predictable
counter-argument surfaces on social
media within hours. Physicians, the
theory goes, have a vested interest in
keeping you undiagnosed. Healthy
patients do not fill hospital beds. Early
detection threatens the treatment
economy and the doctor is the last person
you should trust to tell you whether to
scan. It is a compelling narrative.

It is also precisely backwards.

India now has a rapidly growing
market for direct-to-consumer body
scanning. Providers offer packages
combining ultra-low-dose CT, full-body
MRI, DEXA scans, blood biomarkers, and
Al-generated health scores — all without a
clinical referral, all marketed to urban
professionals who want to know if
something is wrong before a health
calamity hits. The incentive structure is
not to keep you healthy and out of the
system. It is to bring you into a parallel
one, charge you at the door, and generate
findings that justify further investigation.

The metric these companies report is
the number of abnormalities identified —
not disease states confirmed, not findings
that were clinically actionable, not
conditions that required treatment. No
company publishes outcome data
showing their customers live longer. Yet
all are growing rapidly.

The public conspiracy theory gets the
incentives wrong in another way, too.
‘When a scan returns an ambiguous
finding — a nodule, a cyst, or a vascular
irregularity, say — the patient does not
stay home. They see specialists, undergo
follow-up imaging, possibly biopsies,
occasionally surgery. Every step generates
clinical revenue. The scanning industry
does not threaten the treatment
economy; it feeds it.

What the evidence says

Earlier this month, two radiologists from
leading American universities published
an editorial in JAMA making the
profession’s collective unease plain.
Elective whole-body MRI screening lacks
evidence of mortality or quality-of-life
benefit and may cause harm through
overdiagnosis, unnecessary procedures,
and psychological distress. No major
medical society recommends it for the
general population.

But despite a similar warning three
years prior, the commercial sector has
only grown. Roughly three in ten people
who undergo these scans will require
follow-ups, most of which will resolve in a
finding that needs no treatment.

Patients who enter the scanner feeling
well leave feeling like patients, anchored
to findings of uncertain significance that
may shadow them for years. In effect, the
scan has not caught a disease. It has
manufactured a worry. This is the
paradox at the heart of the industry.

Medicine has always known that
oversimplification provides only
temporary relief. It does not resolve

India now has a rapidly growing market for direct-to-consumer body scanning. Representative image. ACCURAY/UNSPLASH

uncertainty. Anxiety rooted in the
complexity of the body cannot be treated
with a protocol that flattens that
complexity into a single report.

Double-edged sword

The standard criticism of whole-body
scanning is overdiagnosis, i.e. detecting
conditions that would never have caused
harm. But there is an opposite failure as
well. Covering the entire body in a
clinically acceptable scan time requires
compromises. Sequences are chosen for
breadth, not precision. A dedicated brain
MRI with sequences tuned for cerebral
arteries is a fundamentally different
investigation from the neurological
portion of a whole-body scan. One is
optimised for what it is looking at. The
other is optimised for coverage.

There is currently an active
malpractice case in which a patient
received a clean whole-body MRI report
and suffered a deadly stroke months later.
Independent neurologists have alleged
that significant narrowing of a major
cerebral artery was present but
undocumented — i.e. it was treatable but
the scan had missed it. The defendants
deny the allegations. Whatever the case’s
legal outcome, it raises a question the
industry has not answered: when a
whole-body scan tells you nothing is
wrong, what exactly has been excluded,
and with what confidence?

Any test’s usefulness depends almost
entirely on whom it is applied to. A test

that is 95% sensitive and 95% specific
applied to a population of 10,000, where
true disease prevalence is 1%, will
generate roughly five false positives for
every genuine finding. This is the pre-test
probability: the likelihood that disease is
present before any test is ordered,
estimated from symptoms, history, and
risk factors. In a healthy, self-selected
population, that probability is lower for
nearly everything the scanner is looking
for. An industry built on scanning the well
is, by definition, built on this gap.

Overdiagnosis trap
There is a third failure: finding conditions
that are real, accurately identified, and
still best left undiscovered. Not all
diseases require treatment. Autopsy
studies from Finland found occult
papillary thyroid cancers in up to 36% of
adults who died of entirely unrelated
causes — tumours that would never have
surfaced clinically. In South Korea,
fee-for-service providers began offering
thyroid ultrasound as a cheap add-on to
government cancer screening visits,
though it was never part of official policy.
Thyroid cancer diagnoses rose
fifteen-fold between 1993 and 2011.
Surgical rates followed. Yet mortality did
not budge. Tens of thousands underwent
thyroidectomies and acquired lifelong
hypothyroidism for a disease that was
never going to shorten their lives. The
pattern recurs in prostate and kidney
cancer. Detecting subclinical disease and

treating it is not always medicine —
sometimes it is the harm.

Where the evidence points

The U.S. National Lung Screening Trial
showed that annual low-dose CT reduced
lung cancer deaths by roughly 20%
compared with chest X-ray in a tightly
defined population of heavy smokers. The
Dutch-Belgian NELSON trial found a
similar benefit against no screening at all.
Cardiac calcium scoring carries guideline
endorsement from major cardiology
societies for adults at intermediate
cardiovascular risk, where it resolves
genuine uncertainty about whether to
start statin therapy.

What all these checks share is
specificity: a well-defined disease, a
well-defined population, and a protocol
built to answer a particular clinical

question.

Scanning everyone for everything
simultaneously answers no question well.
The doctors raising concerns are not
protecting a treatment monopoly. They
are asking for the same standard applied
to any other medical intervention:
evidence that the thing being sold actually
helps the people buying it. That is not a
conflict of interest. It’s the job.

(Narayana Subramanian is Lead
Consultant, Head and Neck Surgery and
Oncology, Aster Hospitals, and Adjunct
Faculty, Indian Institute of Science,

Bengaluru.
b
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THE SCIENCE QUIZ

Holiday spots for the really, really brave

1,700 km from Queen Maud Land x »

Vasudevan Mukunth

in Antarctica and 2,500 km from

A the tip of South Africa. It has no
QUESTION 1 permanent population. Fill in the
The world’s longest unobstructed blank.

sea route that happens in a [N

straight line goes from a point off QUESTION 4

the coast of Pakistan to the X Gulf
in Arctic Russia, spanning around
32,000 km. A ship could
theoretically sail it in a straight
line (accounting for the earth's
curvature) without making a
single turn. Name X.

| N

QUESTION 2

Name the point on land that is
farthest from any ocean coastline.

The Y Channel is the name of a
horizontal layer in the ocean
around 700-1,000 m deep where
the combined effect of temperature
and pressure creates a zone where
sound has a minimum velocity.
Sound can flow in this channel
with almost no loss, theoretically
capable of travelling thousands of
kilometres. The U.S. Navy has used
it covertly to track submarines.

It falls in Xinjiang, China, near the Name Y.
city of Urlimagi, roughly 2,645 km A
from the nearest sea. In the most QUESTION 5

literal sense, it is the most
landlocked place on the earth: the
shortest distance from here to the
sea entails a two-month walk.

[
QUESTION 3
Island is frequently cited

as the most remote island on the
earth. A Norwegian territory in the
South Atlantic, it sits roughly

CcM

K

What is the name of the equator
describing the belt of highest mean
surface temperature on the earth’s
surface? It runs around 5-10° north
of the geographic equator. This
equator exists because the
Northern Hemisphere has more A
landmass, which heats more
intensely than oceans.

Visual: Name the imaginary island located at the spot marked ‘X' on this map. It
iis the point at which the prime meridian and the equator intersect, and plays an

important role in assessing the quality of geographic data. ERIC GABA (CC BY-SA)

¥
Please send in your answers to
science@thehindu.coin

Answers to May 21 quiz:

1. Condition due to parasitic worms blocking
lymphatic system - Ans: Elephantiasis

2. Disease inflicting facial wounds resembling
the gnawing of 2 wolf - Ans: Lupus

3. Bone changes caused by Paget’s disease,
resembling a lion’s features — Ans: Leontiasis
ossea

4. Stubborn variant of alopecia areata causing
patchy hair loss - Ans: Ophiasis

5. Condition when fingers and toes are highly
flexible - Ans: Arachnodactyly

Visual: Ichthyosis

First contact:
K.N. Viswanathan | Tamal Biswas | Prem Nath
Tiwari | Pankaj Gharde | Prem Raj P.

~N

A 4
For feedback and suggestions
for ‘Science’, please write to
science@thehindu.co.in with the
subject ‘Daily page’
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During an oxidation reaction, oxygen molecules
must split up into atoms. Gold struggles to make
this happen. JINGMING PAN/UNSPLASH

Why does gold
never rust? Its
surface may
have the clue

Vasudevan Mukunth

old is one of the least reactive
G metals. It neither rusts like iron
nor tarnishes like silver. In fact,

this property has made gold the symbol
of permanence worldwide. At the same
time, chemists have used gold as a
catalyst, including in reactions that
involve oxygen. But if gold can accelerate
oxidation reactions, why does it not react
with oxygen to rust? In a new study in
Physical Review Letters, Santu Biswas and
Matthew Montemore of Tulane University
in the U.S. have an answer: its surface.

When an oxidation reaction begins,
oxygen molecules must split up into
atoms. Gold struggles to make this
happen. The researchers examined gold
surfaces with two different arrangements
of atoms, called Au(100) and Au(110).
Normally, these surfaces are not flat
because their outermost atoms rearrange
themselves into more densely packed
roughly hexagonal patterns in a process
called surface reconstruction.

Chemists have used gold as a

catalyst for reactions involving
oxygen, yet it is unable to react
with the gas to oxidise and rust

They do this because the new
arrangement has lower surface energy,
which is desirable. (In water, the surface
molecules have more energy than in the
bulk. This undesirable situation is the
source of surface tension.) The
researchers wanted to know if this
process was responsible for gold’s shyness
with oxygen. They used density
functional theory, a well-known
computational method to simulate how
atoms and electrons behave, comparing
unreconstructed gold surfaces to
reconstructed ones. They also estimated
the amount of energy an oxygen molecule
would need to split apart after being
adsorbed to a gold surface. They found
that before reconstruction, Au(100) and
Au(110) both had a rectangular
arrangement of atoms. On these surfaces,
the oxygen molecule’s dissociation energy
was 0.65-0.74 electron-volt (eV, a small
unit of energy suitable for atomic
settings). But once the surface had
reconstructed, the dissociation energy
rose well beyond 1 eV.

Further, kinetic modelling suggested
that unreconstructed Au(110) had a
surface oxygen coverage of 0.4
monolayers within 10 seconds in ambient
conditions while a reconstructed surface
achieved a small fraction of that over the
same period.

Even when the researchers changed
the assumptions in the model,
reconstruction still suppressed oxidation
by roughly nine to 12 orders of
magnitude. Mr. Biswas and Mr.
Montemore traced these significant
effects of reconstruction to the atoms’
geometry. When an oxygen molecule
breaks apart on a surface with a
hexagonal grid of atoms, the gold atoms
need to move significantly to
accommodate the new bonding
arrangements. But they can’t move — not
with what energy they have anyway —
which keeps the oxygen molecule from
dissociating. The reported finding could
change scientists’” understanding of why
gold does not react with oxygen. The
noble gases are called so because their
atoms have a very stable configuration of
electrons, and they are disinclined to
form bonds with other atoms or
molecules without receiving a lot of
energy. In gold, the structural
arrangement of its atoms in a solid also
plays a role. According to Mr. Biswas and
Mr. Montemore, their findings may point
to a new strategy to design gold catalysts.
If researchers can stabilise square or
rectangular surface geometries, they may
be able to make gold much more reactive
in oxidation reactions.
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No marks

CBSE online evaluation fiasco, deeply unfortunate

he CBSE’s shift to digital evaluation of

answer sheets has turned outtobea

profound debacle. The on-screen marking
(OSM) system, used for the first time, has been badly

shown up — with c
answer sheets,

of poorly

ched roll numbers,

supplementary sheets and an ethical hacker’s claims
that he could easily have broken into the system and
tampered with anyone’s marks, if he wanted.

9=
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First, it is important to underscore that
two million students and their wards have
been put through untold trauma, for which
immediate steps need to be taken. Evenasa
committee comprising faculty of II'T
Madras and IIT Kanpur looks into how OSM
unravelled, it would perhaps be best for the
CBSE to proceed with traditional offline
revaluation of answer sheets. A delay by, say,
amonth or more is unfortunate, but
students would at least be left with a feeling
that the result was derived througha
familiar process, rather than one whose
flaws needed fixing. As with the NEET exam
leak, the CBSE fiasco throws up grave
questions of accountability and credibility
in the examination system. Besides taking
remedial steps, accountability should
extend to the highest levels.

OSM was expected to ensure efficient
checking of answer sheets, so that their
transportation to those meant to check
them can be avoided. It allows students to
see how they have been evaluated. Indeed, it
is hard to argue against OSM if it is carried
out properly. But it breaks down entirely, if
evena few roll numbers are mixed up or
answer sheets are not properly scanned. The
committee members have said that they will
examine the possibility of a cyberattack, or
the website collapsing under excessive
traffic. But it seems that the OSM software
was flawed to begin with. The ethical hacker
has claimed that he could access the innards
of the portal, because a master password
that could bypass authentication was
hardwired into the code. Itis appalling that
amaster password is embedded into the
software. Developers tend to do it
temporarily, when building a system. But to
take the system live without removing these
backdoors smacks of gross negligence.

The vendor, Coempt EduTeck, involved
in the OSM system, is in the eye of the
storm. In its earlier avatar as Globarena
Technologies, it had faced allegations of
discrepancies in the Telangana Board’s
Intermediate exams in 2019. The selection
of this vendor raises eyebrows. It is
inexplicable that the system was deployed
without adequate testing. Teachers were
allowed to experience the system in
February, but many came away hoping the
system would not go live this year. The
ethical hacker’s claims — that his alerts
issued three months back weren’t fully
addressed — smacks of apathy. CBSE’s
response that the hacker accessed only the
‘test portal’ is reactive and disappointing.
The CBSE should take a year or two to
conduct extensive ‘dry runs’and then
redeploy the system. Above all, it must win
back the trust reposed in it by millions.
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Meet the FPIs leading the sell-off

Analysis of granular data on FPIs shows that unregulated entities from tax havens have sold more than long-term investors

POINT FPIs from tax havens cut back Unregulated FPIs reduce holdings
BLANK. Country-wise FPI equity assets under custody (in ¥ crore) Category-wise FPI equity assets under custady (in € crore)
Sep-24 Aprik26 9% change Sep-24 April26 % change
L SK us 33,34,365 30,07,912 -9.8 apur?ptriztslyd 880713 39,06,603 109
eselling spresbiyforél Singapore 5,81,562 4,14,050 288 egUatec Fun
ing spre reign .
portfolio investorsis L 5,75,910 4,85,837 -15.6 Penslox? Fund 6,73,270 6,85,988 19
getting even the most Ireland 4,64,947 4,59,884 -1.1 Sovereign Wealth Fund 5,33,025 4,70,824 -1L7
detached market observer Mauritius 371466 276176 257 Entity controlled or at least
worried. FPIs have sold : ; 75% owned by Government 528,957 L1154 22l
around ¥2.26 lakh crore of Indian Uk 391,308 3,02218 28 Unregulated fund whos
equity in 2026, following net sales of Norway 2,80,562 2,68,811 4.2 hregu unc:wiose
. manager is 4,98,124 3,86,242 <225
1.6 lakh crore in 2025. They have Canada 2,33,150 1,98,847 -147 Catepor L
been in exit mode since Sep ) 98255 00,843 3
2024, when they decided to plough 2pan 1,98, 2,00, L; fund - Limited 169,319 179751 62
more money into Chinese equity and France 1,37,530 1,43,302 4.2 Partnership / Trust T T :

sell Indian stocks which were trading
at considerable valuation premium to
most other markets.

So, should you start panicking? No.
Because it is wrong to paint all foreign
portfolio investors with the same
brush. There were 12,199 FPIs
registered with SEBI towards the end
of last fiscal year. These investors
come from different countries and
have varying investment objectives,
ranging from speculative short-term
trading to long-term investments.
They could be foreign central banks,
sovereign wealth funds, pension funds,
hedge funds, portfolio management
services and other alternate
investment vehicles.

Abusinessline analysis of the
category-wise and country-wise assets
of FPIs shows that the regulated funds
from regions such as the US have sold
onlya small part of their holding in this
spell. But unregulated FPIs from tax
‘havens such as Luxembourg and
Mauritius have seen alarger reduction
in their assets.

This spells good news because the
speculative hot money, which comes
through tax havens, is quite whimsical
and can change direction quite fast.

COUNTRY-WISE DATA
The country which originates the
largest share of FP1 investments into
India currently is the US, accounting
for 43 per cent share of FP1 assets or
30.07 lakh crore in April 2026. With
half of global i bl
funds originating from the US, itis not

Source: NSDL

surprising that this trend reflects in
India too.

The assets of these investors have
recorded a decline of only 10 per cent
since September 2024. Since the
NiftyS0is down around 8 per cent
between September 2024 and April
2026, the decline in FPI assets could
partly be due to reduction in stock
prices.

If the valuation losses were excluded,
these investors are likely to have pulled
out only 2 per cent of their holdings.
This isa good sign since investors from
the US are likely to be dominated by
large mutual funds, pension funds,
university funds and exchange traded
funds. These investors would typically
have alonger-term investment horizon.

The countries which follow the US
are offshore financial centres or tax
havens such as Singapore (7.5 per cent
share of FPIassets), Luxembourg (7.4
per cent), Ireland (6 per cent) and
Mauritius (4.8 per cent).

FPIs have been pulling
out money due to funds
being allocated to Al
stocks in Taiwan,
South Korea, etc.,

the high valuation in
Indian equity markets and
the rupee depreciation

These countries have seen a larger
reduction in FPIassets with Singapore

they have reduced their holding by only
around 3 per cent in this bout of selling.

and Mauritius more than 25
per cent reduction. Itis established that
hedge funds and other short-term
investors who prefer to switch their
investments faster operate out of OFCs
(offshore financial centres) for ease of

ign wealth funds have also
witnessed only 11.7 per cent reduction
intheirassets.

These large institutional investors are
unlikely to sell ina big way since they
have been investing in Indian equities
smce early 1990s and would be holding

operations.
FPIs from Norway, i dby
Norway’s sovereign wealth fund,

recorded a decline of just 4.2 per cent in
theirassets in this period. This would
largely be accounted for by the fall in
stock prices.

Investors from Japan and France are
atthe other end of the spectrum,
recording an increase in their assets,
albeit marginal.

CATEGORY-WISE DATA

Data disseminated by SEBI onassets
held by each FPI category also reiterates
the trend that FPIs with along-term
horizon are not selling too much of their
holding.

The largest category of FPIs, holding
57.5 per cent of total assets, are
‘appropriately regulated funds’. Large
mutual funds, ETFs, insurance funds,
etc., operating out of the US, Europe and
other large countries would fall in this
category. This category has seen assets
reduce by 11 per cent between
September 2024 and April 2026 t0 ¥39
lakh crore. As mentioned above, around
8 per cent of the decline could be due to
stock price correction, implying that

large positions. If they sell
aggresswely, bringing down prices
sharply, they would be harming the value
of rest of their Indian equity portfolio.
The second largest category of FPIs —
pension funds —who hold 10 per cent of
FPlassets have, in fact, recorded an
increase of 12,718 crore in their assets,
amounting to 1.9 per cent gain in this
riod.

Categories where the decline in assets
is more than 20 per cent include

d funds whose i
manager is category I FPI, funds not
eligible to register as category I FPI,
central banks and investment advisors.
Central banks registered as FPIs with
India include the People’s Bank of
China, Monetary Authority of
Singapore, Saudi Central Bank,
European Central Bank and Bank of
Malaysia.

In sum, FPIs have been selling due to
funds being allocated to Al stocks in
Taiwan, South Korea, etc., the high
valuation here and the rupee
depreciation. But since the selling
appears led by short-term speculative
funds, the tide could turn soon

Nehru’s science and tech vision can’t be forgotten

India must invest its finest minds and resources in lifting itself up, rather than anchorlng the progress of other countries

—
Uday Balakrishnan

on May 27, 1964, his choices are

now frequently subjected to harsh
retrospective criticism by the BJP. Yet
one reality transcends partisan
argument. Whether landinga rover on
the moon or developing a strategic
nuclear deterrent, India s still riding on
a Nehruvian vision rooted in a belief in
the transformational impact of science
and technology on the country.

Inanimpoverished and newly
independent republic, Nehru chose to
invest scarce resources in building
foundational institutions such as the
1Ts, AIIMS, and the National Institute
of Design, among several others. He
placed great emphasis on fundamental
scientific research, effectively laying the
groundwork for India’s atomic and space
programmes.
Equally i lmportam were Lhe pubhc

S ixty-twoyears after Nehru’s death

allowed most of them to weaken
through administrative inertia, political
interference, and unconscionable drift.
India did not fail to live up to its promise
because of Nehru, but due toa
subversion of his vision that was yielding
dividends even during his lifetime.

The contrast with the rest of Asia is
telling. Japan built Toyota and Sony into
global industrial icons. South Korea
transformed itself from post-war
devastation into the world’s largest
shipbuilder.

Taiwan achieved semiconductor
dominance, while China moved from
low-cost assembly to nurturing
technological giants such as BYD,
Huawei,and COMAC.

Comparison with India is sobering. In
the Nehru era, Hindustan Shipyard was
already building ships when South Korea
was not. Likewise, Brazil went on to
build Embraer into a globally
competitive commercial aircraft
manufacturer longafter Indiahad an

sector enterprises hy
including HMT, BEML, BEL, I'TT,and
Hindustan Shipyard. These were
conceived as the industrial engines of
national transformation. Nehru's core
assumption was that a country investing
public capital into building robust
industrial capability and elite technical
manpower would inevitably propel itself
into prosperous modernity.

The tragedy lies in what followed.
Instead of scaling these foundations into
globally competitive industrial

lished domesticaircraft industry.

DEPLOY TALENT AT HOME
This distortion is visible in how India
measures economic achievement. A
country of India’s scale should not be
benchmarking its success against capital
sent home by expatriate labour, placing
itselfalongside labour-exporting
economies such as Pakistan, Egypt, and
the Philippines.

The Nehruvian ambition was never
for India to become the world’s most

FOCUS AREA. Nehru placed emphasis.
on fundamental scientific research

countries, but to build an economy
capable of absorbing and deploying that
talentathome.

‘Today, India hosts over 2,100 Global
Capability Centres employing 2. 3

design, and wealth-creation.

In the Gulf, the comparison is equally
startling. Around 3.5 million Indians in
the UAE have been central to building its
infrastructure, logistics, healthcare,
retail, and financial services economy
worth hundreds of billions. Against such
numbers, remittances are notan
economic triumph but a miniscule
residual return on wealth substantially
created by Indians yet retained by
foreign entities.

IMPORT DEPENDENCE

The cost of this strategic drift is clear in
India’s massive import dependence. The
country’s Rafale acquisition cost roughly
€7.8billion, and the $-400 air defence
system purchase exceeded $5 billion.
Concurrently, India imports tens of
billions annually in semxconductors,

million They design ad
semiconductors and train frontier
artificial intelligence systems yet the
ownership of the mtel.\ucrual property

electronic p

consumer electronics. The irony s
difficult to miss. India spends precious
foreign cxchange buying highly

and the returns
remain with forexgn n:arpomnons

India celebrates roughly $120 billion
inannual remittance inflows, but this is
trivial compared to the wealth those
same engineers generate for some of the
world’s most valuable firms — from
Microsoft, Alphabet, and Adobe to
Amazon, Apple, Nvidia, and Meta—
whose combined market value exceeds
$15 trillion. No di bserver

d products that Indians are
often helping design abroad, because
domestic industrial ecosystems were
never built to retain and deploy them at
scale.

India still has an opportunity to fulfil
the original Nehruvian vision by
investing its finest minds and resources
inlifting itself up, rather than anchoring
the progress of other countries.

canignore the scale of Indian
contribution to the creation of such

Thewriter, formerly of the IPoS, has taught public
policyand contemporary history at iS¢, Bengalury, for

government:

supplier of talent to other

value through leadership, engineering,
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Net neutrality threatened
Apropos ‘Net ambiguity’ (May 27),
Bharti Airtel's commercial launch of
its ‘Priority Postpaid’ plans marks a
turbulent turning point for India’s
digital ecosystem. By utilising 5G
networkslicing to partition
bandwidth, the telecom giant is
creatingan exclusive “fast lane” that
guarantees consistent speeds for
premium, high-paying subscribers
even during peak congestion.

While operators defend the move as
acontent-neutral technology
necessary to monetise 5G networks,
it establishes a troubling precedent
of class-based discrimination on the
openinternet.

Over 90 per cenr of India’s mobile
base relies on budget-friendly
prepaid connections. Consigning
these users to an artificially throttled

or degraded network layer
effectively fractures equal internet
access.

Regulatory authorities must
therefore vigilantly ensure that
innovation in telecommunications
infrastructure does not legitimise
discriminatory access or dilute the
foundational principles of digital
equity.

N Sadhasiva Reddy

Bengalury

Ease burden on NPOs

This refers to‘SSE: A vital cogin the
CSRchain’ (May 27). Thearticle
rightly highlights the promise of the
Social Stock Exchange, but the
crushing compliance burden on
non-profit organisations (NPOs)
needs equal attention. They juggle
Income Tax rules, NGO DARPAN

Portal, FCNR provisions, ROC filings,

academicians, the broaderissue is

and District Registrar req
oftenwithout trairied compiiance or
HRteams. This paperwork maze
discourages capable philanthropists
from serving as Presidents,
Secretaries or Trustees,
Governments must create a
single-window compliance system
and offer a one-time amnesty for
pending defaults, so genuine NPOs
can focus onimpact, not endless
filings.

Arul Mozhi Varman

Sivakasi, TN

Road to Viksit Bharat?
This refers to ‘Glitches, hack claims
put CBSE exam portal under the
scanner’ (May 27). While efforts are
ontounderstand what really
happened with the help of expert

oneof planning shoddy
execution,and indifferent
governance.

While the nation is making big strides
inareas like def

This must change if we are toget to
be Viksit Bharat soon.

V Vijaykumar

Pune

manufacturing hi-speed railways,
andaerospace, instilling much pride
incitizens, the basics are being
ignored.

See the quality of our city roads and
public works. Recently, pillars of a
10-year-old bridge gave way in
eastern India.

We read multiple reportsabout fires
in rail coaches, in public buildings
(including hospitals) almost every
day. And what about traffic jams in
our cities, All these indicate
non-respect for quality standards,
flagrant violation of laws, and
near-zero enforcement.

Sa planet

There have been various reports of
heatwaves across Asia, Some years
back,aschool of whales were
stranded and died on the
Tiruchendur beach in Tuticorin,Tamil
Nadu. Various reasons like climate
change were cited for that
unfortunate incident. Phenomena
like EINinoand La Ninaare nothing
but the result of global warming.
Countries should come together to
tackle emissions which are the root
cause for erratic rainfall patterns and
climate change.

P Senthil Saravana Durai

Mumbal
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A season for fraud?

Economic shock and corporate fraud are linked

—
Chandrasen Kumar

hewaronIranby USand
T Israel have induced

market volatility and
impacted economic growth. This
impacts businesses, leading to
decline in investors’ confidence
— servingasa fertile ground for
financial statement frauds.

Aresearch based on Covid-19
induced economic stress by Arum
etal (2023) has established a
significant increase in the risk of
financial statement frauds.
Another studyusing firm-level
data of Chinese listed companies
by Shun et al (2025) has shown
that reporting misconduct rises
with market volatility.

Firms with high leverage are
more likely to manipulate
accounting information.
Similarly, volatility in markets
increases uncertainty and
financing constraints that builds
pressure on executives to indulge

AUDIT LAPSES. Causing concern

Newman, Patterson and Smith,
while examining the role of
auditing in investor protection,
had shown that markets with
relatively greater penalties for
audit failure, and greater insider
penalties for detected resource
diversion have higher total
investment levels. In most of the
matured economies and markets,
legislations and policies seem to

in fraudulent steps. D g
increases pressure on employees
towards behaviour that shores up
short-term performance.
Moreover, entities with weak
corporate governance and lack of
external oversight are susceptible
to manipulation. When faced with
bleak ic headwinds, they

confer much of the

ponsibilitie: ditors for
accurate financial
representations.

In India, financial regulatory
paradigm is mainly managed by

National Financial Regulatory
Authority (NFRA), Reserve Bank
of India (RBI), and Security

fail to meet earning expectations,
service debt, and maintain
valuations. As a result, the
temptation to manipulate
accounts rises. Besides, in volatile
markets, non-state owned
entities are more prone to indulge
in fraudulent reporting. Though
the study on Chinese firms has
shown that susceptibility
increases if the external auditors
hired by them are not prestigious
‘big four’, historically even they
have failed to detect and report
major frauds across the globe.

AUDIT FAILURES

Among the ‘big four’, Ernst &
Young (EY) had failed to report
the hidden debts of billions of
dollarsin debt engineered
through accounting jugglery to
classify borrowings as sales
through “Repo 105” resulting in
one of the biggest bankruptcy in
the world in 2008. Back home in
India, PricewaterhouseCoopers
(PwC) had failed to verify
fictitious cash and bank balances,
fake invoices, ghost employees to
siphon off salaries, and
whistle-blowers concerns in the
case of Satyam Computers
Services in 2009.

Some major reason for frauds
in non-state owned entities can be
attributed to the non-fulfilment
of responsibilities by various
auditors, insider trading and
resource diversion. Back in 2005,

Board of India (SEBI).
Among them, NFRA is the most
recently established (2018)
independent regulator for the
auditing profession. Since its
inception, it has passed several
important orders involving high
profile auditing failures against
big listed entities levying
monetary penalties on auditors
and debarment from practice. It
has also taken several new
initiatives in the last two years
suchas Al-powered Financial
Reporting Compliance.

Similarly, RBI has also taken
proactive steps like setting up
early warning system frameworks
in core banking systems,
compulsory reporting by banks on
frauds occurring in non-regulated
group entities, improved audit
quality of public sector banks.
SEBI has launched its new SEBI
(Stock Brokers) Regulations,
2026 to move from reactive
supervision to proactive
prevention, enhanced by AL

The Supreme Court inarecent
judgment in February 2026 has
ruled that serious financial frauds
destroy the well-being and quality
oflife. It is hoped that the
regulatory framework for
preventing financial and
corporate frauds would remain
vigilant to safeguard the financial
and business ecosystem.

Thewriter s public policyanalystand works
with FCI. Views expressedare personal
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Oil sector officers to go on strike from May 31

Flights from various parts of the country may not be able to take off if the oil
sector officers play out their threat of going on an indefinite strike from May 31,
which would result in a serious disruption of supplies of aviation fuel. With
negotiations on revising salaries having failed, around 45,000 members of the Oil
Sector Officers’ Association (OSOA) have announced their intention to go on
indefinite strike from the early hours (6 2.m.) of Wednesday.

Research must help raise farm yield: PM

Outlining a seven-point strategy for realising the second green revolution, the
Prime Minister, Dr Manmohan Singh, today said the benefits of research must
reach farmers for improving yield and enhancing production.

Indian cos turn global turnaround specialists

Domestic companies are making their mark as turnaround specialists across the
globe, with a host of manufacturing sector firms successfully buying out
loss-making companies abroad at throwaway prices with the aim of getting them
back on track. The underlying strategy behind the move is to gain easier access to
restricted markets like the US and the EU using the target company as a foothold,

IBC needs an institutional boost

PARADIGM SHIFT. Stress resolution shifted from paternalistic rehabilitation to market-driven resolution

MS SAHOO
RAGHAV PANDEY

nMay 2024, the Finance Minister
observed that the Insolvency and
Bankruptcy Code, 2016 (IBC)
resolved inseven yearsas many
cases as the Sick Industrial
Companies (Special Provisions) Act,
1985 (SICA) did in three decades. The
remark subtly reframed the discourse
towards comparing like with like.

For years, critics often juxtaposed the
IBC with the Recovery of Debts and
BankruptcyAct, 1993, or the
Securitisation and Reconstruction of
Financial Assets and Enforcement of
Security Interest Act, 2002, Such
comparisons were always inapt. Those
statutes are, by design, recovery
mechanisms; under the IBC, however,
recovery s incidental to resolution.
Paradoxically, even on recovery metrics,
the IBC has consistently outperformed
these specialised recovery tools.

Therefore,atemporaland
consequential comparison between the
IBCand the SICA regime is both logical
and necessary. Both seek to address
corporate distress, but through
diametrically opposed institutional
designs and economic philosophies. As
the IBC approachesa decade of
operation, it is imperative to evaluate
not merely the letter of the law but the
distinct economic cultures they birthed.

‘THE SICA YEARS

India was ahead of its time when it
enacted SICAin 1985 toaddress
business failure, years before economic
liberalisationin 1991 permitted freedom
toestablishand operate businesses.
SICA emerged from the constitutional
and economic ethos of the
command-and-control era. It was
enacted in the public interest and to
advance the Directive Principles under
Article 39 of the Constitution. The state

GAME CHANGER. The IBC has scored both on recovery rates and resolution time lines

Unfortunately, BIFR possessed neither
the capacity nor the incentive to produce
viable solutions to business distress.
Throughout this extended
hy itali ion, promoters ined in
control, while creditors waited outside,
with little influence over diagnosis or
treatment. As the late Finance Minister
Arun Jaitley famouslynoted, SICA
effectively placed debtors behind an iron
curtain, shielding them itely from

contract between equityand debt. As
longas debt obligations are honoured,
equity owners retain control and
creditors have no say in the business.
Upon default, however, the Code
permits corporate insolvency resolution

process (CIRP), which displ. the
promotersand transfers control to
creditors.

At that stage, the enterprise’s residual

creditor action. Thiswas rooted not in
economic logic, butinaregime where
i of pr ppeared

punitive.

RECONCEPTUALISING DEFAULT
The IBC reconceptualised stress,
reflected through default, not asamoral

I tively belongs to creditors.
They, rather than the state or the
promoter, determine the company’s
fate. Their commercial wisdom enjoys
primacy and remains largely immune
from judicial second-guessing.

Section 29A provides teeth to the
separation between the enterprise and
promoter. It prevents defaulting

from regaini 1

[ o1 N

Stress resolution scheme

Parameter | SICA IBC

Foundation | Constitution | Contract
. Public Market

Objective interest efficiency

Moral Economic

Stress concern event

Authority | State Creditors

Asset o

Control Debtor Creditors

Resolution Promoters Markets

Agent

Outcome Resolution

I

Stress resolution outcomes

Parameter SICA IBC

Recovery (%)" | 26 2

Time (years)* | 4.3 1.6

NPA (%) 14.8 2.2

TBS Entrenched | Resolved

Post-resolution

health Untracked | Enhanced

Shadow . 5

Tesoilitions Negligible | Massive

TBS - Twin balance sheet
“Improvement i the first three years

industry benchmarks, and market

failing, but as a neutral nt.
Acompanyin defaultis simplya
collection of assets trapped inan
arrangement that no longer works.
Consequently, the inquiry shifted from
who deserves sympathy towho can
deploy those assets most productively.
Modern markets are volatile,
technology may become obsolete,
expansion may turn reckless, or
managerial ability may prove
inadequate. The IBC s largely
indifferent to the reason for failure. Ifa
promoter fails, the law seeks to place the
enterprise in the right hands, from
anywhere in the world, to preserve ts
economic value. If no such value exists,

assumed a paternalistic

not merely toidentify sick industrial

ies, butalso to ilitate them
through financial infusions,
concessions, and institutional support.

SICA effectively pathologised

insolvency. Distressed companies
became ‘sick’ companies, requiring
‘rehabilitation’. This language tapped
intoa deep-seated cultural instinct of
karz,which often generated undue
sympathy for the promoter rather than
concern for capital. The Board for
Industrial and Financial Reconstruction
(BIFR) functioned as a prolonged care
ward where promoters checked in their
distressed companies, often for years.

RK Raghavan

he Supreme Court recently
I raised the bar for judicial
probityin striking down one of
the Court’s own past decisions on the
scope of discretion it enjoyed while
handling bail applications.

The beneficiary of its benevolence
was Umar Khalid, a former INU
studentand one of the accused ina
narco-terrorism case and thereafter
the Delhi riots (2020) case inwhich he
was chargesheeted under the Unlawful
Activities Prevention Act (UAPA).

Hewas in judicial custody for five
yearsalthough his five other
co-accused were released on bail in
January. While dismissing his bail
application, an earlier bench of the
court had considered hisrole in the
conspiracy much more crucial than the
other accused, and therefore he had to

must be released through
liquidation for alternative and more
efficientuses. This operatesona
fundamental contractual premise. A
limited liability company is essentiallya

The IBC is indifferent to
the reason for business
failure. If a promoter
fails, the law seeks to
place the enterprise in the
right hands to preserve its
cconomic value

p f
their companies through the CIRPat
distressed valuations. The principle is
simple: genuine business failure may be
tolerated, but strategic default must
never be rewarded.

Adifferent statutory scheme
inevitably produced vastly different
outcomes. The SICA regime failed to
resolve corporate distress efficiently,
contributing to the twin balance sheet
syndrome (TBS), which impaired both
corporateand bank balance sheets. The
IBC, by contrast, helped resolve this
overhang and restore credit discipline.
Gross non-performing assets (NPAs) of
scheduled commercial banks, which
peaked at 14.8 per cent in 2018, declined
toaround 2.2 per cent by 2025.

THE SUCCESS STORY

The improvement is visible in both
recovery rates and resolution timelines.
The World Bank’s Ease of Doing
Business indicators captured this shift,
with India’s ranking in resolving
insolvency improving from 136 to 52
within three years of the IBC.
Importantly, firms resolved under the
1BC demonstrated renewed operational
viability: within five years of resolution,
average sales and capex doubled, asset
turnover more than doubled,

ion tripled.

Perhaps the IBC’s greatest success
lies in resolutions in its shadow. The
credible threat of losing one’s empire
has fundamentally altered promoter
behaviour. Tens of thousands of debtors
‘have resolved after the filing of
insolvencyapplications but before
admission. Many more resolve even
before an application s filed. This
behavioural discipline was entirely
absentunder SICA.

The contrast between pre-IBCand
post-IBC regimes is unmistakable.
However, the IBC continues to face
institutional and structural constraints.
The Supreme Court recentlynoted that
nearly 400 resolution plans are pending
approval, with some delays extending to
four years.

Unless such bottlenecks, whichare
preventing the IBC from realising its full
potential, are addressed, we risk eroding
the efficiency gains that distinguish the
IBC from ts predecessor. As IBC enters
the next decade, the priority mustbe to
strengthen the institutional
foundations, ensuring that the iron
curtain of the past never returns to
shield inefficiency.

Sahooisan Emeritus Fellow of the Insolvency Law
is Directt
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A high point in judicial history

remain in custody. The current bench
differed from the predecessor asin its
opinion the sanctity of Justice VR
Krishna Iyer’s dictum ‘Bail is the rule
and jail is an exception’ could not under
any circumstance be violated. This
applied even to UAPA cases. Hence
Khalid’s release has been ordered.

The apex court’s humanityand
judicial flexibility need to be
complimented. The SC decision
enhances our belief that we are in safe
hands as far as personal liberty is
concerned. Ourjudges at every level
need to be compassionate rather than
be just brilliant.

SYSTEMIC SHORTCOMINGS
Having sung the praise of our judges it
will also be appropriate to point out
certain shortcomings in the system at
lowerlevels, especially in respect of
grant of bail. There are a number of

SC. safeguarding individual liberty

under-trial prisoners whoare
incarcerated for far too long.

‘There was a brilliant and exhaustive
report decades ago, by KF Rustamij,
former DG Border Security Force, that
‘highlighted the plight of such prisoners
who were languishing in jails. His
report showed how we were cruelly
locking up illiterate or semi-literate
prisoners who could not afford the
‘money required to move courts for
relief. Mind you, all of them were not
hardened criminals. Many were guilty

of much less transgression of the law
butwere simplyunlucky to have been
hauled up by guardians of law. The
situation has improved slightly, but
only slightly, with the drive for speedy
trials. The magnitude of the problem
remains critical.

Thereisa lot that is unsavoury about
bail administration by lower courts. As
aresult bail decisions smack of a
lottery. Some judges consideritas
charity rather than grant of a right.
‘Where the petitioner is poor and is also
perceived to be ideologically
anti-establishment, the prospects of
grant of bail on the first instance are
dim.

‘We cannot live with such negative
perceptions as the Indian criminal
justice system has to be looked upon as
fairand credible.

The writer isa former CBI Director

@ BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2689

EASY

ACROSS
01. Personal details (11)
08. Formula expressing

DOWN

chemical action (8)

09. Prolonged pleasure
journey (4)

10. Irrational animal (5)

13. A moiety (4)

16. Secluded retreat (4)

17. Mineral powder (4)

18. Shapeless mass (4)

20. Thespian (5)

24. Mind, watch over (4)

25. Rapid; of a shooting-star (8)
26. Having pictures (book) (11)

04.Irate (5)

02. Cuckoo-pint (4)
03. Handle to one’s name (5)

05. Eighth letter (5)
06. Individuality, well-marked character (11)
07. Competence through qualification (11)
11.Scene of public contest (5)

12. Twine together (5)

14. Not at home (4)

15. Questionnaire (4)

19. Foot-control (5)

21.To swindle (5)

22. Stage work with singers (5)

23. Factual (4)

NOTSOEASY

ACROSS
01. Details of car trials up for it (11)
08, It's on quite a different formula (8)

DOWN

09. Round journey 20 is on in the provinces (4)
10. Animal, the finest to have a heart (5)

13. His Prince and Falstaff’s leader, for a term (4)
16. Doesn't get the go-ahead from the

corner (4)

17. Powder the earliest alchemists used (4)

18, Bit of sugar in pill umpire holds (4)

20.To him, work may be play (5)

24, Look after tour-leader at the finish (4)

25. Remarkably rapid time Coe started
recording (8)

26. With pictures of turtles laid out (1)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2688

ACROSS 1. Transept 4. Smut 8. Ant 9. Truce 10. Net 11. Parable 12. Blame 13. Supermarket 17. Focal 18. Achieve 20. Eye 21. Trump 22. Aim 23, Dark 24. Sediment
DOWN 1. Tramps 2. Alter 3. Pause 5. Montage 6. Totter 7. Membership 9. Tablecloth 14. Unclear 15. Offend 16. Permit 18. Amuse 19. Erase

02.It's an odd sort of lily (4)

03. Name of book could be honorific (5)

04. A hybrid such as St Anthony’s (5)

05. A chit composed of a single letter (5)

06. Only traipse around to show individual character (11)
07. Competence of prince, if coy about it (11)

11. Where combat takes place in the square, naturally (5)
12. Turn card face-up for Oliver (5)

14. It is forthwith out of the place in question (4)

15. Class in favour of headmaster (4)

19. Of the feet that will get a bike moving (5)

21. He is held by spiteful woman to be a two-timer (5)
22. It may be grand to be on the musical stage (5)

23. Loyal toast rarely upsets European leaders (4)
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SIR clears a
legal hurdle

Legal validity of the exercise has been settled, but
battles regarding the right to vote may continue

fter the special intensive revision (SIR) was

concluded in 13 states and Union Territories,

elections conducted in five provinces and

58.6 million names deleted from the rolls,
the validity of the controversial exercise has been
upheld by the Supreme Court. In ruling that SIR
furthered the constitutional imperative of free and
fair elections, the apex court handed a major victory
to the Election Commission of India (ECI). For the
BJP, it can further propel its agenda of reversing
demographic change and undocumented migration
— though only a minuscule number of such people
have been found in SIR till now —and for the
Opposition, it represents a setback.

Three aspects merit notice. To begin with, the bench
noted thatalthough the right to vote was “a valuable
constitutional right”, it was not absolute and can be
subjected to reasonable regulatory conditions. This is
animportant moment, especially against the backdrop
of an evolving judicial debate over whether voting
rights are purely statutory or enjoy constitutional
protection. It is also a reversal of the impulse at the
founding moment of India’s democracy, when
electoral rolls focussed largely on inclusion. Going
forward, rightful inclusion and exclusion will likely be
in balance in the electoral roll —mirroring the debate
on voting rights, migration, and voter suppression in
other democracies such as the US.

Two, the ongoing churn in citizenship politics will
only intensify. The court found ECI possessed
constitutional authority to undertake a “limited enquiry
into citizenship” strictly for electoral purposes. Though
it noted that any such finding by ECI will not be a final
pronouncement on citizenship, the court has directed
that persons deleted due to suspicion of being non-
citizens must be referred within four weeks to the
competent authority under the Citizenship Act, 1955 for
adjudication. This has the potential to stoke a deeper
churn in citizenship politics ata time rhetoric around
the undocumented migrant — actual deportation
figures languish in the low thousands —is peaking.

And three, the fate of 2.71 million people
disenfranchised by the process in Bengal —a dubious
first since independence — still hangs in the balance.
For no fault of theirs, these people have been stripped
of aright only due to the paucity of time and a face-off
between ECI and the then Bengal government. With
appellate tribunals not fully functional, securing that
right might take years. The legal debate around SIR’s
validity has been settled. The moral one, not so much.

The legal framework
should have humans
at the centre and
trust, reliability and
accountability as
core goals

hould law enable and guide

innovation or step in only to

regulate and restrict once

innovation has taken place?

In the area of emerging

technologies, law has often
played catch-up. An underlying
principle driving this approach has
been that regulation should not limit
innovation and should step in only
once there is evidence of the risk that
needs to be addressed.

In the rapidly growing area of Artifi-
cial Intelligence (AI), where applica-
tions arealready being deployed across
sectors, the regulatory pendulum
seems to be oscillating between a con-
solidated framework such as the EU's
Al Act; China’s stack of topic-specific

as one of its seven sutras. The guide-
lines suggest using existing regulatory
frameworks while plugging gaps
through amendments in the existing
Information Technology Act, 2000. it
also suggested the adoption of volun-
tary measures such as industry codes,
technical standards and self-certifica-
tion as methods for risk mitigatiol

Since April, however, greater vigi-

Building a governance
framework for Al

For a country like India with digiti-
sation imbued in various aspects of
the economy, be it banking, UPL Aad-
haar or Digilocker, risk management
is as important as it is to encourage
innovation. When Al operates in a
regulated environment with sector-
specific stewardship, it signals credi-
bility for broader diffusion. A frame-
work for algorithmic governance as

InIndia, wh igiti

isimbued in vari fth

risk i asiti

regulatory framework would lie in its
ability to unambiguously map devel-
oper - deployer - user, soas to ensure
that autonomy does not create an
ility vacuum. Based on the

lance and perhaps a rethink implemented in the medical
of domestic legal strategy device industry provides
have been apparent, with the some insights, with regula-
finance minister highlight- tion based on intended use,
ing the potential risks from =1 followed by post-market
Mythos—a tool with auton- o checks. manufac-
omous Al capabilities that RV turers and health care pro-

can detect, and potentially
fix, serious flaws in cyber-
systems. Anthropic, the
US-based Al research com-
pany that developed it, has
ruled out its public release,
citing potential for risks with
its large-scale release. As
with any tool, Mythos could
be a force for good in

by detecting and fixing vul:

dation, deep synthesis and generative
Al); and the US light-touch permissive
approach at the federal level, which
also bars indivi state i

aforce of evn.l

in the hands of cyber-attackers. The
government has held meetings with
Anthropic and contmues o engage
with key in India.

and emphasises the need for compa-
nies to be free to innovate without
cumbersome regulation. There is, how-
ever, universal acknowledgement that

The restraint shown by Anthropic is
laudable; acknowledging risks and hav-
ing transparent conversations is a wel-
come step. But clearly, Iaw ‘cannot

Anuradha

Mandira
strengthening cyber-defence Shah

viders are required to check
and report on the behaviour
and evolution of Al-enabled
devices. While algorithmic
governance of medical devi-
cesis far more evolved in the
EU and the US, the Central
Drugs Standard Control
Organisation (CDSCO) in
India has started implement-
ing this through the Medical
Devices Rules, 2017.

A similar stratified risk
approach could be considered across
other key sectors such as autonomous

level of risk, autonomy must be
declared and proved and always sup-
ported by mandatory human oversight,
witha “kill switch” or human controlif
something goes wrong.

Another feature that needs to be
built into the legal framework is the
need for adaptive governance to
keep pace with a fast-growing technol-
ogy. Regulatory sandboxes, to shadow
key decisions and review cycles as
agents learn and adapt, can also pro-
vide and support the growth of tech-
nology with regulation.

To state the obvious, a domestic-
]eve] regulatury fmmework by itself

REUTERS

materialised. The first meeting of the
'UN-led Global Dialogue on Al Govern-
ance is scheduled for July 2026. It is
primarily a forum for deliberations
and possible coordination. The diver-
gence between country positions may
not yield a binding international law
any time soon. But with technology
growing ata rapid pace, it is important
to have a coordinated approach at
least on basic principles.

Innovation needs stability and cer-
tainty of governance structures.
When Al is held accountable and
risks are continuously managed,
its use will be based on trust and
reliability. That itself will be an
impetus for greater adoption of
responsible innovation.

For Aristotle, the soul of “mythos”
was the event or design ofastory,and
thei 'were merely

air traffic robotic tech-
surgery and autonomous drones in nnlogywhosegmwm andimpactare  incidental to it. Any Al tool, however,
warfare. The key determination would  not limited by territorial boundaries.  needs to have humans as its centre,

be how much to regulate: A chatbot
providing customer service may only

A shared global understanding of Al
regulation and governance structure

itisnotanat-

is key. ing a United Nations

That s the task for a clear legal frame-
work.

RV Anuradha is Partner, Clarus Law.

Al trust  depend on ura] person, while using Al for robotic ~ General Assembly resolution in 2024,
and accountability. and self-regulation. Corporalz growth  surgery would need greater com.mls countries globally consldered estab- As.mcmus New Delhi, and Mandira Shah
India’s Al governance gludelmt_s is primarily dnven bthE need for high In either situation, legal lishinganii  panel isa Be on digital
in Feb tock: d managinginves- ity mustalways be on the person thatis to work towards evid d and data sciences.
approach of “innovation over- mslram( tor for returns. legally fthe That, however, has not Thc views expressed are personal

Two leaves and nine lives,
AIADMK stays in the ring

he ATADMK is a political party with nine lives.

Since its formation in 1972, this outfit that traces its

roots to the Dravidian Movement has survived
splits tostay in the race for office. But that was when
Tamil Nadu politics was a Dravidian duopoly. May 2026
is different — politics in the state is undergoing a
transformation. Can the AIADMK, weakened by
multiple splits, retrieve lost ground and endure?

Itall depends on how the senior leadership of the
AIADMK responds to the crisis. As per the Tamil Nadu
electoral pattern, the party was poised to win the April
polls. But voters preferred the political start-up, the
Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam (TVK), whose win recalled
the AIADMK's stunning success in 1977, five years after
it was founded by screen icon MG Ramachandran.
Vijay's stardom recalled MGR’s popularity and like the
AJADMIK, the TVK too is a non-cadre populist tent. It
won because it was successful in attracting the anti-
incumbency vote and sections that have historically
voted for the ATADMK, for instance, women.
Meanwhile, the prospect of another five years in the
Opposition ranks has driven AIADMK MLAs to explore
ways to exploit the fractured verdict. First, a section of
the party plotted to back the TVK, which lacked a
simple majority, while the official bloc reportedly
explored ties with arch-rival DMK. Four MLAs have
already resigned from the assembly to join the TVK and,
presumably, fight bypolls on the whistle symbol.

Just as a meltdown appeared inevitable, the divided
AIADMK leadership has agreed to sail together and
survive the storm. Obituaries were written for the party
when its leader J Jayalalithaa died in 2016, but it
survived. Former chief minister Edappadi K
Palaniswami steered the ship in choppy waters, but his
reluctance to share power with peers is responsible for
the party’s current precarity. A revival will depend on
whether he can reunite various groups, win the trust of
factionists, and prop up the party as a credible
opposition.

What the Nordic media
got wrong about India

(PM) Narendra Modi's plane for

landing at Gothenburg on May 17
was hard te miss. This was Modi’s second
visit to Sweden, after his maiden one in 2018
for the first-ever India-Nordic Summit.
Rajiv Gandhi was the last Indian PM to have
visited Sweden, in 1988. That visit had taken
place under a cloud: The Bofors arms
scandal was unravelling, and the Indian
government subsequently blacklisted

he embedded symbolism of Swedish
I fighter jets escorting Prime Minister

the Swedish deft pany. Th trast
with the present atmosphere could hardly
be greater.

Gothenburg is Sweden’s industrial capi-
tal. And the city’s Indian population, con-
tributing significantly to Sweden’s social
and economic life, now exceeds 10,000. The
choice of Gothenburg over Stockholm was
smart and strategic.

The EU-India Free Trade Agree-
ment, signed in January this year,
requires EU Parliamentary and
Council approval, and by partici-
pating in the European Round
Table for Industry at Gothenburg,
alongside Swedish PM Ulf Kristers-
son and European Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen,
Modi provided momentum
towards ratification.

Both sides avoided discussions on the
Russia tension, and how leading interna-
tional institutions, such as Gothenburg
University's V-Dem (Varieties of Democ-
racy), poorly assess India's democratic
health, instead prioritising trade and invest-
ment, technology and innovation. Sweden
added further gravitas to this visit, by
conferring upon Modi the Royal Order of
the Polar Star, its highest honour for a head
of government.

Modi's May 18 visit to Oslo — the first by
an Indian PM in over 40 years — marked a
significant upgrade in bilateral ties. King
Harald V conferred upon Modi the Grand
Cross of the Royal Norwegian Order of
Merit at a ceremony in the Royal Palace,
Norway's highest civilian honour, recognis-
ing his contribution to advancing the bilat-
eral relationship. The Oslo talks focused on
green energy, maritime cooperation, trade
and investment. Questions about human
rights, press freedom, and democratic gov-
ernance were left outside the room —a
notable diplomatic choice. Modi also
convened the third India-Nordic Summit
with the PMs of Denmark, Finland, Iceland,
Norway, and Sweden, where, among
other outcomes, India received collective
Nordic backing for a permanent UN Secu-
rity Council seat.

The otherwise substantive visit was not
without controversy. Aftenposten, Norway's
largest newspaper, published a cartoon
depicting the Indian PM as a snake charmer
with a fuel-station pipe as the snake. The
piece was titled “A sneaky and slightly
annoying man”. We are told it was political
satire. One is entitled to ask: What, pre-
cisely, was being satirised? The snake
charmer is not exactly a commentary on
Modi’s policies, his treatment of minorities,
his record on press freedom, or India's for-
eign policy. It is a colonial-era caricature of
India itself as the land of rope tricks, mysti-
cism, and superstition, deployed against a
visiting State leader in 2026. If Aftenposten

Swati
Parashar

wished to criticise Modi, resorting to old
colonial tropes was certainly not the best
way forward.

Criticising Modi is not racism. Holding
any country accountable on press freedom,
minority rights, and democratic backsliding
is not racism — and such serutiny should be
applied with equal rigour to nations of the
Global North.

But representing the elected leader of the
world's most populous democracy as a
snake charmer is racism. It is the racialisa-
tion of political critique, and it deserves to
be named as such. The Aftenposten cartoon
did not emerge from nowhere. It emerged
from a culture in the Nordic countries that
has never fully reckoned with what it means
to look at the non-European world through
a lens shaped by centuries of unexamined
racial privilege.

Then came the journalist epi-
sode. Dagsavisen's Helle Lyng
Svendsen publicly challenged
Modi’s refusal to take questions
from the press at joint appearances.
When India’s external affairs secre-
tary (West) Sibi George responded
at length, she was seen leaving the
room before he had finished. Itis a
gesture that captures sumelhmg

TEDROS ADHANOM GHEBREYESUS

\‘l
Frontline workers are risking
everything, while attacks on health

facilities make tracking cases... nearly
impossible. We can’t build community
trust... while bombs are falling

A colonial ghost that
haunts Jan Vishwas

tion. Criminal offences have been

replaced with civil penalties across 80
central laws. Businesspeople will no longer
face imprisonment for these offences but
only pay fines. Some first-time offenders
will be warned and given the chance to set
things right.

he Jan Vishwas (Amendment of Provi-
I sions) Act, 2026 is a landmark legisla-

structural: The that
accountability is a one-way transac-
tion, that scrutiny flows southward, and
that explanations from the scrutinised need
not be heard to their conclusion. Since then,
Svendsen has appeared across several
Indian media channels. I remain uncon-
vinced by her grasp of India, its politics, or
the significance of what transpired in Oslo.
Europe is navigating its own democratic
turbulence: The electoral advance of the Far
Right, unresolved questions about arms
sales, harsher immigration policies, and
surveillance practices. Crown Princess
Mette-Marit of Norway has been named in
the Epstein files and her son, Marius Borg
Hoiby stood trial in Oslo on multiple char-
ges, including rape. The assumption that
European journalists occupy a position of
moral high ground in encounters with
Global South leaders certainly deserves
more scrutiny.

The Act’s structure is lean — five operative
i all th i

its savings clause promptly bolts it shut again.

So, where did this clause come from? It was
copied from the Jan Vishwas Act, 2023. That
borrowed the clause from repealing and
amending Acts, which repeal obsolete laws.
Those Acts, in turn, got it from the UK's 19th
century statute law revision Acts. It was origi-
nally crafted by Richard Bethell, 1st Baron
Westbury, Lord High Chancellor of Great Brit-
ain from 1861-1865. Westbury designed the
clause for the dellc'\le rask of cleanng centu-

schedule. At first glance, it is a
inlegislative drafting, But then there is section
4 — the section that swallows the Act. Section
4 is the Act’s “savings clause”, a standard
and necessary legal precaution that ensures
that new laws do not inadvertently
disturb existing legal structures.
The problem lies in what the
section says.

Its first limb states that any
amendment made by the Act “shall

ries of obsolete ] acci-
dentally upendmg settled law. It ensured that
despite repealing hundreds of enactments,
nothing would break the legal system.

The Jan Vishwas Act, however, is not a
housekeeping exercise. Itis not try-
ing toleave the law unchanged. In
fact, it is trying to do the opposite.
Adopting Westbury's savings
clause in this context not only
makes little sense but also under-

not affect any other enactment in Aditya ‘mines the intent of the Act. There is
which the amended or repealed alsoan irony in the Act's ambition
enactment has been applied, incor- Prasanna to decolonise the Indian legal sys-
porated or referred to”. This means tem while simultaneously adopting

if some other law (Act X) refers toa
law (Act Y) that this Act has
changed, Act Y does not get updated for ActX.
Consider what this means in practice. The Act
decriminalises several offences under the
Drugs and Cosmetics Act, 1940. But the Repre-

In avolatile world with wars inuil
in West Asia, parts of Africa, and between
Russia and Ukraine, India’s economic tra-
jectory offers a credible and stable alterna-
tive both to China and to an increasingly
unreliable US. Several European heads of
State have travelled to New Delhi in recent
months. That an Indian PM also made the
journey to Sweden and Norway speaks of
how reciprocal and substantive India’s rela-
tionship with the Nordic countries has
become. India's growth model over the com-
ing years will be built on trade, technology,
and innovation partnerships with key Euro-
pean nations, and the EU-India Free Trade
Agreement will be mutually beneficial to
both sides.

India is not the exotic Orient. It is not
a curiosity whose PM, representing such
a large population, can be caricatured as
a snake charmer in 2026. The Nordic
leaders know it, their media needs to be
better informed.

Swati Parashar is professor, School of Global
Studies, University of Gothenburg, Sweden.
The views expressed are personal

tation of the People Act, 1951 relies on some
of these offences under the 1940 Act to disqual-
ify individuals from becoming MPs or MLAs.
Even though the Jan Vishwas Act removes
these offences from the Drugs Act, the savings
clause freezes the cross-references in the Rep-
resentation Actin place.

Bhattacharya

aVictorian legislative relic.

Courts will refuse to read the
savings clause in this manner, as judges gen-
erally avoid interpretations that lead to
absurdity. But legal arguments are made by
parties with interests. If clause 4 permits
ambiguity, litigation will follow. Businesses
could face challenges and regulators could
face jurisdictional contests, requiring courts
to resolve questions that should have been
answered in Parliament.

That this was not a clerical error is troub-
ling. The drafters changed !he phrase “not-

f the

Assume a person an offence
under the amended Drugs Actand paid a fine
and now decides to run for office. A rival may
try to get him disqualified, arguing that
because the Representation Act refers to the
older version of the Drugs Act, the criminal
penalty still exists for canmdates

‘The third limb of i

2023 Actto “drspnte the fact that” in the 2026
Act, indicating that they read the clause, mod-
ernised its grammar, and yet retained its
flawed substance. The Select Committee of the
Lok Sabha then sat 48 times and reviewed
every clause. W'hen clause 4 came up, it was

sive, saving every “principle or rule oﬂaw or
established jurisdiction” that was derived from
any law that the Actamends. The whole point
of the Act s to shift jurisdiction from criminal
courts to administrative adjudicators and to
shift the burden of proof from “beyond reason-
able doubt” (the standard required for criminal
offences) to the “balance of probabilities” (the
standard required for civil adjudication). But
the third limb of section 4 appears to preserve
the old criminal jurisdictions as well as the old
legal principles. The Act opens the door, and

adopted

Every word inserted in a statute is a com-
mitment, and equally, every ambiguity is an
invitation to litigation. This savings clause in
the Act, and in every other similar Act which
will follow, may create the very clutter it was
intended to prevent. Over 150 years after it was
first drafted, the spectre of the Westbury con-
tinues to haunt India’s statute book. Itis time
we finally exorcise this ghost.

Aditya Prasanna Bhattacharya is at University of
Cambridge. The expressed views are personal
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Ten years after

The insolvency Code’s administration needs improvement
Theintroduction of the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC) 10 years ago iscon-
sidered one of the biggest reforms of the past decade. It came at a time when the
country was dealing with the twin balance-sheet problem. In a large market econ-
omy, itis natural to expect that some firms will fail. It is thus important that the legal
framework facilitates easy entry, rescue, and exit of firms. This can help ensure
economic dynamism, resulting in better utilisation of resources and ultimately
leading to faster economic growth. While India opened up its economy with econ-
omic reforms starting in 1991, asmooth exit route for firms was missing. The avail-
able mechanisms to address corporate distress were inadequate. Thus, the IBC
pruwded amodern framework to address insol ies. The eof the past

di showsthat haveimproved, though not tothe desired level.

A study conducted by the Indian Institute of Management, Ahmedabad,
covering 1,194 firms that underwent the resolution process till 2025, showed that
their sales increased by about 90 per cent over five years post-resolution. Their
capital expenditure increased by over 100 per cent, while expenses on employees
wentup by over70 percent. All these indicate that the IBC process helped revive
the underlying business. According to the Insolvency and Bankruptey Board of
India data, as of March 2026, creditors have recovered ¥4.32 trillion under resol-
ution plans. In about 1,300 cases where fair value was established, the recovery
was over 94 per cent, while the creditor realised 166.85 per cent of the liquidation
value. Realisation compared to admitted claims was predictably lower. Notably,
over 40 per cent of the firms that yielded resolution plans were from the Board
forIndustrial and Financial Reconstruction or defunct, which reduced the aver-
age realised value. As the legacy insolvency cases get resolved, the average
recovery would be expected to go up.

However, one areawheretheIBChasp! ingistheamountoftime
taken to resolve insolvency cases. The 1,419 cases that yielded resolution plans ull
March 2026, on average, took 621 days. Inabout 3,000 idk
ittook, onaverage, 531 daysto complete the process. The Codestipulates an: early res-
olutionwithin330days. The recent IBC( ) Act, 2026, ai
the law and improve outcomes. For instance, the committee of creditors (CoC) will
nowsupervise during the liquidation process, which will increase transparency and
possibly realisation aswell. The CoC will also h: d forapproving
the plan, which will again improve transparency and possibly reduce litigation at
laterstages. Further, the adjudicati ity will h: pproveor reject the res-
olution plan in 30 days. In the case of a delay;, it will have to record the reasons.

There are several such provisions. However, strengthening the law is only one
aspect ofimproving outcomes, and, to the government’s credit, this has been done
fromtimetotime. The otheraspect is capacity constraints. The National Company
Law Tnbunal and the National Company Law Appellate Tribunal, which were

handle mattersrelated to corporate law, are also handling insolvency
cases. There is a case for improving capacity in these institutions to expedite the
adjudication process under the IBC. Delays in the resolution beyond a point can
destroy value in firms and defeat the very purpose of the law.

ended inli

Empowering panchayats

Hyperlocal representation alone will not help

A new National Bureau of Economic Research paper by Veda Narasimhan of New
York University Abu Dhabi and Jeffrey Weaver of the University of Southern Cali-
fornia finds that simply increasing the number of elected representatives in pan-
chayats does not automatically improve governance, welfare delivery,
accountability, or inclusion. The paper studied nearly 1.2 million ward members
belongingto150,000 gram panchayats in 13states. It examined “hyperlocal” repre-
sentatives — the ward members — elected from very small constituencies, often
representingonly afew hundred people. The expectation behind such representa-
tion is that smaller constituencies should improve accountability, allow better
identification of local needs, and ensure easier access to welfare sch Yet, the
evidence suggests otherwise. Whether in the implementation of centrally spon-
sored scheme: welfare benefits, aligning citizens’ priorities,
or financial oversight, the study finds almost no measurable improvement from
adding more representatives.

‘Thereasonsarestructural. The study points to weakadministrative capacity, poor
training, limited authority, and alackof financial controlamong local representatives.
Most have limited formal education, while real financial powers continue to remain
concentrated with panchayat heads. In effect, representation has expanded faster

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

IBC@10: Rescue,
recovery, and reform

The Insolvency and Bankruptey Code’s first decade
ends with a balance sheet in the black

India’s transition toamarket economy brought with it
the natural rhythm of business cycles: Expansion,
stress, and failure. As competition deepened, many
firms that flourished during growth phases failed to
adapt. They lost competitiveness, became economi-

liquidation value: Resolution plans have, on average,
yielded 167 per cent of the liquidation value.
Importantly, firms resolved under the IBC demon-
strated operational revival post-resolution. Within five
years, sales a.nd capna.l expenditure nearly doubled,

from 136 to 52in the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Busi-
ness indicators thhm three years of the IBC, while
global rati tronger creditor
protection and improved recovery outcomes.

Yet perhaps the most cousequentlal effect of the

resolutis

who once ignored creditors increasingly settle dues
when insolvency pzoceedmgs are threatened oru:uu»

ated. than32,000 ati
ofaboutRistrillion wer d b
reflecti ingin hadow ofthe

law. The credible threat of insolvency has

Yet the balance sheet is far from unqualified. The
timeline remains the IBC's most visible weakness. A
processintended to conclude inmonthsoftenstretches
mto years, w1th admlssmn delays alone frequently

coupled with
extensive hugauon by promoters, creditors, and gov-
emment have atevel
slage ‘The Supreme Court recem.ly noted (ha( nearly
resolutic final
approval, some forseveral years.

Another major deficiency lies in the handling of
avoidance transactions: Preferential, undervalued,

andextort ions. These
proceedings are critical because they claw back value
improperly diverted from distressed firms and can
materially improve the viability of resolution plans.
Yet, thousands of such applications involving claims
worth over ¥4 trillion remain pending, leaving sub-
stantial value locked outside the resolution process.

cally unviable, and yet continued to exist in the asset sharply, and the Concer d about the distributive

flecti i ism. Th ie market ionofresolved of the Code. O; creditors are

firms consumed resources while contributinglittleto  X2.8trilli 9trillion. Ti fac- h 't i i ditors

productivity, dragging down economic growth. tories mvivecl supply chains restored, jobs preserved, recover thevalue oftheu
Their continued survival had a d-order and product returned to use. ecurity i Atth everal

effect. As firms failed to service their debts, stress
accumulated on bank balance sheets, particularly
those of public sector banks. The result was a rein-
forcing loop of weak firms and weak banks — the
twin balance sheet syndrome — that impaired both
investment and credit creation.

Existing frameworks proved
inadequate to resolve this systemic
paralysis. It was in this context that
the Insolvency and Bankruptcy
Code (IBC) emerged as an institu-
tional reset button. The idea was to
enable timely exit of non-viable
firms, preserve viable businesses,
restore credit discipline, and unclog
credit channels. Ten years on, it is
pertinent to examine the balance
sheet of this intervention.

The most visible achievement of the IBC has been
the market-led resolunon of corporate distress. Till

M S SAHOO & RAGHAV PANDEY

The liquidation numbers reqmre care(ul reading.

3, under

the IBC butmost had littlerealistic prospect of revival.
Their assets averaged barely 5 per cent of admitted
claims, and four-fifths were already sick or defunct

processes increasingly resemble debt recovery exer-
cises rather than genuine attempts to restore viable
firms as going concerns, diluting the rescue-oriented
philosophv oftheIBC.

1ggled i diffu

before entering i . The IBC
merely provided an orderly exit for
firms that had failed long before the
process began. Yet, the incidence of
liquidations in India is comparable
to that in the United States and sig-
nificantly lower than in the United
Kingdom and Australia.

Even so, the broader picture
remains tilted towards rescue rather
than closure. Resolution plans res-
cued 78 per cent of distressed assets,

parti real estate. Despite being
recognised as fmanclal creditors, homebuyers fre-
quently remain trapped in prolonged insolvency pro-
ceedings, facing delayed possession, uncertain
recoveries, and limited influence over outcomes
dominated by institutional lenders.

Perhaps the IBC’s most ambitious promise remains
unrealised. Part I of the Code, which extends insol-
vency ion toindivi ip firms,
remains largely unimplemented even after a decade.
Asaresult, failed entrepreneurs continue to carry the
burden and stigma of failure indefinitely, making the

while liquidations for 22
percent. Whenall ival i —
i i appeals, and

ational than real.
Read honestly, the IBC’s first decade materially

March2026,1,419 d frominsol-  rescues during liquidation — the number of revived  transformed India’s approach to economic distress,
vency i plans, wi prop i i iqqui despite important deficiencies. It has restored credit
tion i i The banking system’s recovery reflects the wider  discipline, enabled exit of fax]ed firms, improved
steadily. This ofthe ic impact of the Code. The IBC has consist- ies, revived vi t the

ue wit n-  ently for the largest share of recoveries by 1| atasys-
tions, whilejudicial and y to ial banks from distressed assets, temic level. Measured against the regime it replaced,
avoid lig asan outperforming recovery i oftheIBC: ins firmly intheblack.

Creditorshave realised T4~32mﬂlonthmugh resol-
ution plans. The oft-cited haircut of around two-
thirds, measured against admitted claims, can be
mlsleadmg because clalms are h'equently inflated

Gross non-performingassets, which peaked at 14.8 per
cent in 2018, declined sharply to about 2.2 per cent by
2025. The Reserve Bank of India now speaks of a “twin
balance sheet advantage” rather than a syndrome.

vded ime firm:

enter insolvency. A more i kis

tion. Indi ingin resolvingi

The writers are, respectively, Emeritus fellow at the

Insolvency Law Academy and former: cha.u'person.
and Boa

director, Post Graduate Insolvency Programme at

National Law University, Delhi

Listen to Consumer India’s logic

Aspricesi 1l around, t hrewd Con-

sumer India is bound to adjust its ion pat-

that fits

terns. For companies, doing the math on what overall
macro-consumption growth will be is timepass. Far
more useful in adding value to forward planning and
performance risk mitigation strategies is an under-
standing of how consumers are thinking about their
own consumpuon su'a[egtes, a.nd this is not as simple
and

Consumers are adept at balancing budgets in
umque ways, usmg sophisticated and personalised

than institutional capability. Additional representatives have improved
citizen participation and transparency practices, but they have not improved out-
comes. Thus, the message is clear: Decentralisation would work only when political
representation is matched by administrative capability and fiscal autonomy.

The Sixteenth Finance Commission has recommended ¥7.91 trillion in grants
for local governments during 2026-31. That is around 81 per cent higher than what
the Finance Ci ission had 1. Oneof the biggest issuesin
India’s governance system is inadequate fiscal powers given to local bodies. Only
about 1 per cent of panchayat revenue comes from their own sources. As a result,
theydepend mostly on

theuppertierofthe go and

residing in their heads.
Essential needs, such as a mother-in-
law’s medicines or a child’s shoes, must
be bought regardless of economic shifts,
although with different value logics.
Then there are necessities that can be
deferred, though they may be very
necessary, lxke changing your erratic
ingyour fully
functional phone for better producuwty
Then there are affordable “feel-good”

ernmentsare usually toshare with local bodies. Delays in con-
stituting State Finance Cc i ontinue to disrupt predi fund flows.
Panchayats are expected to manage digital-governance platforms such as

that hold on to,
known as the “lipstick effect”— the idea
that during economic crises, consumers
are more willing to buy less costly luxury goods (like

eGramSwarajand Gram Manchitra, whilesi: 1e0L plementing

rela[ed to housmg, water, sanitation, employment, and social welfare. But many
ff. India’s inrural governancetoday s, there-
fore, I ion and more about improvement in state capacity. Ward
members require regular training in welfare administration and digital systems.

yi

fieslack

Pancl need greater fundsand lpnmrhmcuonaj ity overlocal develop-
meu[pnormes Equally importantisst inistrativesupportstaffat
illage level, which remain inadequate across many states. Three decades

after the 73rd Constitutional Amendment, India has achieved impressive political
decentralisation. But the next phase must focus on governance decentralisation.
Representation alone cannot deliver development unless funds, functions, and
functionaries also move with it.

lipstick) even asthey cut back on big-ticket
purchases. We havebeen seemgthe lipstick effect for
a while now, as lower middle-income young India,
unable toafford a su\{able “gaadi” or “ghar”, buy an
iPhoneon EMI, exp orle

‘We have also been seemg stmng CIOSS- ca[egory

RAMA BIJAPURKAR

go by bus than buy a moped, and commuters chose
second-hand bikes over mopeds. And today the pat-
tern continues, based on consumers’ value logic,

don’t see as worth spending on to

simple, neat pan-Indian theory of hi
this i
A very old study showed that when times were
tough, South Indi backor which
cuitsanc i back

on expensive baby powder and painted their ceilings
with cheaper paints than their walls.

Consumers use portfolios of price-| performance
points (what call mass/
tige/entry-level) for each category to optimise their
budgets. A classxc example of this is significant dual

. Value logic is the algorithm that con-
sumers use to decide if the benefit versus the cost of
something is “paisa vasool”. Repaying bank loans
may not be that, but paying private school fees is,
since the child may be publicly censured. Pool driver
services at surge premiums may still be paisa vasool,

evenat higher fuel prices given Uber costs and other

pofatv heeler and a car by
thoughtfully deployed. From time
immemorial, focus groups have told us
“brand X for husband’s office shirts but
brand Y for children’s uniforms”, or
“vanaspati for deep frying but refined oil
for vegetable cooking”.

‘These choices are now obsolete with
washing machines and heart-health
awareness, but the DNA of “mix and
match” is alive in Ci India.

while the same value logic may not
hold for instamaid services.

Valuelogic applied to your brand is not necessarily
the same as that applied to your competitors. Maybe
your past advertising is coming back to haunt you, as
yol i yourmutual fund ‘waytoget
a fancy apartment, unlike your competitor who had a
more sober, goal-based savings and financial planning
pitch. As for Tier-I and IIT town consumption, it is not
automancrhat intough times metrodemand will hold,

Under-dosing but not down-trading is
another favourite method of budget bal-

demand will not, ifyou
are talking about products and services aimed at
higher-income oonsumers
”but* dont

ancing — i using exp
liquid detergent but experiment with using less
quantity’ perwash The dogstill getsimported treats,

Tt i s
i ;anddonot
marketers on how consumer behaviour works, based

but more stringently rationed. P of big-
ticket purchases in bad times, we know, happens
across all income levels — the rich because of senti-
ment, the middle-income group because money is
short, though the goal still Iemams a pnonty

Thy

competition, hil
different things) has uulsmpped income growth. Con-

ionthat "
good times and "down tradmg in bad, all within the

afamily

trip to Thailand versus a lavish birthday party versus a
bigger refrigerator or more visits to beauty parlours for

gory is Thereis the value logic

that i retching

ontheir narrow k d prisms.
Tt 2 "

of great opportunity, depending on who you are and
what you do. Forget groupthink, grandiose marketing
ing floated by those least todoso.
Forget macronumbers, Instead, focus on gettingaseat
at the consumer’s table. See what opportunities there
are in the whole balancing act the consumer is doing,

formoreand whentosettle: foralot less. Yearsago, when

and not stock market-comforting strategies.

more higher-ticket treatments. This is the
balancing act that companies need to take off their
blinkers and observe, for gain or pain. There is no

two-wh were trying to sell mopeds to
people as the cheaper sensible alternative, young
people would tell their parents that they would rather

The writer isthe author of Lilliput Land: How ‘small’ is
drivingIndia's mega consumption story

The rise of Big Tech feudalism

terms. This means that a user
can become liable forlegal
action under section 1201, the
“anti-circumvention” provi-

Enshit-
tification

interoperability and give back
power toworkers, Mr Docto- I§ it's that Mr
Tow argues. Itmlghtnotbe

ccmpames areheadquartered inthe

Doctorow discusses their impact on

easy, butit’snoti

(mostly)

BOOK
REVIEW

SNEHA PATHAK

Remember the time when the internet
had just begun to make its way into
our daily lives? When email became
popular and platforms like Facebook
and Amazon seemed to have brought
the entire world to our doors with the
freedom to choose, buy or connect
like never before? Cut to today, and
those early days seem like a distant
dream. The internet is no longer the
place it once was. Cory Doctorow,
writer and internet activist, has a word

for this decay — Enshittification.
MrDoctorow coined the termin 2022
todescribe the “sudden-onset platform
collapse going on all around us.” Usinga
term that is both playful and a mouthful,
he shows how Big Tech companies that
are nowa part of our daily lives have
started behaving like feudal giants,
exerting control where

business customersas well as users. In
fact, the platform putting itself before
the needs of its d usersis

the third and the final stage of the pro-
cess of enshittification, which he
explains using case studies of Facebook,
‘Amazon, iPhone and Twitter. Accordmg

sion of the Digital Millennium MrDoc(orow 'S wnung is Consideringthe global reach and impact
CopynghlAcl slmplyforrehl~ infor ngaging. Hi: of their policies, from
lingani; usinga in further cre- other i tothe
third-party cartridge with dence! bemuse he bonows book’sscope.

their printer. It can also take idea: The mischi lity ofthe

the form of DoorDash, hiding

tohim, the lifecycle of these

ideally occur. Mr Doctorow’s approach
instudying this trend isakin to a doctor
studying a disease. He begins by giving
us the symptoms of enshittification,
then moves on toits pathology. This is
followed by its epidemiology and,
finally, cure.

Mr Doctorow provides examples of
the process of enshittification by expos-
ing the inner workings of Big Tech. He
argues thatenshittification results from

has th They are good to their
usersin stage one, they are good to their
business customers in stage two, and
finally, as they tighten the screws on
both parties to maximise profits, they
turninto “agiant pile of shit.”

The author argues that what leads to
this final stage is a cocktail of factors such
asalackof competition, the absence of
regulation, an aversion to interoperabil-

adopted by th
toincrease profits by squeezing their

bolster his point. For instance,

book’s title or the emoji on its cover

the tipamount from its hemakesuseof Yanis Varoufa-  might mislead readers into dismissing it
they feel com- hy IS’ yof’ aslightweight reading. But there is
pelled to make as many ddenl) ism,and that the nothing flippant about the book’s thesis
deliveries as possible, even GotWorseand Whatto ~ power of these Big Tech com- oritsarguments. Mr Doctorow con-
though they might not be Do About it panies derives mainly from cludes by pointing out that the “old,
makinganet profit. Thisis by Cory Doctorow their control of the “factors of good internet” wasn't so because the
alsoseeninGoogle’smemos  Published by production thal they rent to people who designed and operated it
pmposmgthat usersbemade ~ Verso actual, producti were better. It was so because
to“run multiple queries” by 338pages 1,599 Heal ther hecksin phce topreventit
results down technical from turning i
allowing the company to industry-speak forhis readers, Heends the book by assemng that

show more ads and earn more money.

helpingthem get to the heart of the

“enshittification” is reversible. One
hopes for all our sakes that heis right.

ity, and the eroding powers of tech Though these examples reveal the tip of matter wuhoutgemng en(anged in

workers. In their absence, it becomes theiceberg, thegood newsisthatthetide  layersofjargon. F that, Enshit-
easy forthy worsen their canbeturned. We need to bringback nﬁcatwn issetalmost entirely inaNorth
products and for o their competition and increase milieu. Given these

The reviewer isan independent
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Credit disciplineis a big
IBC gain: now cut losses

Thanks to a series of amendments and a growing volume of case law, loan repayment has

improved vastly. But India must tackle IBC delays before it can deliver on its full potential

n terms of its broad sweep, few pieces of

legislation compare with India’s Insol-

vency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC), which

completes a decade of existence on 28

May. However, a dispassionate assessment

of how far the IBC Act has met its
objectives shows we still have a way to go. Its
basic aims were lofty: “to consolidate and
amend the laws relating to reorganisation and
insolvency resolution... in a time bound
manner for maximization of the value of assets,”
to “promote entrepreneurship [and] availability
of credit and balance the interests of all stake-
holders, including alteration in the order of
priority of payment of Government dues,” and
to “establish an Insolvency and Bankruptcy
Board of India.” One of the overriding goals was
toreduce the time taken for insolvency
resolution. Under the law of 2016, this was
mandatorily limited to 330 days, inclusive of
one extension and time taken by legal proceed-
ings. Alas, over the past 10 years, this has been
observed more in the breach than in practice.
Delays, usually on account of long-drawn out
legal battles, have taken their toll, resulting in
enterprise-value depreciation. And since most
cases involve public sector banks as aggrieved
creditors, they adversely impact the public
interest. Within a span of just 10 years, the Act
has been amended as many as seven times—
most recently last month—in a bid to resolve
cases in a speedy and fair manner.

Insolvency cases are marked by divergent
interests. As injunctions obtained by
obstructive promoters, third-party litigators or
competitors have grown common, even the
admission of applications can be fraught with
friction. The Code has also had to contend with

awkward judicial rulings, as in the Rainbow

Papers case of 2022, where recovery of
sovereign debt was put in the first-priority
category, on par with dues of secured financial
creditors, albeit the 2016 Act relegates sover-
eign duesto the fifth level. The latest amend-
ment signals a clear intent to minimize proce-
dural delays that stretch resolution timelines
and erode the value of assets. To tackle opera-
tional glitches, it stipulates mandatory time-
lines (14-30 days) for National Company Law
Tribunal (NCLT) benches to pass ordersrelated
to case admission, as also for resolution plans
and liquidation approvals. Thisis expected to
crunch the process. But then, it is unclear how
courts will manage to clear their case-loads. It
would be an uphill task, given the bulky backlog
of pending applications, estimated at about
7,000 just at the admission stage. One way out
would be to offera quicker pathway. Thus,
speed is also the aim of India’s new Creditor-In-
itiated Insolvency Resolution Process (CIIRP)
framework, which lets financial creditors opt
for a partly ‘out-of-court’ approach (in cases of
eligible borrowers) for plans to get an NCLT
nod within an outer limit of 195 days. Moreover,
unlike the regular path, it minimizes disruption
by letting the borrower’s management retain
control of operations, with creditor rights safe-
guarded by a veto held by resolution profes-
sionals over key board decisions. While it seeks
abalance between lender and borrower inter-
ests, the CIIRP’s timeline is yet to be tested.
Adecade on, the Codeisstillaworkin
progress. But thanks to successive tweaks and
agrowing volume of case law, it has vastly
improved credit discipline, especially among
large borrowers. The latter can no longer take
bankers for aride in the expectation of gaming
the system. That’s a significant win in itself.

Liberate Indian schooling from
its information-overload legacy

Education reforms aim to turn the focus from facts to faculties but implementation has been slow

ANURAG AR
is CEO of Azim Premji Foundation.

uman knowledge is growing.

Across every field, the accumu-

lated understanding of human-
ity is deepeningand expanding. Thisis
somethingto celebrate. It also createsa
serious and under-appreciated problem
forschool education.

When education systems feel obli-
gated to transmit ever-growing knowl-
edge to children, the curriculum must
also expand with it. But schooling is a
limited phase; formal school education
isgenerally constrained to 12 years.

The rcsull visible in schools across

sixto 12 move Lhrnu;,h
dense theoretical content across multi-
ple subjects, including matters once
addressed at the undergraduate level,
all within afixed school day. The sheer
volume is astonishing. Whether it
results in learning is another question.

Therelationship between content
and learning is not linear. Up toa point.
more content means more to learn.
Beyond that, too much content means
too little time to stay with any idea—
topics get taught at a pace and shallow-
ness that make genuine understanding
impossible, while children and teachers
resort to the only strategy that works:
memorization. The information
intended to produce knowledge instead
producesanillusion of it.

Research consistently shows that

heavy curricular workloads lead stu-
dents to adopt surface learning—skim-
ming for facts rather than the deeper
processing needed for critical thinking.
Rather than a failure of individual stu-
dentsorteachers, thisisastructural
consequence of asking for too much too
fastacross too many domains. Content
and the development of capacities are
not opposites—a child cannot learn to
think in a vacuum; she needs subject
matter to think through. But beyond a
threshold of content density, no space is
left for human faculties like thinking.
Everything collapses into recall.

Evidence only reaffirms this. An
OECD 2020 study on curriculum over-
load found that countries consistently
struggle with the same tension: the
pressure to keep adding to curricula,
driven by political, ideological and
parental expectations, works against
the depth of engagement that produces
learning. Its core recommendation,
focus, rigour and coherence over
breadth and coverage, is echoed by
most seriousstudies.

India's National Education Policy
(NEP) 2020 confronted this problem
squarely. Among the central failures it
identified were rote-based teaching and
course overload. It proposed a clear cor-

mml
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changes, but without alignment across
curriculum design, textbooks, peda-
gogy and assessment, the intent of
reform will remain on paper.

Teacherswho have spent theirwhole
careers covering syllabi will need sus-
tained support to make the transition.
Mere instruction will not be enough.
Parents whose experience of education
was defined by marks and memoriza-
tionwill need to be brought along.

"hey cannot be treated as obstacles to

V] And curriculum designers will
need toresist the pull towards theirown
subject’s importance—the instinct that
: but surely children must also be
laughl this.

Thatinstinct is the heart of the prob-
lem, and it is entirely human. No panel
feels comfortable saying that something
isnotworth leddung Every exclusion
looks like a missed opportunity for
learning. But this s precisely the judge-
ment that good curriculum design
requires. Designers must trust that less
content taught well produces more
learning than a barrage of information

The purpose of school education s
not limited to transmitting as much
human knowledge as possible before a
child turns 18. That goal was alw

rective: move from content
sion to competency development, align
educational stages with how children
actually learn, and restore time and
space for understanding to occur. The
National Curriculum Framework for
School Education (NCF) 2023 trans-
lated this into curricular terms. It
explicitly states that courses must be
designed with a focus on essential com-
petencies and that the content load
must be reduced. It calls for a shift from
rote memorization to an approach that
develops problem-solving, critical

unreachable and becomes ch
decade. The purposeis to build in each
child the capacity to learn: to read care-
fully, reason from evidence, dSk good
questions and to sustain curiosity. A
student who leaves school with these
capacities well developed can, in the
information-rich world she is entering,
learn almost anything she subsequently
wants or needs to learn.

The NEP 2020 and NCF 2023 have
established this as a fundamental prin-
ciple. The work of turning principle
into practice—in classrooms, textbooks,

inations and teacher education—is

thinking and learning-t nskills,
with the current examination culture
that rewards recall transformed so that
it can assess competenciesas well.
Implementation is where most diffi-
cultieslive. A framework can call for
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Five forces that Indian companies must tackle as one

wasonce the preserve of oil, gas and metals
has spread. Fast-moving consumer goods
(F] MC(‘ ) companiesare ﬂ1gx{mg fluctuations
in a, palm, wheat and oil as

held steady, but

sharperand more sector-specific. The Euro-
pean murkewﬂ“er\ an ll.luslmuml ofhowthe

actively influencing consumer choicesand
m.1r,tz|ns Construction firms cite raw mate-
i

ndia’s ingoc

heirtop concern. In consumer

canregister
asathreat oran opportunity depending on
howacompanyisplaced.

For el

as @ margin strategy:
Cumu.mcr behaviour mentions rose amod-
est 2% quarter-on-quarter, but pmmlumud—

what matters now.

Itisslowerand harder than writinga
framework. Itis also the only thing that
will actually change what happens to
children inschool.

'_@'@‘? A ?mmm_ﬂ\

Bankruptcy is about
financial death and
financial rebirth.

ELIZABETH WARREN

_

persistentinput costinflationasa pmblem

one leader ack 1 that while infla-

tion—astrategic shift to higher-value p

ucts—has emerged as one of the most
broadly deployed responses to cost pressure.
Itfeatures acrosssector:

fortable with discomfort. Tl he country’s | electricals, copper price swingsare hurting | and industrial mac hinery, An FMCG leader
structural growth remainsintact. Domes- | gross margins. In the metals sector, steel | soft European demandand Th h " described the business as
tic demdnd isholding up, the consumerbase | demand isdescribed asrisingonthebackof | new tariff structures are echa enges seeing “strong tailwinds
is i and the policy envi mf.rasmlmu'ogm\vth Yet, lmrgmpr(‘(hcm» prci:urmg mar gms l' or driven by consumer mega-
broadlysupportive: Yot thepathtogrowth | Bilitylselusiveasinprite harply altychemicals  CONVErgEUPON | o Chich will drive
h‘mmfh been mm'ccompl(\ (:enpolmu. in lheupp(islle(hruuonz . and ])l)iﬁl’md((jl.lkl(,a] ﬁ}.11|s. a Single question consumption.” In electri-
te ...”ogv isr ility are C amix | the picture is reversed, cals, the focus on energy-
y than | ofprocure hedgi with plant shutdowns of business efficient premium prod-

annua planning cycles can 1 apivotto b gy (thoughmoreas | among European competi- uctsisdescribed as“driving
A Kanvicanalysis of the earnings callsof | ahedge against fuel and raw material price | tors opening supply gaps sustainabi ty revenue growth and mar-
1,000-plus companies across 25 sectors this | v olauln_\ than asa sustainability measure), | forthemtofill. Meanwhile, . ginresilience.” In decora-
r finds boardrooms grappling with | Alisnolongerjust atech conversation:1ts | the phased implementa- amid endless tivepaints,apremium turn
commodity price swings, the rapid main- | mentions grew 12% quarter-on-quarter. | tion ofthe India-EU trade - is being used to defend
streamingofartificial intelligence (A, geo- | Buildingmaterialsand healthcare recorded | pact is expected to create volatility margins against intensify-

political uncertainty, resurgent inflation and
asweeping shift towards premium products.
Whatisstrikingis not the presence of any of
these pressures, but the degree to which
theymust be managed all at once.
Commodity volatility has gone cross-sec-
toral: One theme unites every boardroom:
commodity price volatility, with its men-
tions rising 32% quarter-on-quarter. What

these for the first time as sectors. Financial
services saw a400% jump and retail 240%.
Cement companies are deploying Al-ena-
bled central control systems. Logistics firms
areusing Agentic Al fo automate documen-
tation. In retail, Al has moved into the top
three discussion mpl S dlol\g\ldﬁ‘ market
growthand c

export pathways for tex-
tiles, building products
and specialty manufactures. As one textile
management team noted, tariff reductions
have created “immediate and ongoing
opportuniti increase exportsand mar-

tion moderated and rural demand is show-
ing early signs of recovery, the underlying
cost environment remains challenging. In
financial services, the conversation has
moved downstream—to consumer credit
quality, discretionary spending behaviour
and the pace of the economy's recovery.
What unites these five themesis that none
ofthem is temporary. Commaodity volatility,

Al dxsrupuon geopuhuml ﬁagmenlmun
flati

hifting iourand
arycyclesare structural features of Ilu- oper-
ating environment, not cyclical blips. More-
over, i i facingagreater
burden of current volatility, making it
harder for Indian companies and business
lmdex s to navigate today’s circumstances.

ing price P from

new entrants. As input

costs rise and volume growth moderates,
moving up the value chain has become the
mostaccessible route to margin protection.
lu/lnfum is back: The sharpest quantita-

gins." For Indiant
, the right response depends on

Geopolitical, ﬂur Tr: ade policy mentions

which slde of this bifurcation they are.

isa45%jumpininfla-
tmn related mentions, the largest increase
among all themes. While inflation had

these c} s silo by silo
could prove pointless. The ¢t Olllpdll!(‘S that
will emerge strongest from this environ-
mentwill be those that treat these forces as
interconnected dimensions of global mega
trends that must be tackled by answering a
single strategic question: how to build a
business that grows sustainably ina world of
permanent volat
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Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code:
adopt the discipline of letting go

Abusiness exit is not failure but a delayed resolution is. Let’s ensure that we don't destroy value in the name of preserving it

How Pakistan is defying some
of the world's investing myths

This emerging economy is holding up well against a big oil shock

r‘é

isa B!oombergOplnlon columnist covering
Asian markets.

1A ANDEY
are, respectively, emeritus fellow, Insolvency
Law Academy, and former chairperson,
Insolvency and Bankruptcy Board of India; and
director, Post Graduate Insolvency Programme,

National Law University Delhi.

pencer Johnson's Who Moved My
Cheese? (1999) offers a deceptively sim-
plelesson: let go when the time comes.
Every piece of ‘cheese,” how
earned, eventually shifts. Those who
accept thisearly adapt and recover
faster; those who hesitate prolong their discom-
ind those who resist reality suffer. Letting go
isnotsurrender; it isa precondition for renewal —
for oneselfand the system at large.
uN)lwmv systems are, at their core,

fort;

Bu\uw

ver hard-

s to cheese

Sp
India’s Insolvency and Bankl uptey Code (IBC)
attempt to enforce this discipline at scale. It forces
timely recognition that economic conditions have
changed and require adjustment. Yet, in practice,
nearly every business stakeholder has, at one
stage oranother, tried tocling toa pre-IBC order,
often litigating endlessly to recl
already dissipated. This resistance i
value, while u uncertainty

insolvency, delay destroys
compoun s that destruction.

Atits core lies a simple proposition: a company is
alegal construct. The Code enables rescue through
resolution plans where economic

m value that has
ive.In | tions. It d:

ful. The implicit message: llqultlauxm
The predictable consequence is persistence with
revival evenafter economic viability had vanished.
Thisdrift reflects a deeper discomfort with loss.
The Code fundamentally recastsrights, rewrites
entitlements and re-arranges priorities. Once
enacted, thisnew order displaces lega
acultural shift—f

xpecta-
enm]e—

ment Lo acc

from
and from denial to dlsuplme Its cemnl command
issimple: accept reality and act deci
ance to this economic lo;m rarel

thisas loss aversion; insolvency practice manifests
itasdelay. Committees of creditors hold out for
improbable recoveries, defer decisions, prolong
negotiations and privilege sectional recoveries
evenasasset values erode. In insolvency, time is
almost always val
Theadjudi
this ecosystem, balancing procedural fairness and

ue-destructive.
ting authority sits at the fulerum of

to equity against value preservation, reluctantly crys-

ely. Resist-
yrestson princi-

fe remains,and | ple;itis more

equally

TheIBC, as enacted, w
resolution outcomes

Policy and pr:

treating liquidation as.

exit through li
itdoes not. When economic viability is exhausted,
thereis no countervailing moral claim to prolong
existence. A firm does not suffer in the human
E has no dignity interest. Confusing corpo-
rate failure with human suffering
distortion that weakens insolven
agne
evival through a resolution
plan orexit through liquidation. Both serve the
same economic objective: efficient re-allocation of
scarce resources. Liquidation is not failure;it isa
market-clearing mechanism. It veleases trapped
capital, labour and entrepreneurial energy from
unviable uses and redeploys them where they can
generate value. Economic systems that stigmatize
liquidation inevitably drift toward artificial preser-
vation of unviable firms, locking res
productivity uses and letting zombie firms that
weigh down the economy survi
Yet, this neutrality has been st eadllv eroded.
e have incy reasingly p!
resolution plans. Judicial interpretation has
increasingly treated resolution as synonymous
with rescue through aresolution plan, implicitly
nferior outcome, rather

where

nalize realized loss.

n analytical
discipline.
i between two

Rainbow Paper:

fienat
institutional inertia, often drcsyed inalegal argu-
ment. In economic terms, it is an inability to inter-

Consider the conduct of the state. As the largest
stakeholder, the government enacted the Code
fully aware that sovereign claims would operate ace
within adefined statutory waterfall. Yet, in the
se (2022), it sought and
obtained a judicial interpretation that unsettled i
this hierarchy. Having shaped the framework, the
state at times resists its operational consequences. rea
Itfiles belated claims, litigates beyond statutory
timelinesand allows enforcement actions to con-

tallizing sovereign losses or ordering liquidation. It
isstruggling to let go of the instincts of ordinary
ci n il lmmlum where adjournments are routine,
elas
process s trapped in prolonged litigation rather
thanresolution. A system that tolerates indefinite
process cannot deliver time-hound outcomes.
What emerges isa system-]
failure. The state softens enforcement, institutions

deferred. The

ic and finality

el coordination

tinue during

cannot discipli:

Promoters

rees in low-

leged

thanan

form of res
and regulatory interventions such as pre-pack

Legislative ternis

ks, withdrawal s, relaxed vot- | ability is triggered.
ing thresholds and late doctrines
have cumulatively tilted the framework in favour

of revival even when economic viability is doubt-

Each such intervention fragments the process,
increases uncertainty and deters credible resolu-
tion applicants. A regime that cannot bind the state
i the market.
xhibit an equally persistent reluc-
tance to let go. The Code removes them from con-
ssion and disqualifies errant actors
A.Yet, in practics
often treated not as relinquishment but as negotia-
tion. Related-party bids, tactical litigation and
repeated attempts at withdrawal reflect a refusal to
internalize aloss of control. The underlying pat-
istakable: an attempt to retain control
inaregime designed to extinguish it once account-

Creditors, too, struggle with acceptance. A 60%
haircut is experienced not as a 40%recovery,
asa 60% loss. Behavioural economics des

Unst

(and even post

insolvency is

doingsc

ribes

THEI

delay and stakeholders exploit both.

This produces an equilibrium of mutual accommo-
dation, where the costs of re:
ed and IBC discipline is weakened. The result:
erosion of credibility, prolonged distress and lower
izations across outcomes, whether through
resolution plans or liquidation.

Norisresistance confined to principal actors.
sful bidders |
Creditors tend to recharacterize unsecured expo-
sures as secured. Professionals sometimes prolong
disputesrather than resolve them. Eachactor, act-
i ionally inisolation, contributes toa collec-
tively irrational outcome: value destruction in the
name of its preservation.

The real test of an insolvency regime is not how
many firms it saves, but how quickly and accu-
rately it determines when arescue is viable and
whenan exitisbetter.
logic. What remains elusive is an institutional will-
ingnessto let go: of claim
tionsand, when necessary, the firm itself, when
s the only way to preserve value.

Until that discipline is internalized, insolvency
will continue to function less asa sy:
but tionand more asa collective refusal to recognize
that the cheese has already moved.

ance are external-

gate to derail outcomes.

The Code contains that

ontrol, rights, expecta-

em of resolu-

s the Iran war drags on, emerging

markets powerhouses are reeling

from the closure of the Strait of
Hormuz, one of the oil trade’s mostimpor-
tant routes. Turkey’s foreign reserves are
depletingatarecord pace, Indiais consid-
ering all options as its rupee plunges to
record lows and Indonesia delivered a
Jjumbo interest rate hike todefend itscur-
rency. If these heavyweights are strug-
gling, what chances are there for smaller
nations?

Pakistan isdoing remarkably well, given
the circumstances.

Inmid-April, the Pakistani government
re-entered the global bond market after
beingshut out foralmost fouryears, raising
$750 million and 50% more than it had
asked for. Bond yields over US Treasuries
temporarily widened toabout 5 percentage
pointsin March but have largely gone back
topre-warlevels. The Pakistani rupee has
been stable at around 280 per dollar and
the country’s benchmark KSE-100 Indexis
down only 1.3% for the year.

The resilience goesagainst global in
tors’ conventional wisdom. In times of tur-
bulence, developing countries with twin
deficits, namely in current accounts and
budgets, are vulnerable to hot money flows
and can easily tip into distress. And Paki-
stan, which hasreceived an extraordinary
25 bailouts from the International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF), fits the bill perfectly.

Asan energy importer, it relies hea
on Gulfstates, which supply over 80%¢
fuel imports. Remittances from citizens
workingin the region account forabout
of Pakistan’s GDP; that money flow can
halveif West Asiaslumps into an economic
downturn.

Because of the war, its current account
deficit could increase by L5 percentage
points for the year ending June 202
pushing the country back into the red,
according tothe IMF. Thiswould imply an
estimated $12 billion financing gap till June
2028. As it currently stands, the country
does not even have enough foreign
exchange reserves to cover three months
of imports. So why are global investors so
relaxed about Pakistan?

Cooperating with the IMF helps. Paki-
stan hasbeen ona $7 billion loan deal since
2024. Durmg a recent IMF %dtf visit,

bad reaffirmed its toa
2% fiscal surplus over the next year. Earlier
thismonth, the organization approved the
disbursal of $1.3 billion in loans, But more
importantly, Pakistan’s unlikely role as
broker of peace in the Gulfhas put it back
on the radar of institutional investors.

Saudi Arabia and China seem to recognize
Pakistan’s strategic importance. REUTERS.

Beinga friend of Islamabad in its times of
need has become strategically important.
Last month, Saudi Arabia deposited $3 bil-
lion into the State Bank of Pakistan and
extended a$5 billion loan facility to 2028,
after the UAE abruptly declined torollover
its $3.5 billion debt. The once-close part-
nership between the two Gulfnations has
erupted into open rivalry. Abu Dhabi
recently withdrew from the Organization
of the Petroleum Exporting Countries
(Opec), the Riyadh-dominated cartel of
leading oil producers.

China is also keen to prop up its neigh-
bour. Last week, Pakistan issued its first
sovereign panda hond, the initial tranche
of a broader $1 billion programme. With
the latest 175 billion yuan ($257 million)
note, Islamabad is paying only 2.5%
coupon rate. Pakistan’s foreign-ex
reserves havereached $17.1 billion asof 15
May, up from $IG billion at the end 0f 2025.

Inother words, the $12 billion funding
gapmay be alot for Pakistan, but nothing
for economic behemoths such as Saudi
Arabia and China, which increasingly
recognize the South Asian country'sstrate-
gicimportance.

hould one ever materialize.
the government likely hopes
that its Gwadar Port, close to the Strait of
Hormuz butnotin the immediate conflict
zone, will emerge as a major logistics hub
for safe anchorage.

Geopolitical prominence does not show
up on current accounts. But it certainly
relaxes borrowing constraints.

Historically, emerging market investors
have pored over a country’s external
accounts, frowning wheneverthey sawan
overreliance onimports of essential goods,
suchasfood and energy, or thin hard-
rency reserve buffers, Pakistan'sresilience
this year has proven thatapproach wrong.
The global energy shock has not led toa
collapse of its public finances. It faces no
currency crisis either.

With US President Donald Trump rip-
pingapart the world order, Pakistan, which
has gone to the IMF more times than any
other country, is shedding its image as a
failed state. It'salso breaking some classic
emerging-market investing myths along

the way. ©BLOOMBERG

India Inc’s Al adoption mustn't overlook legal liability

M. MUNEER & RALPH WARD

are, respectively, co-founder of
the Medici Institute for
Innovation.X: @MuneerMuh;
and a global board advisor,
coach and publisher.

he most troublesome presence at a
board meeting once used to be that of
an activist investor. Then came the
issue of cybersecurity. Then ESG. And now,

Alanddirectors and officers (D&O) liabil
As Al-happy directors may discover, their
D&O risk coverage policy would rather not
have them participate in 1 thisadventure.
Insurersdislike uncertainty with the same
passion Indian parents reserve for uncon-
ventional career choices. Al unfortunately,
isuncertainty atan industrial scale. Nobody
fully knows where liability begins, where
accountability ends or who exactly would be
ible foran ithm that beh,

mar chmg fidently into the board

withthe swagger ofa management consult-
ant and the unpredictability of a toddler,
comes Al Corporate India seems to have
embraced it with its usual hlend ul cite-

“hooled in ethics by ananonymous

online forum. Soinsurersare responding the

only way they know: with exclusions.
Some of theseare subtle. Some are broad.

ment, PowerPoint slides a

Some y say: ‘If Al was anywhere

Everylisted company now

strategy.” CEOs annoume

rmations with the solemnity
Ce ittees

'Al-ﬁl
ofaconstitul
are formed. Workshopsare conducted. The
term ‘large language model’ is hurled
around. Directors nod thoughtfully in the
hope nobody asks them to explain what the

Meanwhile, insurance underwriters have
spotted opportunity. Unlike consultants,
they are paid specifically to imagine disa;
ters. Which brings usto one of the least di
cussed governance perplexities right now:

nearth he, don't call us.’ Globally,
legal experts have warned that insurers are
inserting Al-related carve-outs into D&O
policies. Since most boards read insurance
documents like they examine software
terms and conditions, many directors may
notnotice until there'sa regulatory run-in.

holderswould be |11,,ht to dsk dlﬂ\cull ques-
tion; in.And
D&O insurance cm'em).{e wouldn't help.
Acrosssectors, Aladoptionisaccelerating
faster than governance frameworks around
it. Companies want the valuation premium

mustadopt Al with care. Insome cases,
like radioactive material: useful and trans-
formative, butin need of safety protocols.
What should companies do?: First,conduct
an Al inventory. Map all Al use across the
organization. Which tools? Which depart

into ChatGPT, mixing personal and profe
sional Al accounts and allowing sensitive
datato wanderinto servers located halfway
acrossthe planet. In many firms, shadow Al
ndcpuun is happening faster than official
diffusion. This could be dangerous.

of appearing Al-driven, even if safe imple- | ments? What data enters these system: Finally, boards must exercise caution
mentation is a nightmare. Who approves uu},e 2 | whileusing Al tools internally. Directorsare
Th M’lbﬂwsld;.,ef(lr\\’hnl ‘What safeguards exis found toincreasingly rely on Al for summa-
lawyerscall ‘Al washing'— Boards that Second, lay out fum\.llAl rizing reports, ginemv_iug insights and
the corporate artof taking H oV cmAn(cpnlxcm Every g disclosures. 1t’s ¢ ient, no
ordinany automation,  AF€FUSRING RO e n ot | Gobt, bu it couldreturn to baunt themm
sprinklingthe letters Aand embrace A. okayed framework that | flawed Al-generated summary thatleadsto
Toveritand presenting itas covers risk assessment, | badoversight judgement will not magically
aproductivity leap. should ask why human oversight, account- | take the blame in court.

Investors may be told ability, audit mechanisms What'sat stake s cor| p«)mle governance,
thatadvanced Al-powered insurers are Many boardsstill h Alasabranding
customer engagement exercise rather transfor-
ecosystems are in place, reluctant to i »wuh forensic atten- | mation thatentails fiduciary consequences.
whileall that hashappened . . tion. This must not be | Although Al tools do not ‘care’ about out-
is the deployment of a ~ COVE@F itS riSKS  taken casually and needs | comes, regulatorsand stakeholdersdo, And

chatbotadeptataddingto

the frustration of com-
n

close legal scrutiny. Boards
should specifically exam-

Imagine the ibil A p
e P A

chatbot leaks customer data. Anautomated
hiring tool begins to reject applicants with
particular names. A fn..lnLul fmeumung

plainers. What
algorithm is found to have noclmho:

Lawsuits linked to exaggerated Al claims
have begun to emerge, globally. Directors
signing off on disclosures may find them-

model halluci

the confidence ofastartup tuunder Share-

selves exposed if oversight

appears weak. It is thus clear that boards

ineAl , trigger events and ambig-
uous wordmg that insurers may later inter-

insurers would rather minimize grey-zone
risk coverage than take on the burden.

InIndia’s compliance ecosystem, confu-
sion often travels faster than regulation.
Ui

pret y to their
Fourth, regulate (*mplnwe Al usage
before it getsa chance to evolve into acom-
pliance horrorstory. Employeesare already
loadi i -ompany documents

re is taken, we could find litigation
moving even faster. Board
harsh newrule of governance:
run parts of the company
come running right behind it.

must learn a
Albeginsto
bility could




(EXD
Tur o

N()!\ Tives The Edit Page

THE ECONOMIC TIMES | NEW DELHI/ GURGAON | THURSDAY | 28 MAY 2026 | WWW.ECONOMICTIMES.COM

Oil Well the Damage
Control Machinery

Sharpen focus on energy pricing, exports

Opecreckons oil supply will fall below demand later this
year. Projections for the annual average price of crude
are creeping up. Saudi Arabia’s Aramco and the UAE’s
‘Abu Dhabi National Oil Company (Adnoc) estimate full
flows through the Persian Gulf will berestored in 2027—
if the US war on Iran ends immediately. IEA says the oil
market is heading intoa ‘red zone’ by July-August as glo-
bal oil reserves are dumped into the market. Even an im-
minent resolution of the Hormuz standoff will require
months of follow-up action to stabilise shipping trade,
replenish reserves and restore production. Oil-import-
ing nations may be willing to pay a premium on supplies
from less politically-sensitive sources than West Asia.

Noneof thisisgood news for India, which hasbegunto
transmit fuel price hikes to consumers. Previous experi-
ence shows transmission will be gradual, but it must be

of anorder to compress demand. The-
reisnosuchflexibility overfertilisers
amid the prospect of an erratic mon-
soon. Pass-through of the price surge
¥ in plastics will be more substantial,
with a broad impact on core inflation.
AllthisupsetsIndia'sgrowth-inflation
dynamics. Fiscal pressure of incomp-
lete transmission of fueland fertiliser prices will harden
interest rates. Monetary policy will, likewise, reset the
interest rate cycle in the context of the energy shock. A
tightening policy environment will try to keep the grow-
thsacrifice low.

InIndia’s case, energy shocks arereinforced by capital
flight. Current and capital accounts turn adverse and re-
quirecentral bank intervention tostabilise therupee. In-
dia’svulnerability tothe currenterisisisunderscored by
therupee’s extraordinary decline. The economy needs to
build resilience through diversification of energy sour-
ces. Adecade of crisesshould sharpen policy focus onen-
ergy pricingand exports. India has built up a reputation
forcrisismanagement. Itmustleverage thisaccomplish-
ment to structural changes that lower its susceptibility
toimported energy inflation.

Breakfast of Michelin
Star Champions

Why is ‘the most important meal of the day’ treated as a utili-
tarianrefuelling stop rather than its own top-of-the-line desti-
nation? Michelin, that gold standard for gastronomic excel-
lence, ignores breakfast as a category, preferring foams and
reductions served at 8 pm. Why not elevate the 8 am plate —
and palate? Consider Tokyo’s ryokan breakfasts: grilled fish,
miso soup and pickles arranged with the precision of akaise-
kidinner. Orthe cultural peaks of crolssantsand cafécrémeat
Caféde Flore in Paris. Ricotta at
Bill's in Sydney is a modern Australian breakfast 1egend At
MTR in Bengaluru, dosas and idlis are imbued with heritage
flair. Not to forget brun maska and chai at Mumbai’s Britan-

nia & Co. Michelin should codify such ex-
| periences, rewarding chefs who transform
mornings intoart.

Michelin stars are earned for cultural
authenticity, signature dishes, ambience
and heritage, consistency and craft. It's
time to alsoswivel the gaze to ‘nihari’, the
ultimate royal breakfast from the Arabic

‘nahar’, literally meaningearly morning. ‘Michelin Breakfast
Guides’ can nudge hotels to perfect their dosas or pancakes
withaplomb and style.

Thereisthedanger, of course, of over-formalisation. Nobody
wants al2-course omelette. But justas M.l(:he].m introduced a

et v in 2016 —thy crown
jewel being Raan Jay Fai in Bangkok, famousfor itslegendary
crabomeletteand drunken noodles cooked over charcoal, whi-
ch has retained its 1-star since 2018 — it can certainly adapt to
thebreakfasttable. If Michelin truly wants tocapture culinary
cultureinall itsmulti-palate glory, it should certainly take the
meal that begins each day as seriously as the one that ends it.

THINK ABOUT IT

The solitary act has given rise/
E=reverted to a communal one
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Vs Reading (Alone)
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> India’s solar crisis has been failure of planning, coordination and infra

Victim of its Stellar Success

lexity of integratingmassiveintermit-

Swaminathan S
Anklesaria Aiyar

ntwooccasions in May, pri-
/ | ceof electricity on Indian
| ~ Energy Exchange fell toze-
\ % ' ro. How can something so
\ crazy happen when the co-
untry is in the grip of a severe energy
it Indi; install- Butconsumersare inindustrialand
urba i

crisis? Because

ingsolar energy faster than I
and can absorb it, and the surplus

Reinvent the wheel

Kutch is ln(ha s othar solar hotspuL

tent renewable capacity into the grid.

THE SPEAKING TREE

India’ hastend-
ed to treat generation, transmission,
storage and demand management as
separatesilos, instead of partsof anin-
tegrated energy ecosystem. Solar proj-
ects wereapproved faster than evacua-
tionsystemscould be built. Developers
invested billions, assuming transmis-
sion infrastructure would arrive on
schedule. Instead, projects in Rajasth-
anhave been deferred by 18-20mths be-
cause of transmission delays, only to
face further postponements.

The solution requires much more
than simply adding batteries, though

storage remains important. We must

fast-track critical transmission infra-

Timeto
Reawaken

NAZEER AHEMD KAZI

Hajj isanannual Islamic pilgri-
mage to Mecca, Saudi Arabia; it
isaone-timereligious duty that
all! whoare physically
and financially able to underta-
ke the journey and support their
familiesduring '.helrabsenoe‘
must perform The Hajjalso

n
away. Without storage batteries, dayti-

ges( renewable park at Khavda, w1Lh

structure whil
able generation. appmya]s ‘with evacu-

renew-

mty[m self-renewal. It lsdpl'ﬂf&

nelmerhestumd(lackof batterystora~ me surplus can't be stored and releas- ~ 26 GWof solarand4GW of windcapa-  ation capacity. Delays in land acquisi- undactof subm:ssmn and wor-
ge)o edin i ing city Ambani’s Reliance iesLtd tion, and ship, designed per-
wer (msuﬁimem transmission Jmes). time. Without adequate transmission (RIL) is building another massive re- regulatory approvalsfor transmission sonof sins, foster global unity

So, even as India boas- o newable park nearby on5,50,000sqkm  projects must be minimised. among Muslims, and honour
tsof record expansion India’s strategy has treated of desertland. Demandmanagement isequally cri- thelegacy of Pmphet Abmham
of solar capacity, mo- generation, RILis slmull;meou._ly buﬂd.mg sol tical. India needs incentives forelectri- Atthe Hajj, the Muslim brof
reisbeingshut down. storage, city consumption during solar peak erhood ison dJsp)ay andthe]rso
The worst problem demand management iand electmlysem to produce green hours. Time-of-day pricing could enco- lidarity with fellow Muslimsand
is in Rajasthan, a des- as silos, not parts of an  ammonia from sea water in its major urage industries and agricultural us- submission to God are fulfilled.
ertstate withenormo- integrated ecosystem industrial complex at Jamnagar: So ers to shift consumption to midday ‘The Hajj is associated with the
us solar potential but far, Gujarat’s solar surplus has been when solar generation is highest. De- life of theIslamic prophet Muh-
Tines, ' marginal. Butcaremustbetakentoav- mand-response programmes could ammad in the 7" c. AD, but the
merof 2025, solaraudwmdpmyectsm- Coal-based power stations in Rajasth- ~oid Rajasthan’s fate. help smooth grid fluctuations and ab- ritual of pilgrimageto Mecca, as
ere have suffered severe ( curtailment, ancan Ied\me generation up to a point. ‘A worrying aspect is that even proj-  sorbexcessRE. stated in Muslim sources, dates
But: nu.u- ts designed to reli ion ha- Regulatory reforms are also neces- toﬂ;\e timeof Abraham. During
hours. AnET i Id restart i ve not solved the problem. Curtailme-  sary to ensure solar projects remain ilgrims join prooesslons
repun revealed that the statehad been  and uses much fuel oiL When solar gene- ntsreportedly i i theKh- profitable. require
curtailing up to 80% of solar generati- rationfirstbegan, malload etri-Narelali i stronger ‘must-run’ 'l com- form ritual
on for weeks becauseof lowdemand.  was easy Butnow that renewable capaci- - December12. Instead of easi pensation for curtailme- As weunders'and from Abrah-
Rajasthan simply cannot absorb all rvhasshotup Ra]asmanmnnnt cope. tion, Grid India cited multiple techni- m, and recog- prophets, tawhid,
thepower it generates, tion- caltra- cal ints limit- nising transmission de- the oneness of God, must sink
al grid lacks sufficient infrastructure issionli Spe the765kV 1 1 lays as a ‘change in law’ deep within us. God repeatedly
tocarry thesurplustopower-deficitre-  Khetri-Narela double circuit line, the ationfromRajasthan. Solar parks event under power pur- tested Abraham. He saw God in
gions. Meanwhile, fresh solar installa- 765 KV Bhadla [I-Sikar I line, and the ~ These included volta- have grown ents. Better adream, ordering him tosacrifi
uomsnsmg faster than ever: 400 kV Narela-Maharani Bagh line —  ge oscillations at RE y forecasti son, IsmalLWhenhe
i issi lowsho- 0 and i wasabout n, God
elmingly on adding renewable genera— margins. More than4 GW of renewab- rt-circuitratiosatpo- Kutch. But i
tion capacity without I i i olmg stations, load- _ consumers are in ration with grid dema- Muslims celebrate the survival
building Lmnsrmsslon systems, stora- pability and ising. industrial and urban  ndmoreintelli of il and Abraham’s devoti-
ji has over 35 GW of solar the Bhadla-] B:kaner | centres hundreds India’s solar crisis is onby givingalms to the homeless
mechanisms needed to integrate that capacity, 27% of the national total. Sin- 400 kV corridor, and of kms away notafailure of renewab- and poor: Eid al-Adha (Bakr Eid)
power intothe national grid. Solarpar-  ce last summer, 3-4GW of solar capaci- high loading on the le technology or instal- markstheend of Hajj. The Eid is
ks have grown explosively in Rajas- ty has been curtailed, with some pro- 765 kV Bikaner-Kh- lation. It is a failure of celebrated by rememberingsac-
than and Kutch in Gujarat becauseof jects experiencing complete daytime etriline. Transmissi- planning, coordination rifices of Prophet Abraham, pat-
abundant sunshine and vast tracts of ~ shutdowns. Industry estimates place on planning under- a cture. Letus riarch of all Abrahamicreligions.
cheapdesertland. financial losses at 2250 crsofar: estimated the comp- correct this forthwith. Let his blessings shower onus.
7 | Chat Room |
Rt COAL POWER FOOTPRINT C 0
S H AI R I Coal power cafa(ity ccn;inges to expandl. but telfjs srov;teh Z;\d persistence oncerns Over
are increasingly driven lecisions in a limited number of countries. 1
OF THE DAY Just 10 countgrlyes acmunthd for nearly 90% of operating coal power Growth. |nﬂatl0n

There once was an ED
sleuth named Dev,
Who met ICE agents keen
to decompress.
They swapped raids
by the pool,

Said, ‘Due process
is so cool!”

Then karaoked Police
songs with great finesse.
oo

capacity worldwide in 2025. In case of capacity addition last year, the
share of top 10 contributors was 99%...

Total operating coal power capacity & addition in 2025, GW

m Totaloperating capacity m Newly operating capaci

china China m
India India
us Indonesia m
Indonesia Bangladesh [IEEN
Japan Skorea JERN
SAfrica safrica IR
SKorea . Pakistan [ICED
Russia * Vietnam [EEH
Germany Russia [IEEY
Vietnam Mongolia [N
Notes: The remaining total operating capacity is spread across 63 countries. Newly
added 2025 capacity also includes the Philippines, Kazakhstan, and Zimbabwe
Source: Global Energy Monitor
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Ali Barbour’s

Apropos ‘Bond Won't Help This
Time’ by Ashish Gupta (May 27),
agrowing divergence between
globalequity and bond markets
ishecomingamatterof concern
for investors, fund managers and
governments worldwide. While
USequities have continued an
exuberant run mainly powered
by select Al stocks, market value
of long-term US treasuries has
takenanosedive resulting in yie-
lds breaching the 4.5% mark, all
inresponse togrowing investor
concerns over global growth and
inflation. This will likely add billi-
onsof dollars in borrowing costs
foradvanced economies like the
USand UK as investors demand
higher interest rates to hold bon-
ds,and India would not be im-
mune to that phenomenon. The
key question isif the globalbond
slump isan indicator of impend-
ing correction instock markets
as valuations appear stretched
and investors may start book-
ing profits and exiting markets.
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Editor’s

TAKE
The Quad speaks: Is
Beijing listening?
The Quad meet in Delhi was a reminder that

the group has a potential to take on China
and is a force to reckon with in Indo-Pacific

The Rupee’s real worth: Time for
a hew narrative?

India is the world’s third-largest economy. Its currency deserves to be judged by what it builds and buys —
not by an exchange rate inherited from history

When the foreign ministers of Quad countries - the United
States, India, Japan, and Australia - met in Delhi, they sent a
message to the world, - Quad is here to stay and will be
proactive in defending the cause it stands for - to keep Indo
Pacific free from power play. Some had been declaring the
Quad's demise, pointing to the fact that its national leaders
haven’t met since 2024. Critics often question its relevance in a
world where ideology and persuasion is waning fast. Yet the
very convening of this ministerial - on Indian soil, in the
shadow of a recent Trump-Xi summit - proved that the Quad is
a potent force. The timing of the New Delhi meeting follows US
President Donald Trump's visit to China and is widely
understood as a signal that US engagement with Beijing does
not diminish Washington’s commitment to the Indo-Pacific
Quad framework. India's decision to host the meet underscored
urgency over protocol.lt is no denying that the Quad has always
been diplomatically coy about naming its primary concern. The
grouping does not describe itself as an anti-China alliance,
instead framing its purpose around constructive regional
contributions. However, the China variable remains the
unspoken organising principle behind nearly every agenda it

takes up. This meeting was no different. While the closure of the

Strait of Hormuz was on the agenda, the top priority was China.

The agenda was substantive — confirm cooperation in critical
minerals and emerging technologies - two domains where
China's dominance poses risks. Supply chain resilience,
maritime security in the Indo-Pacific, and the governance of
next-generation technologies rounded out the strategic
priorities. For Australia, Japan, and India, the task is to continue
investing in their national security as the most effective way to
ensure Washington that they are powerful in their own right
and capable of countering China and do not depend on the
United States. This is no small thing. Both India and Japan carry
unresolved territorial disputes with Beijing - the Galwan
shadow still lingers over the Himalayas, and Chinese vessels
continue to test nerves around the Senkaku Islands.

The biggest takeaway of the Delhi meeting was that the US
has not abandoned the Indo-Pacific. As part of the summit
debrief, the potential sale of US weapons to Taiwan likely
featured, and Rubio was expected to receive private support
from his Quad colleagues. This is quiet but consequential
diplomacy - the kind that is vital for balance of power. The
Quad entered 2026 carrying the weight of a full year of Indian
chairmanship that concluded without the Leaders’ Summit it
was meant to produce - a gap whose strategic cost is real, since
prolonged silence carries a reputational cost. It was thus a
necessary course correction.

The way forward is clear, if demanding. The Quad must move
from signalling to delivery - on critical mineral supply chains,
on maritime domain awareness, on semiconductor and Al
governance. A Leaders' Summit must follow. China will not be
deterred by meetings alone; it responds to capability, cohesion,
and credibility. Quad has the mettle but it must show it.

X )

A young woman applies henna on a hand during the Eid al-Adha festival in
Murshidabad district, West Bengal.
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MARKETS UNDER PRESSURE AMID GLOBAL

UNCERTAINTY AND VOLATILITY

The Nifty 50 continues to face
volatility and downward
pressure amid escalating
geopolitical tensions in the
Middle East, a weakening rupee,
and elevated crude oil prices.
The benchmark index recently
slipped below the 24,000 mark
due to profit booking and mixed
global cues, underlining the
importance of informed
investing and disciplined money
management during uncertain
times. Lingering tensions
between the US and Iran have
heightened concerns over global
supply chains and shipping
routes. As a result, crude oil
prices have remained elevated.
Since India is one of the world's
largest oil importers, higher
crude prices fuel infiationary
pressures and widen the current
account deficit.

At the same time, the Indian

rupee has touched fresh lows
against the US dollar, making
imports more expensive and
weakening overall economic

data from the US, has also
triggered sustained selling by

leading to liquidity outflows
from Indian markets.

cautious due to fears of
prolonged inflation, high

sector indices, live index
movements, and market data

India and BSE India.

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

VIVEK
AGGARWAL

India stands today as the world's third-
largest economy in purchasing power terms,
posting growth rates among the highest
globally, with record foreign exchange
reserves and equity markets at historic highs.
Across a world riven by geopolitical conflict,
supply-chain fractures, and shifting
alliances, India has demonstrated macroeco-
nomic resilience that most nations can only
aspire to.

And yet, a curious paradox persists. Every
time the rupee moves — from 85 to 87 to 90
against the dollar — headlines speak of
“decline”, citizens express alarm, and a nar-
rative of weakness takes hold. This perception
is not merely inaccurate. It is damaging to
the economic confidence that sustains growth
itself.

A civilisation that understood value
long before the $ existed

India’s monetary culture dates back to ancient
times. The subcontinent was minting coins as
early as the 6th century BCE, with the silver
punch-marked karshapana circulating across
the Gangetic plains. When Pliny the Elder
wrote in the first century CE that Rome was
hemorrhaging fifty million sesterces annual-
ly to India for spices, textiles, and precious
stones, he was not describing charity - he was
describing a trade surplus. Gold coins minted
in India were widely trusted for their purity
and were used extensively in trade and com-
merce.

A civilisation with this monetary depth
cannot reduce the worth ofits currency — or
the confidence of its people — to the daily
movement of a bilateral exchange rate. The
true strength of a currency lies not in how
many units equal a dollar, but in the produc-
tive capacity, institutional resilience, and civil-
isational confidence that stand behind it.

The fallacy of exchange rate

absolutism
The fundamental error in public discourse is

LET THE RUPEE BE
JUDGED BY WHAT
IT BUILDS, WHAT IT
BUYS, AND WHAT
IT ENABLES FOR A
BILLION PEOPLE
STRIVING
TOWARDS
PROSPERITY. THAT
IS ITS TRUE VALUE
— AND THAT IS
THE STORY INDIA
MUST HAVE THE
CONFIDENCE TO
TELL

Vivek Aggarwal, IAS, is
Secretary, Ministry of
Culture, Govemment of
India. He has previously
served in financial
intelligence, urban
infrastructure, digital
agriculture, and economic
govemance

Shah Faesal, IAS, is an
officer working in the
creative economy division
of the Ministry of Culture,
Govemment of India
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treating the nominal exchange rate as an
absolute verdict on currency strength.

The Japanese yen trades at roughly 155 to
the dollar; the South Korean won at over
1,500. Are these failing economies? Japan is
the world's fourth-largest economy, while
South Korea is a technological powerhouse.
Exchange rates reflect historical denomina-
tion choices and monetary policy - not eco-
nomic weakness.

What matters is purchasing power within
the domestic economy. The World Bank’s
International Comparison Program places
India’s GDP at approximately $18 trillion in
PPP terms - third globally, behind only the
United States and China. One rupee buys con-
siderably more in India than its
dollar-equivalent would in

ic conditions and national interests, ensur-
ing exchange-rate policy serves India-first
monetary priorities.

The path forward
Internationalising the rupee through bilat-
eral trade settlement, and advancing the
digital rupee through India’s CBDC initiative,
offer pathways to reduce dependence on
dollar-clearing. Prime Minister Shri Narendra
Modi's recent call for Indians to choose made-
in-India products, moderate gold imports,
and favour domestic tourism is not merely
a patriotic appeal — it is sound economic
policy. Gold imports are a major drain on
foreign exchange; every rupee spent on
domestic tourism circulates

within the national economy
America. The Big Mac Index by @ey rather than financing out-
The Economist is often cited as M won flows.
a popular indicator suggesting India holds unparalleled

that the Indian rupee is under-
valued against the US dollar, based on the
lower price of McDonald's burgers in India
compared to the United States.

The strategic advantage of a
competitive currency

A rupee that is not artificially strengthened
serves a vital function: it maintains export
competitiveness. Remittances reached a
record $135.4 billion in FY2024-25. A stronger
nominal rupee would reduce the rupee
value of these inflows, directly diminishing
earnings for millions of families. Export
sectors from pharmaceuticals to textiles to
software benefit from a competitive
exchange rate. This is not an argument for
a persistently weaker rupee, but for a curren-
cy strategy aligned with India’s own econom-

potential in heritage tourism.
With 44 UNESCO World Heritage Sites and
living traditions spanning millennia, it offers
experiences unavailable anywhere else on
earth. The recently inscribed ‘Maratha Military
Landscapes’ add to a portfolio of globally
unique experiences that can strengthen
both economic activity and the currency's
underlying domestic demand base.

Atmavishwas as economic policy

For an economy growing at record rates with
historically low inflation, the currency
exchange rate is a data point, not a destiny.
Let the rupee be judged by what it builds,
what it buys, and what it enables for a billion
people striving towards prosperity. That is its
true value —and that is the story India must
have the confidence to tell.

PHOTO: PTI
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sentiment. Global uncertainty,
coupled with strong economic

foreign institutional investors,
Investor sentiment remains

borrowing costs, and uncertainty
over future interest rate cuts by
the Reserve Bank of India and
the US Federal Reserve. In such
a climate, market participants
are advised to closely monitor

through platforms such as NSE

JAYANTHY CK MANIAM | MUMBAI

The Arsenal way: Fair play, patience and glory

KUSHAN
MITRA

2Nl) OPINION

I have to credit the arrival of cable television in India for
my enduring love and passion for Arsenal Football Club,
or ‘The Arsenal', as some might choose to call it. And the
joy that has erupted across the world at this storied foot-
ball club winning their first English Premier League title in
22 years has been unprecedented.

And itis the sheer spread of the support, from the rich
boroughs of London to the slums of Kampala, Uganda, from
extreme left-wing politicians like Jeremy Corbyn to right-
wing economists like Niall Ferguson, from New York Mayor
Zohran Mamdani to Barron Trump. Few national football
titles have ever brought so much happiness to so many
disparate people.

Even in India, the small cohort of Arsenal fans | associ-
ate with share extremely different opinions on politics and

economics. Some work in government, some are top cor-
porate leaders, but we were all sending each other
‘Congratulations' messages after the club wonits title. | feel
some of it was a release, after two decades
of sometimes being in the doldrums and

" . e " (>
sometimes pretending before imploding, 2
orwhat commentators called ‘bottling it 14 é anm
C

This one felt deserved.

And why deserved? Not just because,
under their manager Mikel Arteta, they
have become an extremely strong team, a physical side
that plays well off the ball and is deadly at set-pieces, but
because of something else, | feel. Arsenal did not manip-
ulate the books, despite being owned by one of the richest
sports empires in the world under Stan and Josh Kroenke.
This is unlike the massaging of the Financial Fair Play rules
by teams like Chelsea and especially the Abu Dhabi-owned

Manchester City, although these charges are yet to be
resolved. Arsenal played fair, and that will show, as the team
will likely close this year with over a billion pounds in
revenue, making them one of the mostvaluable and prof-
itable sports teams in the world.

And that is why fans across the world love Arsenal,
because they have played fair. They could have also thrown
money at the problem and washed off the sins of an oli-
garch or oil tycoon. They did not; they played within the
rules, they funded their stadium with their own money,
and they sold their best players to stay afloat. Many of their
current stars, particularly England striker Bukayo Saka, as
well as Brazilian striker Gabriel Martinelli,are home-grown
talents who rose through the ranks. In fact, the youngest
ever EPL winner is 16-year-old schoolboy Max Dowman, a
rising star of the Arsenal academy brought
into the first team. They revived the faltering
careers of some, like team captain and
Norway midfielder Martin @degaard. They

E 1865 | spentjudiciously; yes, they did spend a loton

England midfielder Declan Rice, a record sum.

But this is an organic team like no other in
global football. Many other teams, and indeed even
columnists on cultural issues, are just shocked at the level
ofjoy and happiness Arsenal have brought. It certainly made
me a very happy person.

[The writer is Director and the Printer & Publisher of The PloneerJ
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Cockroach Janata Party under legal scanner

The growing popularity of the ‘Cockroach |anata
Party’, created by Abhijeet Deepke, has sparked con-
troversy over the alleged manipulation of figures and
the commercialisation of serious public issues. In a
petition filed before the Supreme Court, Advocate Raja
Choudhary has sought an investigation into what he
describes as the seemingly unconstitutional activi-
ties of the party. According to the petition, the move-
ment has attempted to exploit serious court proceed-
ings by turning them into a “viral spectacle” on social
media platforms. While the initiative reportedly
began as a satirical response to issues affecting the
youth, critics argue that it has gradually trans-
formed discussions on unemployment, public griev-
ances, and political participation into matters of con-
troversy and sensationalism.

Concerns have also been raised regarding the
repeated use of references to the judiciary in online
campaigns. Legal experts believe that such actions
could invite stricter scrutiny from authorities. The
matter may even fall within the Central Government's
jurisdiction to examine whether the party’s ‘X’ (for-
merly Twitter) account poses concerns related to
public order or national security.

YUGAL KISHORE SHARMA | FARIDABAD

Pope Leo XIV's warning on the Al race

Pope Leo XIV's encyclical raises concerns that go
beyond theology. It highlights how corporate giants
increasingly shape the development, deployment, and
regulation of artificial intelligence. When technolog-
ical progress moves faster than the wisdom needed
to govern it, the benefits are often concentrated among
the powerful, while the risks are borne by the wider
public. What is needed is not resistance to technolo-
gy, but stronger accountability. Independent oversight
bodies, mandatory transparency from Al developers,
and legal frameworks that hold companies responsi-
ble for foreseeable harms are essential. Several
democracies have already begun taking meaningful
steps in this direction.

India, too, stands at a crucial moment where
present policy choices will have long-term conse-
quences. A regulatory approach focused only on rapid
Aladoption, without addressing concerns such as data
governance, algorithmic bias, and labour displace-
ment, may prove short-sighted.

The Pope’s warning is not anti-technology. Rather,
it is a reminder that prudence and progress are not
opposites — and treating them as such would be a
serious mistake.

SM JEEVA | CHENNAL

Legacy of the Saxophone Colossus

The passing of legendary jazz saxophonist Sonny
Rollins at the age of 95 marks the end of an extraor-
dinary era in world music. Widely regarded as one
of the greatest innovators in jazz history, Rollins trans-
formed the genre through unmatched improvisation,
fearless experimentation, and deeply reflective
artistry. Iconic albums such as Saxophone Colossus,
Tenor Madness, and Freedom Suite inspired gener-
ations of musicians across the globe.

His journey reflected humility and the belief that
artistic excellence must be accompanied by person-
al growth and self-discovery. In 1968, he took a break
from his successful music career and travelled to
Mumbai in search of spiritual understanding and inner
peace, which he found in Powai. Among his many
honours were the Grammy Lifetime Achievement
Award, the National Medal of Arts, and the Kennedy
Center Honors for his contribution to American
culture. Despite retiring in 2014 due to pulmonary
fibrosis, Rollins remained an immortal symbol of cre-
ative restlessness and intellectual curiosity.

In an era dominated by fleeting trends, the legacy
of Sonny Rollins stands as a reminder that true great-
ness comes from discipline, courage, and reinvention.

VIDYASAGAR REDDY KETHIRI | KANPUR
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Dubare tragedy: The dangerous
illusion of ‘tamed’ elephants

The tragedy raises urgent questions about the continued use of captive elephants for tourism, festivals, and
processions in the name of tradition, even as shrinking habitats, broken elephant corridors, and rising
human interference intensify conflict between humans and wildlife

This week’s tragedy at
Dubare elephant camp
in Kodagu district, deep
inside Karnataka's
Western Ghats, ques-
tions the decision of
the authorities to
permit tourists to
bathe captive ele-
phants in the flowing
waters of the Cauvery
river. This camp is
located deep within
forests dominated by
the movement of wild elephants. All captive elephants
in this camp were not born in captivity; many were
captured from the wild and later tamed in such
camps. It is not fair to conclude that tamed elephants
have shed all their wild characteristics and fully
obey the command and control of their masters -
mahouts and kavadis. There have been instances in the
past where elephants have killed their masters -
mahouts and kavadis. There have also been instances
where elephants did not obey the commands of
the mahout and ran amok, inflicting casualties and
death among crowds.

Captive elephants are often subjected to torture by
mahouts using iron ankushes, which can cause
bleeding and septicaemia. The footpads of elephants
are frequently injured from walking on paved roads.
Though camps have treatment facilities under the
supervision of veterinary doctors, bleeding from ear-
lobes and footpads is often neglected, and the ele-
phants continue to suffer.

Let me examine in this piece how far we are justi-
fied in taking elephants for processions during special
occasions and marriages where large crowds gather,
and how far we are justified in continuing age-old tra-
ditions where tourists are permitted to pour water and
rub the elephants’ bodies while standing beside them.
On several occasions, | have personally failed to con-
vince the Karnataka government not to use captive ele-
phants during Mysuru Dussehra. The argument
advanced was: why discontinue traditions?

Captive elephants were extensively used in dragging
timber logs across hilly terrain in forestry operations
in the past. The Forest Department maintained elephant
camps for such operations. However, maintaining
these camps was always costly, which restricted their
expansion. As forestry operations have now been scaled
down and tree felling in hilly terrains prohibited in the
interest of conservation, these camps have largely lost
their relevance.

Now, bureaucrats and politicians see these camps
as permanent centres for training wild elephants that
stray out of forests, damage crops and property, and
threaten human lives. Earlier, the Karnataka Forest
Department carried out khedda operations to capture
only a few elephants needed for logging operations.
However, with the advent of safer tranquillising tech-
niques, more and more wild elephants are being cap-
tured. The department often comes under public pres-
sure to capture elephants straying into villages. The
argument advanced is that the elephant population in
the wild is increasing due to conservation, and the
excess population must therefore be brought into cap-
tivity. Wild elephants involved in conflicts, when
translocated several hundred kilometres away into
another elephant habitat, have often returned to their
original homes within weeks, strengthening the argu-
ment for bringing such elephants into captivity.

In an era when elephant habitats are continuously
fragmenting and shrinking owing to the expansion and
widening of linear infrastructure, diversion of forests
for mining, industries and development projects, and
unauthorised encroachment on forest land, wild
animals — especially elephants — are left with little
option but to migrate in search of food, shelter, and
water, thereby straying into human settlements.

The spread of invasive species and forest fires has
also degraded elephant habitats. Palatable plant
species and bamboo forests have suffered extensive
damage, forcing elephants to move out of forests reg-
ularly. Elephant corridors that once provided migrato-
ry routes have been occupied by humans. Human set-
tlements and cultivation inside forest pockets have
expanded, to the detriment of conservation.

Captive elephant camps like Dubare are them-

BK SINGH

selves islands of human activity within forests. As part of their
daily routine, camp elephants are released into forests during
the daytime, where they interact with wild elephants. Fights

DUBARE CAMP
ALSO HAS
TOURIST LODGES
RUN BY THE
STATE-OWNED
JUNGLE LODGES
AND RESORTS
(JLR). ONE OF THE
ACTIVITIES
OFFERED TO
TOURISTS IS
BATHING THE
CAMP ELEPHANTS,
WHILE ANOTHER
IS JEEP SAFARIS
THROUGH
NEARBY FORESTS
TO VIEW WILD
ANIMALS. IT HAS
ALSO BEEN
FOUND THAT THE
ENTIRE CAMP AND
JLR PREMISES LIE
WITHIN A
CORRIDOR
HISTORICALLY
USED BY WILD
ELEPHANTS

The writer is a retired
Head of Forest Force,
Karnataka, and teaches
Economics at the.
Kamataka Forest
Academy
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captive and wild elephants are reported regularly.
There have even been instances where captive elephants were
killed by wild tuskers. Aggression is a natural part of elephant
behaviour and cannot always be controlled by a mahout's
ankush. Sometimes, the animals can surprise us.

About a decade ago in Karnataka's Kalaburagi district, an
elephant in a procession kicked its mahout in full public view.
The kick was mild and the mahout survived the scare. Feeling
insulted, the mahout attempted to attack the elephant with
an ankush. The elephant became even angrier and kicked him
with such force that he fell nearly 20 feet away and died.
Elephants killing their mahouts is not uncommon, and such
incidents have been reported from across the country.

Within a herd, stronger elephants are also known to target
weaker members. This is what happened at Dubare earlier
this week. A tusker attacked a makhna (another male elephant
without tusks) while tourists were permitted to bathe the herd.
The hostility had likely built up over time, and on that fateful
day, the tusker chose to attack the makhna in full view of
tourists. The makhna collapsed onto a female tourist bathing
it, crushing her to death. The tusker continued attacking the
makhna until the mahout managed to calm it down. Despite
the best treatment provided at the camp, the makhna died
the following day.

Dubare camp also has tourist lodges run by the state-owned
Jungle Lodges and Resorts (JLR). One of the activities offered
to tourists is bathing the camp elephants, while another is
jeep safaris through nearby forests to view wild animals. It
has also been found that the entire camp and |LR premises
lie within a corridor historically used by wild elephants.
Blocking this corridor has disrupted elephant movement and
intensified human-elephant conflict.

There are other forest pockets in Kodagu that have been
granted for coffee estates. These estates too obstruct elephant
corridors. More than 10,000 acres of coffee estate owned by
Tata lie within this corridor. The entire estate is fenced, divert-
ing elephants into human settlements and aggravating con-
flict. Sometimes elephants break through the fencing and enter
the estates, threatening workers' lives. Even the narrow roads
inside coffee estates are covered by drooping coffee branch-
es on both sides, limiting visibility. Estate management must
ensure better visibility and safer movement.

This is a vicious cycle. As wild elephant movement is
obstructed, incidents of conflict increase, and every human
death places additional pressure on the Forest Department
to capture the elephants involved and bring them into cap-
tivity. The continued operation of such elephant camps and
|LR facilities is not in the interest of conservation.

Such elephant camps should be downsized in a phased
manner, and corridors must be restored by removing fencing
in Tata Coffee estates and around |LR properties. Tourists
should not be allowed near camp elephants, and under no
circumstances should close interactions be permitted.
Tourist viewing areas should instead be cordoned off, allow-
ing visitors only to observe elephants bathing in the river from
a safe distance.

Yogi Adityanath: Calling a
spade a spade in politics

Many a time, | cast my eyes on the Indian polit-
ical realm as a scholar of English literature. Just
as a seasoned English professor can instantly
recognise Francis Bacon's measured prose,
Shakespeare's poetic style, or George Bernard
Shaw's sharp satirical bite from a single sen-
tence, | have grown used to identifying the
familiar rhythm of our political leaders’ speech-
es over decades.

Thatrhythm is predictable: defensive, round-

— about, and deliberately evasive. Whether it is
YOGESH Congress, the Samajwadi Party, the BSP, or any
KUMAR DUBEY other party, the script remains largely the

same — “The people will decide”, “This is a con-
spiracy”, “Everything will be fine", or "An
inquiry will be conducted”. The language is soft, safe, and wrapped in layers of polit-
ical correctness, designed to dilute the question rather than answer it.

Then came Yogi Adityanath in 2017, and the entire tradition of political language
was shattered. Yogi introduced a direct, unvarnished, and often blunt style that is
rarely heard from the chief ministerial pulpit. He says what he thinks, with minimal
embellishment and almost no diplomatic coating. This approach has won him fierce
admirers and equally fierce critics.

The most memorable example remains his interview on Aap Ki Adalat with Rajat
Sharma. When asked about the death of gangster Mukhtar Ansari, any convention-
al politician would have taken refuge in standard lines: “The matter is under inves-
tigation”, “We respect the court”, or “We have done nothing wrong”. Instead, Yogi
replied with characteristic bluntness: “He had to die anyway.” He added thata man
responsible for many murders cannot escape his fate forever. The sentence instant-
ly became part of political folklore — hailed by some as refreshing candour and con-
demned by others as insensitive.

This is not an isolated incident. Yogi's entire linguistic pattern stands apart. On
the bulldozer action against mafia properties, he repeatedly declared: “The bulldoz-
er will run on mafia properties, not on the huts of the poor.” He famously said,
“Criminals will either go to jail or meet the Lord." While issuing a 24-hour ultima-
tum to land mafias, he warned that anyone who grabs the land of the poor would
face the bulldozer with no mercy. In the same breath, he added, “We do not perform
the aarti of criminals.”

Even before becoming Chief Minister, his speeches carried the same sharpness.
He once remarked about the Ram Temple, “When no one could stop the
disputed structure from being brought down, who will stop the temple from being
built?" On cow slaughter and pollution in the Ganga, he asked pointedly whether

animal blood flowing into the river did not count as pollution. On encounters, his
standard response has been: “If a criminal fires at the police, the police will cer-
tainly retaliate.”

These examples illustrate the linguistic revolution Yogi has brought to Indian
politics. Traditional leaders weave intricate webs of words; Yogi strikes with them.
The results are visible: crime rates in Uttar Pradesh have declined significantly,
according to government data; major gangsters like Atig Ahmed and Mukhtar Ansari
have been neutralised; and the mafia ecosystem has been shaken. Infrastructure
projects, expressways, and investments have moved forward alongside the bull-
dozer drive.

Yet this very language has also generated deep controversy and polarisation. Critics
argue that it creates fear among minorities, heightens communal tensions, and erodes
the courteous traditions of Indian democracy. They see it as majoritarian rhetoric
that prioritises strongman imagery over inclusive governance.

I remain conflicted about this change. On the one hand, | admire the rare trans-
parency — finally, a leader who rises above wordplay and speaks plainly. Such candour
is uncommon in Indian politics. On the other hand, | worry whether this bluntness
is further dividing society.

Yogi Adityanath's no-nonsense, plain-speaking style has redefined Indian politics
ina fundamental way. Ordinary citizens love this language
because it contains no deception and no false | ises. They
feel they have finally found a leader who can place a crim- | The author is an Associate
inal in the dock without looking at caste or religion. Yogi's | Professor at the University
directness reassures the public that the rule of law is being of Delhi. He writes
applied in its true spirit - justice will be the same regardless | "egularly on political and
of the offender’s community. soclal issues

This new idiom has become a model not just for Uttar o dailypioneer
Pradesh but for national politics. The question is no longer @MheDailyPi
whether political language should be soft or harsh, but ° eDayPlonesr
whether itis honest and effective. Yogi has proved that the The Pioneer
courage to call a spade a spade can itselfbecome a power-
ful political force.

Great Nicobar: Between strategic destiny and environmental responsibility

The renewed con-
troversy surround-
ing the 81,000
crore Great Nicobar
holistic develop-
ment project, trig-
gered by Rahul
Gandhi's recent visit
to the island, has
once again brought
into focus a larger
national dilemma:
KRIPA NAUTIYAL how should India

balance environ-
mental concerns with strategic imperatives inan
increasingly contested Indo-Pacific region? The
debate is both necessary and healthy in a democ-
racy. However, what is worrying is the manner in
which some sections are attempting to portray the
project solely as an ecological disaster while com-
pletely ignoring the island’s immense strategic and
economic significance for India's future mar-
itime posture.

Having spent nearly five years in the Andaman
and Nicobar Islands during my service years, | have
often wondered why such a strategically located
territory — situated near one of the world's most
critical maritime chokepoints — remained under-
utilised for decades. Great Nicobar is not merely
another remote island. It is India’s southern sen-
tinel at the mouth of the Malacca Strait, through
which a substantial portion of global trade and
nearly three-fourths of China's energy supplies
transit every year. Any nation with long-term strate-
gicvision would naturally seek to develop critical
infrastructure in such a location. The proposed

projectincludes an international container trans-
shipment terminal at Galathea Bay, a dual-use mil-
itary-civil airport, power infrastructure, and an
integrated township. Critics see environmental
destruction; strategic thinkers see India finally
awakening to maritime realities that regional
powers have understood for decades.

One does not have to travel far to witness how
geopolitics shapes island development. The
Indonesian archipelago, located close to Great
Nicobar, has undertaken extensive maritime and
infrastructure expansion to secure its strategic
interests and economic future. Across Southeast
Asia, nations are rapidly building ports, logistics
hubs, and surveillance infrastructure to strength-
en their position in the Indo-Pacific competition.
India cannot afford strategic hesitation while others
consolidate influence around us.

This is particularly important in the present
geopolitical environment, where maritime com-
petition in the Indian Ocean Region is intensify-
ing. The Andaman and Nicobar Islands provide
India with a natural strategic advantage
unmatched by any other regional power.
To neglect this advantage would be strategically
irresponsible.

Atthe same time, it would be equally irrespon-
sible to dismiss genuine ecological and tribal con-
cerns. Great Nicobar is ecologically fragile, falls in
Seismic Zone V, and hosts rare biodiversity,
including the endangered leatherback turtle. The
Shompen and Nicobarese tribal communities
possess unique cultural identities that deserve the
highest degree of protection and sensitivity.

I have personally been fortunate to interact with
the friendly and dignified Shompen tribals during

several visits to Great Nicobar. Their simplicity, self-
sustaining lifestyle, and deep connection with
nature leave a lasting impression on any visitor.
Development cannot and should not become an

strategic vision. In today’s world, maritime infra-
structure, island territories, logistics hubs, and sur-
veillance systems are central to national security.
India cannot afford to remain strategically con-
strained in the Indo-Pacific region. I am remind-
ed here ofa deeply unfortunate episode from my
own professional experience concerning
Narcondam Island. Based on operational recom-
mendations, the government had approved the
installation of a radar system on this strategical-
ly located island as part of our maritime domain
awareness and static sensor chain.

The proposal had received clearance from the
Ministry of Defence because of its immense
importance for maritime surveillance. However,
in 2012, under pressure from certain environmen-
tal groups and NGOs, the proposal was rejected

excuse for cultural erasure or displace-
ment. However, it is equally important not to
romanticise isolation in a manner that permanent-
ly condemns such regions to underdevelopment
and strategic irrelevance. History shows that
large infrastructure projects inevitably involve
some degree of displacement or ecological alter-
ation. The real test of governance lies in how
responsibly and humanely these challenges are
managed. If rehabilitation becomes necessary, it
must follow internationally accepted norms and
ensure livelihood security, cultural continuity,
healthcare, education, and dignified resettle-
ment. Environmental safeguards too must remain
scientific, parent,and conti monitored.
Development and conservation need not always
be opposing forces if approached with account-
ability. At the same time, opposition to the Great
Nicobar project also reflects a larger lack of

by the Envil Ministry on the grounds that
theisland's hornbill population might face regen-
erative issues due to radar installation in a very
small corner of the island. Consequently, the radar
had to be shifted elsewhere, leading to significant
maritime surveillance gaps in a strategically sen-
sitive region.

This episode remains a classic example ofhow
excessive bureaucratic caution and narrowly
framed environmental objections can sometimes
undermine national security interests. Some
experts believe that non-approval of this radar was
due to pressure from certain external powers
through some voluntary groups. Environmental
protection is undoubtedly essential, but strategic
blindness can prove equally dangerous.

India today stands at a crucial strategic cross-
roads. The Indo-Pacific is rapidly ing as the

maritime expansion, port acquisitions, dual-use
infrastructure projects, and naval outreach across
the Indian Ocean are no longer speculative con-
cerns; they are visible realities. In such an environ-
ment, strengthening the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands is not an option but a necessity.

The Great Nicobar project should therefore not
be viewed through the simplistic binary of “devel-
opment versus environment”. It must instead be
approached as a national mission requiring
balance, scientific planning, transparency, environ-
mental sensitivity, and strategic clarity. Constructive
criticism is valuable. Alarmism that paralyses
national initiatives is not. India's strategic planners
mustensure robust ecological safeguards, protect
tribal rights, and minimise environmental damage.
Yet the nation must also recognise that opportu-
nities of this magnitude are rare, and countries rise
by anticipating future geopolitical realities.

Great Nicobar offers India a major opportunity
to strengthen maritime security, expand region-
al influence, generate employment, and project
power responsibly in the Indo-Pacific.
Debate must continue, but with strategic matu-
rity rather than emotional absolutism. National
development, environmental stewardship, and
tribal welfare are not mutually exclusive. With polit-
ical will and careful planning, India can achieve all
three together.

The author is a retired Additional i
Diectar General of th Incian Coast @) “*YP1°"%"
Guard and has served in the Andaman o @kripanautiyal
and Nicobar region for five years in
various capacities, including @ dr-kripa-nautiyal-
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Informal economy blues

Official data shows overall growth but
manufacturing needs focused attention

NDIA'S GROWTH STORY dependson the health of thevast numberof

unincorporated non-agricultural enterprises — which are not legally

registered as companies — that belong to the informal sector. These

small businesses contribute 28 to 30% of the nation’s outputof goods
and servicesor GDPand 40% of employment.These enterprises are not just
stand-alone entities but also support the incorporated or formal sector by
actingas suppliers and services providers, thereby forming an integral part
of thedomesticvalue chain. The official narrative on thelatest quarterly edi-
tion of the National Statistical Office’s annual survey of unincorporated
enterprises (ASUSE) for January-March 2026 highlights the robust year-on-
year growth of 16.7% in the number of unincorporated enterprises and
15.5%inemployment. Thisindicates“healthylabourmarket growth”in the
informal sector which is a major provider ofjobs in the economy.

However, these key metrics must be considered overalonger period toas-
sess the health of the informal sector, especially manufacturing, as it has
borne the brunt of various shocks that have buffeted the economy.Whilethe
January-March 2026 numbersare largely driven by the unincorporatedser-
vices,manufacturingdeservesattentionasitwashit by Covid-19 and earlier
disruptionslike demonetisationwhich took high-value notes out of circula-
tion in November 2016 and the implementation of the goods and services
taxinJuly 2017.As cashaccounts forabulkof transactions,demonetisation
struck a body blow to informal manufacturing enterprises who downed
shutters,forcing dailywage earnerstoreturn totheirvillages. Therewere 1.1
million fewer workers even a decade later, according to ASUSE 2025, as
against 36 million before demonetisationin 2015-16,althoughenterprises
were marginally up by 8.6%.

Although the January-March 2026 numbers indicate growth in unin-
corporated manufacturing enterprises and employment, their relative
importance shrank to 27% from 28% in January-March 2025. There is no
warrant to infera nascent recovery considering the plight of the handloom
and handicraftindustrythat are exemplars of informal manufacturing. This
segment supports nearly 6.5 million establishments employing 11.3 mil-
lion workers, which would be 26 to 28% of the total 24.8 million informal
manufacturingenterpriseswith 40.6 million workers.Asurveyof this sector
in six states by the Institute for Human Development and the Crafts Coun-
cil of India found that most handloom and handicraft units operated ona
small home-based scale and reported declining production over the past
decade.The lot of workers was no betterwith a gross valueadded perworker
0f¥270aday,whichis below the prescribed minimum wages.

While the latest quarterly dataindicates animpressive services-led gro-
wth of enterprises and employment, a nuanced picture emerges on un-
incorporated manufacturing that hasn’t fully recovered from the shocks
overthe past decade. Unincorporated trading enterprises have done nobet-
tereitherwhen compared toJanuary-March 2025.The travails of the hand-
loom and handicraft industry must be captured better in ASUSE data for
focused policyattention.The Ministry of Statistics and Programme Imple-
mentatwnls Ieponedlywﬂlmg to incorporate sector-specific suggestions
toi larand actionable datafor this seg-
ment. Thisisa stcp inthe right direction s itwill more accurately reflect
the health of the informal economy, especially manufacturing. The official
narrative will then be better informed as to whether the sector is showing
resilience or continuing stress.

DeepSeek is now running
three Al races at once

WHEN DEEPSEEK RELEASED its highlyanticipated V4 model last month, it landed
notwith anew“Sputnikmoment”
and global markets shrugged_

The muted reaction made sense on the surface. V4 Pro may be the most capable
Chinese model released to date, according to an analysis by the US National Institute
for Standards and Technology. But the same research found that the gap between
DeepSeek and American frontier Al was widening, not shrinking. The model lagged

S THE INSOLVENCY and
Bankruptcy Code (IBC) co-
mpletes 10years,one criti-
cism continues to domi-
nate Lhe public discourse.
e i goe:
aregoing The criticismi
emotionally appea]mg Asystem that lig-
uidates more firms than it rescues appe-
ars,at ﬁxst glance, tohave failed in preser-
jobs.But the criticism
m:sunderstands theinsolvency law.

In many cases, liquidation is evidence
of the ﬁamewazk funcucnmg exacﬂy as
intended.A
tv

@ ADECADE OF IBC
INDIA MAY NOW BE READY FOR DIRECT LIQUIDATION PATHWAYS AS THE SYSTEM MATURES

Why exit matters?

MS SAHOO
RAGHAY PANDEY

Respectively Emeritus Fellow, Insolvency Law
Academy, and former Chairperson, 1BB; and
Director, Post Graduate Insolvency Programme,
National Law University, Delhi

ficient firms, innovation displacestheold
order,and resources must c

viability, not from mstxtutmnal discom-
fortwithli d mar-

@ Al EPICENTRE

Nvidia CEO Jensen Huang

Taiwan is the epicentre of the Al revolution. This is
where the chips come, packaging comes, this is
where the systems are made, this is where Al
supercomputers were created

value,and had little prospect of revival.
Expecting such firms to be revived
through insolvencyresolutionisamisun-
derstanding of both economicsand com-
mercial reality. In such cases, continued
attemptsat revival only delay value reali-
sation, increase costs, and trap scarce
resources in unproductive enterprises.
The effects of the rescue orientation
. Li ionrat-
es have moderated in recent years. Howe-
ver, thecostof

move towards more productive uses.
Yet India appears to have over-inter-
nahsed the case for rescue, but under-

lly legiti It must d the l of exit. Insti-
rescuevi turin, tutional practice increasingly displays a
Butit mustalsocl iabl i P e for revival over liquidation.

sothatcapital,labour,land,and entrepren-
eurial energy move to more productive

Successive amendments have progres-
sively widened the rescue window, while

thatacompany
concern value, they will pmduce acredi-
bleresolution plan. Iftheydonot, liquida-
tion should follow swiftly and efficiently.

The perception that India liquidates

ively is unsupp by comp

tive evidence.As of March 2025,4,422
companies had completed the corporate

uses. judicial treatliquidation insolvency resolution process. Of these,
rving firms, butt reallocat- asalast | 1,419endedi plan:
ing: i iententer- resort. Thisri: ingthe i while 3,003 proceeded to liquidation.
prises towards more competitive ones. logic of insolvencylaw. These numbers are not unusual. Mature
Ec i ised that i lawisnotto insolvency jurisdictions such as the US,

productivity growth in dynamic econo-
mies a.nses ftom “creative destruction”,
firmse: |tandrpmnrr?

preserve compames atall

the UK,and Australia report

rises. An insolvency framework that
systematically discourages exit risks
weakening productivity growth itself. A
market economy requires not only the
freedom to succeed, but also an orderly

mechanism to fail.
The IEC was enacted precisely to
Rpfnm’)ﬂl 6,India’s

vation-oriented. Laws such as Lhe Sick
lndusmal Compames Act trapped firms

bothti it V-
ation.Theaverage time toarriveatareso-
lution planin 2025-26 was 886 days.Sim-
ilarly, the value realised under resolution
plans during January-March 2026 was
only 23% of admitted claims. The trend
underscoresanimportant reality: noteve-
rydist bleofrescue.

Asthesystem matures,lndsa maynow
be ready for differentiated insolvency
pathways. At present, every corporate
debtor must first undergo the resolution
process, and liquidation follows only ifit

plan.

But many firms are manifestly beyund

insol-
vency.Requiring such firms to undergoa
full resolution process merely delays the
inevitable, erodes value, increases costs,
and burdens institutional capacity.
Several mature jurisdictions, includ-
ingthe US, permit direct liquidation proc-
eedingswhere rescue iscommerciallyun-

costs,but ial similar,and in some cases
distress ly.Where a The IBC's high i

oS- must be measured !.lqludatlons within formal
cue creates value because by whether th insolvency systems.
the firm possesses “going y whetl E‘: - ‘This is because formal
concernsurplus’,theaddi-  system efficiently  insolvency ~everywhere
tional value from keeping preserves viable deals primarily with the
asset_s,emp}oyees,mstomer businesses and most distressed subset of
relationships, and orga- N firms. Most ﬁna.nually
nisationalsystems together, Closes unviable ones  troupled
But where this surplus no  ee—————  distress outside court

longer exists, liquidation
becomes economically desirable. Repea-
ted attempts to revive unviable firms

in attempts,
even where there was little prospect of
revival. Capital remained locked in unpro-

weaken credn r.hsaplme and createenter-

through refinancing, res-
tructuring, asset sales, or negotiated set-
tlements.Firms that eventually enter for-
mal insolvency are usually those where
pnvate rescue efforts have already failed,

realistic.Indiashould seriously considera

similar {mmework. Aﬂawi.ng cmditors oe

unviable firms directly i mm lxquxdatmn
would preserve value,accelerate resource
reallocation, reduce process costs, and
allow the insolvency system to focus its

prises that survive without

iabilityisser

The success of the IBC should not be
by how many firms are kept

alive. It should be measured by whether
the system efﬂclently preserves viable
Res-

ductive o_nterpuses bad loans accumu- ness.Therei: moralhazard ful. C ly, liquidation rates are

lated,and b bal- Ifmar i 1solvency naturally highacross jurisdicti

ance sheetsweakened. law will systematically prioritise preser- The condition of firms entering the
The IBC mtraduced afundamentally vation over exit, the disciplining effectof | [BCisth itical.A proportion

different time-bound, mar- of firms proceeding to li were

ket-driven process where creditors and
investors determine whether a business
deservesrevival or exit. It recognised that
failure is inherent in a competmve mar-
keteconomy.

insolvency weakens, Credit allocation
bec

fficient,lend mor

already defunct before e‘ntermg insol-

cautious,

vency.O:s

the costthrough tightercredit conditions
and higher capital constraints. Rescue

alueof
pofthecl

them.

cue should emerge from genuine eco-
nomic viability, not from policy anxiety
aboutclosure. Liquidation is notapathol-
ogyof’ msolvencylaw butan integral part

should emerge from genuine

Four-fifths had ceased operations years
i i m

of market:

A new lexicon of Indo-US ties

HARSH V PANT

Vice President, studies and foreign policy,
Observer Research Foundation

The significance of Rubio’s visit lies in what it reveals about

changing global politics: India-US partnership today is driven

not by sentimentality but by converging structural interests

MARCO RUBIO'S FIRST visit to India as
US Secretary of State this week was never

fortheWestandits partn-

ers The us has increasingly sougbl “frie-

a maritime security, strategic
technologies, and couuter terrorism

meant to produce dramatic headli

transfor Atamo-

topSilicon month:

and math, the N‘(STsaJd DeepSeek’s Rl modd released last year,was onlyabout three
months behind. But the Hangzhou-based lab is no longerjust trying to catch up, it's
now trying to run three Al races at once.

Company leaders are chasing artificial general mtelhgance, orbuﬂdmg systems
thatcanmatchorsur Silicon
Valley.To get global users hooked on low-cost nffcnngs,DeepSeek hasalso collapsed
the price of advanced AL And the firm is trying to push China towards a future less
dependent on American chips.The quesnon now is whether thcse three ambitions
canreinforce pull th

DeepSeeksaid on that it was making a 7 5% discount onits
latest model that was initially set to expire at the end of the month. That effectively
makes running V4 Proabout 12 times cheaper than OpenAl’s GPT-5.5 and some 19
times cheaper than Anthropic PBC’s Claude Opus 4.7, according to a breakdown by
third-party benchmarker Artificial Ana]ysxs For developers, it begs the question of
why pay somuch when“g cheaper.

That 's a challenge to Silicon Valley, but it’s just as
muchathreatathome, Chinese Al firms werealready
locked ina bruising race for users, with pnces falling

looking ome

ment when India-US ties had begun to
show signs of strain under President Tr-
ump s renewed “America Fust’ onentat-

"ar with trusted

Importantly, the Quad continues toav-
oid the language of formal alliance-buil-
ding. Thi ibilityis what gives the bloc

undersc g scope ofbilat-
2 Theiivitati ey

strategic actors and Indiais uni po-

sitioned i in lhxs framework. Néw Dnl.hl

mineral potential,a

growing industrial base, and political
illing W < A

by Rubio to Prime Minister Narendra
Modi to visit the White House signalled
Washmgtousdesuem ‘maintain political

ighest levels.

ion, in

durability. India, in particular, remains
deeply uncomfortable with treaty-based
securitystructuresthat could constrainits
strategicautonomy. Instead, the Quad fu-

nctionsasa mechamsm km' issue-based

an exercise in strategic The
stops in Kolkata, Agra, Jaipur, and New
Delhi were choreographed not merely as
diplomatic engagements, but as symbols
of continuity in a relationship that both

w for gning
against Beijing. For India, the agreement
offers access to technology, investment,

Yetwhatisstri therelation-
ship today is the degree to which it has
moved beyond traditional defence coop-

racies seeking to shape the Indo-! Paclﬁc
balancewithout provoking military conf-

able to their geopolitical ambitions.
Since Trump’s return to the White Ho-

use,Indiahad

ington’s tariff-heavy
renewed transactionalism in trade nego-
tiations, and signs of outreach towards
both Pakistanand China — developments
that genemted familiar. auxletu:s about

liability. India’s

an e
nvals hadjust begun trymg topersuade customersto
paymore for theirservices. DeepSeek made that trend
much harder tosustain.

munity has long understood that whde
the US views India as an important part-
ner, Washington’s globa] pnontles can

The tactic appears to be luring global
DeepSeek‘sW Flash model topped this month’sranL
ingofl
of data processed byamodel, often usedasa proxyfcr

to data from Op
dataset captures just a slice of Al hablts but lswu:lely
watched becauseit is one of the fewavallable

Butthediscount question. D closed
that costs would fall sharply once anew supplyuf ‘Huawei Technologies’. Ascend 950
chips came online later this year — though it has not said whether that explains the
latest cut. If domestic hardware is enabling the price-slashing, that would suggest
that China can build advanced Al with less reliance on American chips.And it might
explain why the per gapwithUS

DeepSeek’s latest release didn’t trigger last year’s market panic in part because

i u.-mpnuuuuhasn ncap(‘hmpwu iquif AndDeepSeek

sno(hkelytoun eat. OpenAlinsidel:
Th crutinystillattached de-in-Chinais real,espe-
c:allywhcn the US and China still treat the technology as a contest for strategic
reliability, trust ascost.

But forstartups, developers,and even governments in the rest of the world, price
is often the main constraint. DeepSeek’s ultra-low-cost Al becomes the pragmatic
choi dasoft-powerwin for' -weightapproach,
meaning the latest model can be downloaded and run locally by users with the nec-
essary hardware, italso eases at least some privacy concerns.

There is a popular narrauve that Chinese tech ﬁrms are less AGI-obsessed than
theirSilicon it.L ZhipuAlto
Alibaba Group Huldmg and now DeepSeek h AGlasan ove hi

i . Whetherit’sachievable in the US or China remains an open question.

CATHERINE
THORBECKE

Bloomberg

Shlﬁqwu yde gondo pol-

fore aimed less at announcing a new era
and moreat preventing strategic drift.
The most substantive outcome was
the signing of the framework on critical
minerals. Though technical in appearan-

major energy consumer but as a strategic
market forAmerican LN d oil exports.

and integration into strategic erationi technolog- The of the Quad
industries. icaland iti Critical Minerals Initiati dthe
The is on trade and energy Indiaalsoused theopportunitytoraise strategiclogicvisible in thebilateral India-
coopmnondtmng Rubio’s concerns about tighter US USagreement.Across Indo-Pacific,supply
visital damutual visarules,apoliticallysensi- ~ chains have become instruments of
Wash- recognition t.hat econon‘uc New Delhi values tiveissue. Unlike manyot- geopolitical competition. Control over
ic policies, tensions cannot . . her strategic par technolog ture,and strategic
tooverwhelmbroaderstra- ‘(‘:!osle.r ties with India-US ties possess a subA resources is now central tostatecraft.
tegic e. Rubio’s but stantial societal dxmensmn The broader significance of Rubio’s
efforttoreassureIndianle-  remains unwilling thatnﬂﬂn i inwhatit reveal thechang-
adersabout progresstowa- ¢ b part of Rubio’s mgnature of global politics. The India-US
rdsabroadertradearrange- acknowledgment of people- partnership today is driven not by senti-
ment was politically any overt treaty- to-people ties reflected an mentality but by converging structural
significant,evenifconcrete based inginWashing-  interests. Both countries recognise the
outcomesremainlimited.  — 011 that immigration curbs, challenge posed by China’s rise, both seek
Energy emerged as if mishandled, could gener- resilient supply chains, technological
anotheri i ion of the dis- ate unnecessary friction. competitiveness,andastable Indo-Pacific
cussions. With instability in West Asia, Rubio’s participation in the Quad For- maritime order.Yet both remain cautious
global energy markets remain deeply eign Ministers'MeetingaddedawiderIn- about overcommitment.
volatile. The US sees India not onlyas a do-Pacificdi to the visit, helping ForIndia contin-

inject fresh mumentum intoa grouping
thathad inrecentmo-

ce, thy carriesp Newnalh hil itsdeli-
litical implications. In many ways, it cap- ingact secu-
tures the central logic underpinning nty th.rough dlversnﬁed u-nports while
India-L he litical entangl
search for resilient supply chai itsidl ment. The c on energy coop-
Chmesedommance Rareearthsand criti- emtmn lughhghted howIndia-| UStiesare
cal rate- lcula-

gicspace that oil did dunng the ColdWar.
China’s near-monopoly over critical
‘mineral maj-

txons ratherthan 1deolog1ca] affinity.
Defence and strategic cooperation
i thevisit'sagenda. Dis-

THE EDITOR

Semicon ambition

Apropos of "Beyond chip plants” (FE,
May 27), the Tata Electronics-ASML
partnership for the Dholera fabrication
plantis a crucial step towards building

nths. The announcements on maritime
security, port infrastructure, undersea
cable: d it

gradual transformanon into a platform
for practical cooperation. The proposed
joint port pm]ect inFiji, forexample, refl-
ectsthe Quad’s infr-

uestodefine foreign policy thinking. New
Delhi values closer ties with Washington
but remains unwilling to become part of
any overt treaty-based engagement. For
the US, Indla is md]spensable but also

frustrati Thi is
unlikelyto dlsappear.

Rubio’s visit may not have altered the

trategicland butit rein-

astructure d.\p]omacym the Pacific Islan-
ds,aregion where Chinese influence has
expanded steadily over the past decade.

| resilience. R

devell t. Building IP and high-

means reducing vulnerability in critical
sectors through deeper capability
creation. India should focus strongly
on chip design, semiconductor R&D
ecosystems, and advanced skill

end technological expertise must
become national priorities. Greater
international partnerships can
accelerate innovation and strengthen
domestic capabilities. Only a

forced the underlymg tra;ectoryof oneof
the 21st century’s most consequential
partnerships.

comprehensive ecosystem
approach can make India globally
competitive in semiconductors.
—PV Prakash, Mumbai
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o A thought for today
Suppose the stars are just our grief
reflected back to us
VICTORIA CHANG, poem

Yin & Yang Of Quad

India needs more FDI from Chinese companies, while
doing more for Indo-Pacific. Learn from Southeast Asia

peaksoftlyand carryabigstick’isan adage attributed to Theodore
Roosevelt. With Quad foreign ministers’ meeting in New Delhi
this week, the India-US-Japan-Australia grouping appeared to

be channelling the spirit of the former US president. The meeting
resulted in a series of initiatives in areas such as critical minerals,
energy security, and maritime surveillance. There’salsoa plan to build
aport in Fiji. Of course, the elephant in the room is China, which was
quick to denounce the Quad meeting as an exclusive clique.

India, foritspart,hasbeen clear that Quad isnot directed against
any third country. That’s clever. Managing China requires India to
walk a tricky tightrope, juggling historical territorial issues, economic
interdependencies, and regional strategic questions. This is where
India needs its own version of ‘speak softly and carry a big stick’.
A sweet spot that smartly combines economic enticements and
strategic national security guardrails. In March, GOI approved

Press Note 2 to allow non-controlling
ﬁ stakes of up to 10% in Indian firms,
=N without prior govt approval. It also
pitched a 60-day expedited approval
process for investments in priority
= manufacturingsectors. Bothwithaneye
) toaccelerating FDIfrom China.

| 1 Note, China hasnever been amajor
ohitbites il in sourceof FDIfor India-amere $2.5bn
between April 2000 and Dec 2025. It's not that Chinese companies
are shy of investing. But the fact is, despite recent loosening of
rules, India still isn't attractive enough for large investments,
especially in manufacturing - from poor infra to weak enforcement
of contracts. And then there are the soft issues - ease of living
and working, quality urban spaces, and recreational facilities
that entice foreign companies to set up shop. Anecdotally, Japanese

businesses don’t invest in countries without quality golf courses.

Without serious Chinese FDI inflows in non-strategic sectors,
China is more likely to view India from the prism of regional
strategic calculus, where our interests don't often align. But higher
FDIinflows will force Beijingto think in terms of win-win strategic
partnership. Conversely, without a fast-growing economy, India
can't domore for the Indo-Pacific anyway, when it comes to tamping
down on China’s hegemonic tendencies. New Delhi should learn
from Southeast Asia — Chinese FDI inflows into Asean rose from
less than $4bn in 2010 to $17bn in 2023, despite all their differences.
Even Philippines, with its strident opposition to China in South
China Sea, is selectively receiving Chinese investments in its infra
projects. Time India steps up its own game.

Look Up. Stop

The stars whisper, why the heck are we killing each
other? Our borders are invisible from space

rowing up in a Manipur village, Ronaldo Laishram would
G spend nights looking up at the stars. Children have done
this for a long time. Maybe even those who roamed African
savannas where Homo sapiens evolved. Maybe even the questions
that the stars make us whisper have remained the same: What is
all of this, and what am I doing in it? Now leading a research team
at the National Astronomical Observatory of Japan, Laishram can
attempt theanswersinanepistemic way. He'sfound a12.6bn yearold
galaxy protocluster and chosen to name it after Manipur’s beloved
Loktak Lake. Alongwuh thisstarkreflection: “Earth is very small...and

herewearekillingeach other.”

Scientists arrive at this perspective,
both peering into the far corners of space
from down here, and looking back at
Earth from up there. On one side, Apollo
14 astronaut Edgar Mitchell called the
profound cognitive shift experienced
while viewing Earth from space, “instant
global consciousness”. On the other, when
Voyager 1 took the famous ‘Pale Blue Dot”

image of this pla.net in 1990, from some 6.4bn km away, it made Carl
Sagan call out the terribleabsurdity of inhabitantsof one corner of
this pixel visiting endless cruelties on the scarcely distinguishable
inhabitants of some other corner. The Subaru and James Webb
telescopes that Laishram works with today are capturing different
data, with the same message. “Look again at that dot. That’s here.
That's home. That’s us.” The borders we kill for are invisible from
stardistance. They don’t exist inany cosmic sense.

Plus, for all our searching, we have yet to find life anywhere else.
Meaning, a) what we have here isextraordinarily rare, and b)nobody
willbe coming torebuild what our wars destroy. But if thinkinglike
this begins with gazingat thestars, and we can nolonger see them inour
cities, are even the seeds of peace becomingan endangered species?
(4 E 9 t
From ‘Euw!’ to awe
How do cockroaches feel about CJP fuss?
Bachi Karkaria

In1916, columnist Don Marquis created ‘archy’ the cockroach.
A free-verse poet in its past life, it clambered on the
newspaper’s typewriter at night to write about surviving
New York with mehitabel, an alley cat who fancied herself to
be Cleopatra reincarnated. He couldn’t master the shift key,
so archy wrote minus capitals. By merging the two, we can
say that reviled roach has been reborn as that queen who reduced emperors
to jelly. The CJP, ‘archy-tect’ of the current brouhaha, has ‘mastered’ the
‘capital’. Dilli is trying to stamp on, spray and generally respond like aam
Jjanata does when areal cockroach crosses its path.

So I used what Parsis call ‘kasari na kaan’ (super-sharp cockroach ears)
to listen in on my creepy, un-evictable tenants. Bro-roaches preened at the
newfound attention like first-time MLAs. Nymphs squealed in delight like

. the SoBokind at getting a mention from stand-ups. A litigious type,
@ . long antennae quivering, demanded, ‘How dare that upstart CJP
</

exploit our assiduously built brand without paying a crumb? Let's
sue itfor ID theft/copyright violation/cultural appropriation.”
Supporting this ‘fight’ not instinctive ‘flight’, a gully boy
.. . rappedalaRanveerSingh, Kaun bola, mujhsena hopayega?/
erratica Kaun bola?/Kaun bola?!/ Abapna time aa gaya! Dissing those
—————— who said the crushed can't do it, he proposed a Youth Front.
‘Ours will be a party with a difference. We don't change colours when crossing
the floor; we've retained our brown-black ideology for millennia. Plus, we
never claim to end corruption whilefeeding off everything we can.’

Ascarred veteran crawled out todrawl, ‘Oi, bachcha. cockroaches and nefas
are same-to-shame. We survived every extinction era; they swagger out of
every national crisis. We squeeze through impossible gaps; they squeeze
into ideological opposites. We thrive in the dark; they thrive by keeping public
in the dark. We both scurry away when the light is switched on. And,’ he asked
smugly, ‘what do we both fear most?’ Everyone shuddered, ‘Chappals”

w0k

Alec Smart said, “In Gymkhanas today, there’s more weight-throwing
than weight-lifting.”

Yes SIR, But Also No SIR

Good that SC recognised voting as a constitutional right. But, for that to have meaning,
ensuring inclusion in voter rolls must be EC’s positive duty. And the burden of justifving
exclusion must shift to it. The judgment doesn’t address that

Aditya Prasanna Bhattacharya

Supreme Court yesterday
upheld EC's Special
Intensive Revision (SIR)
of electoral rolls in
Bihar The judgment
answers four questions:
whether EC had the power to conduct
SIR, whether that power was exercised
proportionately, whether the procedure
violated the statutory scheme, and
whether EC can scrutinise citizenship
of voters, Oneach count, the courtruled
in EC’s favour, except to say EC can't
be the final arbiter of citizenship. So,
Bihar SIR stands, and what SC has
sanctioned will now be repeated
across the country.

On a positive note, this is the first
time that SC, in a majority opinion
bearing directly on the franchise of
individual voters in direct elections,
has recognised the right to vote as a
“constitutional right”, not merely a
statutory one. This is a welcome
departure from the orthodox position.
For decades, SC treated voting as a
mere statutory right, giving Parliament
and EC wide discretion over its content
and conditions.

But this elevation is immediately
drained of consequence. The courtholds
that compliances, such as documentary
verification, do not, by themselves,
infringe the right to vote. The relevant
question, so the court says, is only
whether compliances are so onerous
that they negate the right altogether.
This is the same deferential standard
that a statutory right would attract.

A constitutional right, on the other
hand, should do much more. It should
impose a positive duty on EC to ensure
inclusion, and shift the burden of
justifying exclusion onto it. It should
recognise that the right to vote is
impaired not only when it is abolished,
but also when citizens are made to

navigate burdensome or uncertain
procedures to retain it. The judgment
does none of this.

T
constitutional principle - free and fair
elections - as the primary justification
for SIR. In Bihar, approximately 47L
voters were excluded from the final
roll. EC justified this in the name of
electoral integrity. SC accepted this
argument, relyingon EC's “institutional
expertise”. Thereis, of course, nodispute
that clean electoral rolls are essential to
electoral legitimacy. But when integrity
of the roll is treated as a value that can
override rights of individual voters,
“free and fair elections” is invoked
not to safeguard the franchise, but to
justify its curtailment.

This is a persistent structural
problem. The Constitution gives EC
enormous powers under Article 324.
Over the years, SC has read this
provision very liberally, treating
EC as the institutional guarantor
of freeand fair elections.
But empowering the
guarantor of elections
is not the same as
protecting the rights of
voters. An EC which
has a lot of power but no
responsibility to protect a
voter, is akin to a gatekeeper
whose only job is to keep
peopleout.

On the legal architecture
of SIR, SC effectively gives EC
a blank cheque. It is free to
conduct sweeping, state-wide

re-verification ~exercises
whenever it considers
necessary, with broad

procedural discretion, and
only the softest judicial
constraints. While SC
repeatedly acknowledges the
importance of safegnards,
all it asks is whether

some safeguards exist on paper, and
not whether they are robust enough to
protect the franchise.
OneareawhereSCdoesdrawaline is
citizenship. It holds that while EC may
conductalimited inquiry intocitizenship
for electoral purposes, it cannot finally
determine who is or is not a citizen.
Exclusion from the roll Jus( means
inability to vote, not loss of ci

decide the issue before the next election.
This prevents SIR from becoming a
backdoor citizenship determination
exercise. Whether this will work in
practiceremainstobeseen.

The deeper difficulty is that the
judgment departs from the historical
logic of Indian democracy. The story of
universal adult franchise in India is one

of inclusion. T from

If a person’s name has been deleted
fromthe2003roll because EC thinks they
are not a valid citizen, it must refer the
matter tothe competent authority under
the Citizenship Act, 1955, which should

3% under Government of India Act, 1919
to 20% under the 1935 Act, and then to
universal adult suffrage under the
Constitution. The preliminary electoral
rolls for the first general elections were
prepared under the draft Constitution
even before any statute existed, because
the framers regarded the franchise as
a constitutional necessity that could
not wait for ordinary legislation.
The mshtutwm] designof ECreﬂected
Asingle,
EC was preferred because the drafters
g  had discovered that provincial govts
were attempting to disenfranchise
vulnerablegroups. The Commission
was given constitutional statusnot
tocreateanefficientbureaucracy
but to prevent exclusion.
This judgment appears to
invert that founding logic. It
places the burden on the citizen
toprovetheir place in theelectorate,
rather than on the state to justify
their removal. It privileges the
EC's constitutional power while
givingshort shrift to the individual
voter's constitutional right.
SC reached the right conclusion
onthestatusof therighttovote. Buta
| constitutional right that imposes no

duty
EC, and melts away the moment “free
and fair elections” is invoked, is of
limited use tomillions of voters, who
may find themselves on the wrong
sideof the nextrevision exercise.
The writer is a research scholar at
University of Cambridge

East Bengal, Arsenal & What Football Still Means To Us

Yes, the game is now a shiny product that’s marketed. Yes, following EPL teams shows colonisation of our
imagination. But, when teams your heart heats for become champs, you feel something that can’t be bought

Arghya Sengupta

Thereisaspecifictypeof joyexperienced

only by supporters of clubs that win

something, after a very long time,

This is joy tinged with disbelief,

always panicked, as though it could
5N slip away, any moment. East Bengal
and Arsenal — league champions in the same season,
after 22 years. Mere coincidence? The mathematics of
this is so precise as to feel deliberate, as though some
bored god of sporting symmetry shook off his ennui
and decided it was time for the wait to end. For
many like me, it feels too good to be true. Is it real,
or will it, somehow, be taken away?

East Bengal comes first, for thousands of us,
the way things inherited, rather than chosen,
always do. The red and gold was my mother’s club
before it was mine. The Maidan in the monsoon,
Sukumar Samajpati steaming down the flank.
Syed Nayeemuddin coaching the club to glory.
Chima Okorie scoring for fun. Krishanu Dey’s
wizardry. Names spoken with reverence usually
reserved for deities. You don't choose a club like
this. It chooses you through blood.

Arsenal arrived later, on cable television, yet
another gift of Empire: the ability to beam the
English game into living rooms across former
territories. Nicolas Anelka moved through defences
with the arrogance of a man who knew he was
better than his peers. Tony Adams put his head on
the line on every corner and free kick. This wasn't
about Empire, broadcasting rights, or a new global
order. It was about the beautiful game capable of
providingjoy like little else could. I was hooked.

This is why the Arsenal title this season produced
forme somethmg the East Bengal titledid not. A charge

satisfaction fromafranchise 5,000 miles away.

Indian football did not fail its fans through bad
luck. It failed them through decades of extraordinary
institutional indifference. Federation politics as blood
sport. Infra an afterthought, player safety and welfare,
incidental. This is why a generation of fans took to
Arsenal, and other Premier League clubs as if they
were our own. It was never Arsenal, it was always “us”.
East Bengal slowly faded from active adda, though
never from memory.

This is the colonised imagination doing what it
was built to do. Premier League‘semotional reach into

the Global South is not an accident of quality, but
a consequence of money spent on broadeast deals,
and the long shadow of English cultural hegemony.
Understanding this changed nothing for me.
Martinelli ran through and scored on the break,
and evervthm;, else seemed irrelevant. East Bengal's

of feelingarrivingfr remote.
At one level, this was genuinely sad - not personal
sadness, but the structural sadness of an Indian
ively
catastrophic, so consistently failed, that some of its
own supporters found their deepest emotional

too, did nothappen by chance. A corporate
group arrived with the energy of capital that has
identified undervalued assets. ISL's project — the

logic. Which is that the only way to make Indian
football legible to modern sporting gaze is to purchase
thatlegibility from the global marketplace.

But there was a version of Indian football, and
football everywhere, in which the game was not a
product seeking a market, but a community seeking
expression. In which Maidan derbies weren't ‘content”
for streaming platforms, but secular ritual, a way of
being Bengali in public - loud, unmanageable and
quarrelsome.

Similarly, Nick Hornby went to his first Arsenal
game because his father took him - the years that
followed, an extended consequence of oneafternoon.
It isn't as if these don't happen in modern-day
football. It's just that they're mere sideshows to
the spectacle of a global financial project to sell
video games and merchandise, in which 22 players
alsokicka ball around, producing magic.

There is a song from Dhanni Meye — a Bengali
movie classic of rival football clubs, lives lived in
argumentative proximity - that describes what
sport actually is beneath the economics. It's about
community as asite of belonging.

Can sport still be centred around parents and
children walking to grounds that belong to them
or fellow supporters - not to private equity - in
cities where the club is woven into local grammar,
not parachuted in by franchise agreement? The
honest answer is that capital won this argument
afew decades ago.

What remains is to find inside the sponsored
kit and broadcast deal, human moments money can
underwrite, but not manufacture. That astonishment
when David Raya made yet another impossible save
against West Ham United. The moment of brilliance
from Edmund Lalrindika in Kolkata derby. The
collective chant of East Bengal supporters.

After22year e inLondon,

India, a father or a mother is explaining to their <_h1.ld
the momentousness of this occasion, passing down

franchise model, the marquee signings, the
production values that no longer look like they're
assembled during a power cut - follows the same

that cannot be bought. Atleast, not yet.
The writer is an East Bengal and Arsenal fan, in no
particularorder
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When One Flew Over The Gilded

Cage

Farida Khanam

nordinary moment can sometimes

open the door toan extraordinary

insight. This happened recently
when one of my birds, asmall bajri tota,
suddenly flew out of its cage.

Itall happened within seconds. The
bird managed to open the cage door and
disappeared before i could react. Lhad
always believed that such a small bird
would not beable tofly far or fast. But
reality proved otherwise. Istood there,
looking from one tree to another, trying
totrace its path, hoping to catch a glimpse
of itagain. But it wasgone.

Inthat brief experience, itfeltas
though i had witnessed a small example
of amuch larger truth. The image of
the bird escaping its cage brought to
mind the condition of the human soul.
Justasthe bird had been confined

withina cage, the soul exists within
the human body. contained and limited.

this world becomes clear beyond it.
‘The bird’s sudden flight mirrored

Over time, we b to
this condition that we begin to assume
it is permanent. The physical world
feels real and final. We live as though
what we see isall that exists.
Yet, life gently reminds
us that this isnot the whole
story. Quran points to this
reality ina profound yet
simple way: “Every soul
shall tastedeath” (Quran
3:185). The verse does not
describe deathasanend,

thisidea. Itsdi ance did not

‘mean that it ceased to exist. It simply

moved beyond my field of vision.

In the same way, whena person dies,

the soul does not vanish; it passes

intoarealm thatlies beyond
human perception.

Despite all advances in
= science and technology, the
boundary between the seen
and the unseenremains

ct. In fact, such moments

inta
THE SPEAKING TREE invite us tonoti

butasatransition,an
experience that every soul must undergo.
In: another place, it is said: “You were

f this; now W
from you your covering, and your sight
today is sharp” (Quran 50:22). This
suggests that what appears hidden in

weoften overlook - that life
is not merely about possession, but
about passage. We hold things fora
while, we experience them, and then
they move on. Whetheritisabird.a
moment, or even life itself, everything
ispartof alarger flow.

They also quietly remind us of the
need for preparedness. If deathisa
transitionrather thanan end, then it
calls for consciousliving. Quran states:
“Whoever does an atom’s weight of
good will see it” (Quran 99:7). This
pointstoaccountability, where human
actions carry lasting significance.
‘What we do here shapes what
follows beyond.

Suchmoments invite us torethink
ourassumptions. They encourage us to
live with greater awareness, humility,
and purpose. If life in this world is
temporary, then ouractions here carry
adeeper significance; they are part of
alarger, continuingstory.

Intheend, whatappearstousasan
ending may, in fact, be the beginning of
another phase, hidden from our senses.

The writer is chairperson, Centrefor
Peace and Spirituality International
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Capital Exit

or years, India’s economic narrative rested on a simple
promise: the world's fastest-growing large economy
would inevitably become the natural destination for
global capital. Yet an increasingly important question is
now emerging from within India’s own corporate sector. If India
is truly the next great investment frontier, why are so many
Indian companies deploying their biggest bets abroad? The
answer lies not in nationalism or corporate disloyalty, but in
economics. A visible shift is underway in India Inc’s investment
behaviour. Major conglomerates and mid-sized firms alike are
increasingly acquiring foreign companies, establishing overseas
manufacturing bases and diversifying into dollar-linked assets.
On paper, these moves reflect confidence and global ambition.
In reality, many of them are also hedges against domestic
uncertainty. That distinction matters. The Indian economy today
presents a paradox. Corporate profitability has improved sharply
since the pandemic, stock markets remain elevated and the
government continues to offer incentives for manufacturing and
infrastructure expansion. Yet private sector investment inside
India remains weaker than expected. Consumption growth has
become uneven, job creation remains fragile and domestic
demand has not kept pace with the optimistic projections
surroundmg the country’s long-term growth story. Indian
corpora s are ing rationally to these signals. For many
firms, investing abroad increasingly offers advantages that India
still struggles to consistently provide: easier access to financing,
stable regulatory frameworks, proximity to Western markets and
protection against trade disruptions. In a world shaped by tariff
wars, supply-chain fragmentation and geopolitical uncertainty,
overseas acquisitions are no longer vanity projects. They are
insurance policies. The trend also reflects a deeper psychological
transition within India’s business elite. Two decades ago,
outbhound acquisitions by Indian companies were often framed
as symbols of national arrival. Today’s expansion appears less
cLlmelory and more defensive. Companies are diversifying
jurisdictional risk, currency exposure and future revenue
i families increasingly educate, live and
following that globalisation of mindset.
This does not mean India is facing economic collapse. Far from i
Several Indian firms are becoming globally competitive
multinational players with genuine technological and managerial
capabilities. Access to foreign research, brands and distribution
networks can strengthen Indian companies in the long run.
But the larger :lg,l’ml cannot be ignored. When domestic
c chor y over large
domestic expansion, it allgbela they are unconvinced that I.ndm
alone can deliver the stability, returns and policy predictability
required for sustained capital commitment. That should concern
policymakers far more than temporary fluctuations in foreign
portfolio investment. Governments can announce subsidies, tax
breaks and industrial schemes. But long-term investment
ultimately depends on confidence ~ not slogans. Iflndms own
leaders i ly feel the need to
lhur future, then the country’s economic challenge is no longer
merely attracting foreign capital. It is retaining the confidence of
domestic capital itself.

Faith and Power

iplomatic visits are rarely accidental. When America’s
top diplomat chooses to begin an India tour not witha
defence facility, technology summit or strategic
dialogue, but at the headquarters of a Catholic charity
founded by Mumer Teresa, the symbolism matters. The message
becomes even sl er when that organisation once found itself
temporarily pam.lysed by India’s foreign funding rcguhuons The

Strategic Architecture

Bysimultaneously
strengtheningtieswith Gulf
energyproducersand European
technology powers,New Delhiis
attemptingtocreateamore
resilientexternaleconomic
architecture. Thechallenge,
however,will betranslating
diplomaticmomentuminto
sustainedimplementation.
Strategicpartnerships,
mvestmentcommzmentsand

corr luUI
matteronlyiftheyproduce
measurableeconomicand
technologicalgains

rime Minister Narendra Modi’s
five-nation tour to the United Arab
Emirates, the Netherlands, Sweden,
Norway and Italy was not merely

for Indiaatatimeof global energy uncertainty.
Agreements on strategic petroleum reserves,
LNG supply and expanded energy cooperation
suggest that New Delhi is attempting to

build inst future
i hmﬂmpomm.l) LhE].ndld UAE

is no longer confined to

anotherdij icexercise. It

P fthe most serious ect
and iti fronting India
today: the combined | pressure of [.,lol)‘\l

meq.) instability and a rapidly ¢
international order.

Comingamid the deepening crisis in West
Asia and rising oil prices, the visit reflected
New Delhisattempt tosecure energy supplies,
attract investments, deepen technology
partnerships and reposition India more
firmly within an emerging Europe-Middle
East strategic corridor.

The timing of the visit was critical. The
ongoing conflictin West Asia has once again
L\puau.l India’s structural \mlncmhilily as
one ofthe wurld s lmcsl Lnugy

hydrocarbons. Cooperation in renewable
energy, civil nuclear technology, strategic
reserves, currency settlement mechanisms
and clean energy transition mdmm (hc
ofafarmore ca

economic partnership.
UAE 5()\1(1’01}.,11 \vcallh investmentsin

astruc sector
alsoreflect growing confidencein India’s
long-term growth trajectory. In many
ways, the UAE now occupies a unique
position in India’s foreign policy ~

simultaneously acting as an energy
partner, source, logistics hub

already placed
current account
deficit, foreign exchange reserves and inflation
management. Financial markets reacted
sharply, with therupee touching record lows
and equity markets showing volatility.
Prime Minister Modis appeal for austerity,

and geopolitical bridge to West Asia.
‘The European leg of Modis visit revealed
another important dimension of India’s
evolving diplomacy. Europe is no longer
seen merely as a trade partner but

collab

fuel conservation and reduced non-essential
1mpum before Lmhdrl\mg on [he tour

The strengthening of ties with th
Netherlands, w«.den \lor\my and

d the seri
In that context, the dlp]omauc uu[rcdch

reflects Indiasd v partnerships
in critical sectors such as smeonducmrs

Germany and the United Kingdom. The
deepening partnershipwith Nordiccountries
indicates arecognition that future economic
competitiveness will increasingly depend
on collaboration in green technologies,
sustainability, innovation and digital
infrastructure. Sweden’s
strengths in Al, quantum

technology

Trade Agreement and its participation in
emerging connectivity initiatives such as
the India-Middle East-Europe Economic
Corridor are pamcul"u'l) important.

The Indo-Mediterranean vision jointly
articulated by Prime Ministers Modi and
Giorgia Meloni reflects an evolving
geopolmm] imaginationin New Delhi. India
seesitself not merely asaSouth

and industrial innovation
complement Indiasambitions
to become a global
manufacturingandtechnology
hub. The India-Sweden Joint
Innovation Partnership 2.0

Asumpowcrbulu.s.x&nmﬂph}mxmmxnn&,
the Indo-Pacific, the Gulf and Europe.
This emerging connectivity architecture
could reshape trade routes, supply chains
and geopolitical alignments over the
coming decades.

Thevisit alsorevealed thegrowing economic
conﬂdLnLe of Indian diplomacy. Modn

projected Indiaas adesti
for investment, manufacturing and
technological innovation. Whether in
Gothenburg, Oslo or Rome, the message
was clear: India wants to move from being
seen as a market to being recognised as a
strategic economic partner and global
production centre. l'hum)plmssm‘mam&u}g

ANAND

KUMAR and the proposed Al and
Technology  Corridor

The writeris ward-ooki
Associate agenda that goes beyond
Fellow, conventional tradediplomacy.
Manohar Similarly, cooperation in
Parrikar critical minerals and rare
Institute for earth supply chains is
Defence strategically significant
Studies and because access to these
Analyses “ i i ial

for the global clean energy
transition.
Norway'simportance lies primarily in the
blue economy, maritime technology and
green transition sectors. India’s fucus on
green shippif nergy 1

was as much about economic
as it was about foreign polic

The UAE leg of the visit was perhaps the
most consequential from an immediate
strategic standpoint. Modi's eighth visit to
the Emirates demonstrated how central
Abu Dhabi has become to India’s external
economicand energy strategy. The India-UAE
relationship has steadily transformed over

druhual green

In the Netherlands, the ele\ ation of ties
to a Strategic Partnership carried both

y reflects g recognition
that Llll'ﬂd!c pullw and economic policy are
now inseparable. The Green Strategic
Partnership with Norway and the broader
I dic

symbolic and practical si Dutch
expertise in semiconductors, renewable
energy, maritime infrastructure andlogistics
aligns closely with India’s developmental
pru)rme; The umpemuon between Tata

thelast ller

fia-N pusluon lndu to
benefitfrom Ex X
in sustainability-rela
Atthe geopolitical level, the India-Nordic
Summit also carried broader strategic

Elec ASML: i lmpnmn(
ha

The emphasis ona rulcs'hascd

“Develop
in India and Italy, deliver to the world”
reflected this ambition. Yet the larger
significanceof the tourlies in how it captures
the transformation of India’s foreign policy
under changing global conditions. India
today faces a world marked by energy
insecurity, technological competition,
fragmented suppl\ chains and g g,cupohunal
volatility.

is no longer confined to political relations
alone. Energy security, semiconductor supply
chains, critical minerals, green technologies
and logistics corridors have become central
elcmenls of strategic statecraft.

1i's five-1 i

In:lm

y\’\ﬂlh asing

energy

Lrategic i {efence, logistics,

mfnstruclum lcchnoh)gy and investment.
kforstrategic

bec: iconductor fi

become central to geopolitical cumpumUn
and supply chain resilience.
lndia’s push w emerge as a trusted

1

tedincreasing
convergence hct\\’ccn India and European
democracies. While India continues to

um Wi th Gu]!encrgv producersand European
powers, New Delhii
tocreatea more I'Esllleﬂl external economic

delence Luuperauon that the
partnership is now entering a more
security-oriented phase.

This shift is significant because the Gulf
uglon is undergoing major geopolitical
“The recent closure of critical

controversy qum)undmglhc Foreign Conmbuunn
Act has long extended beyond bookkeeping compliance. It has
evolvedintoa larger debate about the balance between
sovereignty and civil liberty in an increasingly centralised Indian
state. The law was originally framed to prevent foreign
interference in domestic politics and to monitor questionable
funding channels. No one should dispute the legitimacy of that
obijective. Every sovereign country regulates foreign money flows.
‘The problem begins when regulatory power acquires the ability
to selectively intimidate, freeze or structurally weaken
institutions without transparent standards. Over the past decade,
many non-governmental organisations have lost FCRA licences.

Some were accused of financial irregularities, others of

ivities deemed contrary to national intere: 3
increasingly argue that the law’s implementation has created a
climate where humanitarian, religious and advocacy groups
operate under constant uncertainty. Even temporary suspension
of foreign funding can cripple hospitals, shelters, educational
projects and relief networks that depend heavily on overseas
donations. The earlier licensing crisis involving the ) onaries
of Charity became internationally significant pruclsely because
the organisation occupies an unusual moral space.

That episode therefore transformed a technical regulatory
dispute into a broader question about institutional trust, st:
retion and religious freedom. What now worries s
the internation: v is not merely licence
but the possibility of deepcn.nnmachment through pmpos(d
amcndmenns Lhdl could upand government aurhumy over the
assets of fi . 1f amu
can place schonl hospitals or charitable sat
risk of takeover, then the issue moves beyond compliance into
the realm of coercive leverage. India’s defenders will argue that
Western governments themselves maintain stringent oversight
of foreign influence operations and politicall;

That is absolutely correct. Democratic credibility lhuugjl
depends not only on the existence of regulation butonthe
perception of fairness, proportionality and due process. A strong
state is expected to distinguish between hostile i and
legitimate humanitarian activity. The timing of renewed scrutiny
also matters. India today seeks greater global leadership,
expanded strategic partnerships and recognition as a democratic
counterweight in an unstable world order. That ambition
inevitably brings closer examination of how domestic
institutions function. Questions about civil society restrictions,
minority rights and bureaucratic concentration of power are no
internal matters once India positions itself as a
atic model. The Kolkata visit was therefore not just
th. It was a reminder that in modern geopolitics.
symbolism can become diplomacy, and regulation can become
reputation. Of course, the fact that the visit was by a senior
official from America ~ a country which in recent times has
brushed aside all inconvenient rules of engagement ~ denudes
that symbolism.

I'I\ﬂﬂ[lm(. routes durmg lht‘ Il’dl‘l crisis
ighted thevulnerabil

these
kindsoftechnology pamwrshxm Thereturn
of the historic Chola-era Leiden Plates also
added a civilisational dimension to the
relationship. Such gestures matter because
they reinforce the broader narrative that
India seeks o project globdl]\' -a rru)d-.m

ct The challenge, however, will

with Europe is t ‘more p

be ing dipl. into
sustained s i i

aligned in response to global aintie:
created by the Ukraine conflict, tensions in
West Asia and growing technological
fragmentation.
I[d]y mdrked th culmmauon of the tour
Indi;

teck cal power roote

est ia’s

flows. India therefore needs dependable
regional partners capable of ensuring
continuity of supply and broader strategic
coordination. The UAESs decision to move
beyond OPEC constraints and potentially
increase oil production could prove beneficial

[ CHINADAILY |

and ux]tunl identity.
d Norway vi
th ;,ruwm“ 1mpurmmeol (hc Nordxc rep,mn

broader European ambitions. The: elcv ation
of India-Ttaly ties to a “Special Strategic
Partnership” suggests a deliberate attempt

inlndi aleulus. '
India’s engagement “with Europe focused
largely on major powers such as France,

tobuild stronger strategic rgence witl
southern Europe and the Mediterranean
region. Italy’s support for the India-EU Free

Quad against regional need for stability

'S Secretary of State Marco Rubio
is scheduled to meet with his
counterparts from India. Australia
and Japan in New Delhi on

voice. While it operates under the banner
of promotinga “free and open Indo-Pacific”
~ a dubious notion given that the region
has been free and open ~ its core function

investment commitments and innovation
corridors ultimately matter only if they
produce measurable economic and
technological gains.

Nevertheless, the tour rcﬂcuu.l a clear
strategic direction. Indiai
itself as an indispensable economic and
geopolitical bridge between Europe, West
Asiaand the Indo-Pacific. Inanera of global
fragmentation, that may prove to be one of
the most important pillars of India’s rise.

on India has strained ties between the
two countries. This transactional attitude
toward allies seems to have destabilized

security, economic and geopolitical fronts
present challenges to forging a unified
strategy within the Quad. Each country

the Quad's already fragile framework.

hwsddfemnm.\uonalmlensls'mdpnunua
hichoft

Tuesday. The meeting is intended as is often perceived to be Additionally,each Quad member’s lead tocontl
prcpdranon for a summit of the Quad  containing China. B\ toslcnng, A Memb separate economic ties with China  The US shiftingstrategic priorities, including
sinNovember. However,th bloc politics, thi further icateth S dynami its skeptici i instituti
of that have diminished due to changing  approach directly contradicts OfW The recent visit by the US leader to  and security alliances, have also diluted
geopolitical dynami Istrained relati theregion’s need for Chinahelpedtostabilize thebilateral  its commitment to the Quad. Meanwhile,
from among the i i TheQuad's relationship. And China has again fia hasi intaining i
rs. The( ignministers' es have become == overtaken the US to become In

evident.

t ymboli
than substantive. Since its inception in
2007, the so-called Quadrilateral Security
Dialogue hasbeen much like achoir seeking
harmony but never quite achieving it,
leaving the group struggling to find its

The United States’ unilateral foreign
policies, prioritizing US interests, appear
to have eroded the political support
essential for the Quad's cohesion. The US
administration’simposition of high tariffs

Letters To The Editor | editor@thestatesman.com

Inevitable

Sir, Apropos “Soil to Salon”, a socmv
doesn't collapse in asingle day. Itt

away. And when talent leaves, decline
becomes inevitable,

The real danger is not economic failure,
it's the nor ion of mediocrity. When

gir
moment people start valuing slogans over
solutions, image over integrity and endless
debates over honest work. When intellectual
pride becomes disconnected from the
suugcjes ofordinary people, progress slowly

mov
while ignuring pmduut

loyalty matters more than merit, when noise
becomes louder than wisdom and when
power replaces purpose, institutions lose
their soul.

A strong society is built by people who

policy

largest trading partner, with bilateral result in hesi e to
trade surpassing $155 billion last year.  fully mnmmmoollemwscmm\\ measures
Moreover,China i d  that might ¢ se its

arenewedgrowth phaseafterseveral years
of tcnswn
Divergences amongthe four nations on

Select few

Sir. l'hjsrelmm‘(}mmh‘mudubmembm
weighlegal, otheroptions:

stance”. Even if the Quad manages to
continue in some form, it risks becoming
asymbolic presence.

ways that benefit only a limited section of
society while occupying land that belongs to
thepeopleofIndia. These clubs enjoy enormous

tovacatepremises”. Theorder bv the Central
government draws th cur(ams on l]'ll, club’s

Lhat theclubhas been associated withalleged

History remembers civili;
inspired and t not those that

innovation and self-respect.

A culture that discourages creators,
entrepreneurs, thinkers and hardworking
youtheventually pushesits brightest minds

remained trapped in ideological comfort
while the world moved ahead.

Yours, etc., Aditya Kamble,

Kalaburagi, 25 May.

epaper.thestatesman.com

Th inui i ofhighly exclusive
institutions such as Delhi Gymkhana Club
on pnme puhhc land raises an important

'CC ility. Many

becauseoftheirlocations, historical
I | Vet

privileges,
ordinarycitizens havenoaccess.Inademocratic
republic, public resources should serve the
broader public interest rather than remain
confined to a privileged few. Bringing such
clubs under government possession or
converting them into publicly managed
cultural, sports, and community centres
would ensure wider access and greater

of these clubs were established during the
colonial period and continue to operate in

V.

Yours, etc., Bal Govind,
Noida, 25 May.



The Statesman

PERSPECTIVE

Ambiguity over LWE—alded growth
of insurgency ' |

TUHINA. SINHA

n the night of 28 May

2010, India witnessed one

of the darkest acts of

Maoist violence in its
modern history. At around 1.30
AM, the Jnaneswari Express
travelling through West Midnapore
in West Bengal was derailed after
suspected Maoist saboteurs
tampered with railway tracks
between Khemasuli and Sardiha
stations. Moments later, an oncoming
goods train rammed into the derailed
coaches.

The carnage was horrific. At least
148innocent passengers were killed
and more than 200 injured. Entire
families were shattered in a matter
of seconds. Mangled train
compartments, bodies strewn across
tracks, and desperate cries for help
became haunting images etched
into the nation’s memory.

Sixteen years later, the Jnaneswari
Express tragedy remains far more
than a railway disaster. It stands
asa grim symbol of a period when
India’s response to Left-Wing
Extremism was marked by hesitation.
ideological confusion, and strategic
drift. The decade of the UPA
government between 2004 and
2014 saw the Naxal movement
expand dangerously across large
parts of India, even as New Delhi
often appeared uncertain about
how to confront it.

The consequences of that
uncertainty were devastating,

From the mid-2000s, Naxalism
was no longer alocalized insurgency
confined to remote pockets. It had
evolved into a deeply entrenched
armed movement operating across
what came tobe known as the “Red
Corridor™ - stretching through
Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand, Odisha,
Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh and
parts of West Bengal.

In many tribal regions, Maoists
had effectively established parallel
authority structures. “Jan adalats™
dispensed brutal kangaroo justice.
Contractors, traders, mining operators
and even poor villagers were forced

topay levies. Schools were destroyed
because Maoists viewed education
infrastructure as symbols of state
penetration. Roads were blown up
repeatedly to isolate villages and
obstruct security movement. Young
tribal boys and girls were indoctrinated
and recruited into armed squads.
The writ of the Indian state
weakened in several interior districts.
Yet, much of the political discourse
in Delhi during those years remained
trapped in intellectual ambiguity.
A powerful section within the ruling
establishment insisted on viewing
Naxalism primarily through the
prismof poverty, underdevelopment
and tribal alienation. Certainly,
these socio-economic realities
existed and demanded urgent
redressal. But reducing Maoist
violence merely to a developmental
issue often led to dangerous moral
equivalence between the democratic
state and an armed insurgency
openly committed to overthrowing
constitutional order. That distinction
mattered.
For ordinary villagers living in
Bastar or Lalgarh, this was not an
abstract academic debate about
“root causes.” It was a daily struggle
for survival. Schoolteachers were
executed as alleged police informers.
Panchayat representatives were
assassinated. Villagers refusing to
cooperate with Maoists were publicly
punished. Entire communities lived
in fear of both the gun and the

growingoperational sophistication
of Maoist groups. Later came the
horrific Jhiram Ghati attack in 2013,
where senior political leaders were
targeted and killed in Chhattisgarh.

‘These were not isolated incidents.
They reflected a steadily escalating
insurgency that had gained confidence
during years of inconsistent policy
response.

The Jnaneswari Express attack
was particularly significant because
itdemonstrated that Maoist violence
could strike far beyond forested
conflict zones. The derailment
occurred in Jungle Mahal, an area
where Maoist influence had grown
rapidly amid political instability
and weak governance. The targeting
ofacivilian train revealed the sheer
disregard Maoists had forinnocent
human life despite their claims of
fighting for the marginalized.

Yetevenafter suchincidents, the
national response often oscillated
between limited security action

on alleged state excesses while
underplaying the systematic brutality
unleashed by Maoists on tribal
populations themselves. That
imbalance had consequences.
‘The Supreme Court’s 2011 ruling
against the Special Police Officer
'm weakened local anti-Maoist
resistance structures considerably.
Many villagers who had openly
oppnsgd Mwn(s suddcnl) found

access, welfare delivery and tribal
outreach improved significantly in
many previously inaccessible regions.
The lesson gradually became clear:
security and development are not
competing approaches — they must
move together.

Today, Maoist influence has
receded substantially across several
former strongholds. That progress
has come at enormous cost — paid

and rene“ed cdl]s for dialogue.
] i

breathing space. lor umlr;em groups.
One of the most misunderstood
chaptersof thatera € emerg
of Salwa Judum in Chhattisgarh.
To portray Salwa Judum merely
as a “state-sponsored militia.” as
much of the urban commentary
did at the time, is to ignore the
desperation that gave birth to it.
For many tribal communities m
Bastar, Salwa Judum repre:

again. When
Mdhendm Karma was assassinated
inthe Darbha Valley attack in 2013,
it was not merely the killing of a
political leader. It was a symbolic
elimination of one of the strongest
tribal voices challenging Maoist
domination.

Looking back, the UPA years can
justifiably be described as a “Decade
of Drift” in India’s battle against
Lelt-Wing Extremism. The central

by security tribal civilians,
political workers and ordinary
citizens caught in the crossfire.
As India marks the 16th anniversary
of the Jnaneswari Express tragedy,
remembrance alone is not enough.
The country must also remember
the policy failures that allowed the
crisis to deepen during that era.
Internal security threats cannot
be confronted through ambiguity.
Democracies can and must addr

yression of resistance

uncertainty suri ling state
response.

Security personnel operating in
dense forest terrain frequently felt
they were fighting a war without
clear political backing. The lack nf
strategic clarity at the top embold

against Maoist intimidation. Villagers
wanted schools to function, roads
to be built, markets to reopen, and
their children to grow up outside
the shadow of armed extremism.
Led prominently by Mahend

failure was not simply tactical. It
was intellectual and political.
India struggled to define the
conflict clearly. Was Maoism merely
amanifestation of socio-economic
deprivation? Or was it a violent
ideological movement seeking to

the Maoist leadership. They sensed
divisions within the political and
intellectual establishment and
exploited them ruthlessly. The result
was aseries of increasingly audacious
attack:

In April 2010, just weeks before
the Jnaneswari tragedy, 76 CRPF
personnel were massacred in
Dantewada. The Balimelaambush
in Odisha had already exposed the

Karma, the movement reflected the
frustration of ordinary Adivasis
who felt abandoned between Maoist
coercion and state incapaci

‘This does not mean that e: es
did not occur. They did, and lhc\'
deserved scrutiny. Human nghls
coneerns could not and should not
beignored. But the broader national
conversation frequently became
one-sided, focusing almost exclusively

dismantle democratic institutions
through armed revolution? The
inability to answer that question
decisively delayed coherent national
strategy.

Ionunaldy the vears that followed
Saw a more: mlegrued and determined
approach emerge. Counter-insurgency
operations thdmc sharper dnd

poverty, injustice and
underdevelopment. But no democratic
state can afford confusion when
faced with organized violence aimed
at destroying constitutional order
itself.

The 148 passengers who died
that night in West Midnapore were
not casualties of an abstract ideological
conflict. They were victims of a
national failure to recognize the
scale and seriousness of a growing
insurgency in time.

Their memory should remain a
permanent reminder that when the
state drifts, extremism advances.

more:
roads, mobile connectivity, banking

(The writer is a national spokesperson of BJP
and an acclaimed author.)

Steps to transform Bengal’s health system

DR PRABIR KUMAR SEN

pproval of Ayushman
Bharat in the very first
cabinet meeting of the
newly formed government
in West Bengal is not merely a
fulfilment of an electoral promise,
but much more. The major shift
clearly signals toward jergence

has prog d acro:
allthese dmwnslons Witha population
of nearly 99 million, one of the
highest population densities in
India, and substantial rural and
vulnerable populations requiring
equitable access to healthcare, the
challenge is enormous.

Rdorm inthehealthsectoris high
ontheagendaofthe new G

of the state with the national
mainstream and alignment of
healthcare delivery more closely
with the national health financing
and governance framework.

West Bengal stands at a defining
moment of a health care system
crisis. After years of institutional
decay, fragile healthcare, poor
outreach, fragmented recruitment
system, governance failure, political
misadventure, corruption, wlrcglﬂuwd
middlemen (“touts”), weak
accountability. and erosion of public
trust, the challenge before the new
government is torebuild its credibility
from the ground up.

A functioning health system must
guarantee equitable access,
organizational discipline and efficient
resource allocation. West Bengal

A couple of days after assuming
office, Chief Minister Suvendu Adhikari
discussed with health ol Is
immediate measures like real-time
monitoring of bed availability across
government hospitals ensuring zero
patient refusal.i

acc ility in a

toexplore se'\mlcss p.anl referral
toCentral or networks

for time-bound decision-making,
real-ti itoring, and ingful

(which have 10-15 per cent free bed
agreements) in the event of bed
shortages in state-run facilities,
ambulance tracking in real time,
enforcing zero (()ltmna-mg(unsl touls
andmmlpuonnﬁwo
of hospital security dnd S0 on. The
first task of the new government
must be restoring operational discipline
and public trust.

Equally important isimplementation
of an e-filing system to improve

communication between state
headquarters, districts, sub-districts
and beyond. Rapid comprehensive
resource mapping within the first
few months would help identify
shortages, underutilized facilities,
critical gaps in rural and vulnerable
areas, and priorities forimmediate
intervention dl‘ld long-term health

of West Bengal are deeply rooted
in fragmented financing, weak
district health services, overcrowded
tertiary hospitals, manpower shortages,
poor governance, and inadequate
regulation of the rapidly expanding
private healthcare sector.

The focus must be on measurable
performance indicators like quality,
efficiency, utilization, access, learning,
nability, health outcomes,
inancial protection, and public
satisfaction. Attention should be
on transparent recruitment,
strengthening primary healthcare,
streamlining service delivery,
uninterrupted supply chains, and
stronger referral linkages.

Strategic stewardship through
intelligent planning, strong regulation,
accreditation systems, coordination
between health and non-health
sectors, and integration of the private
sector into broader state health
p]annmﬂmmpumm Digital health

system enabler must also be
tulh utilized for surveillance,
interoperability. telemedicine, referral
SvStemis. and il ol

strengthen outreach services, improve
efficiency, support evidence-based
planning, and build resilient,
transparent, and people-centered
healthcare systems.

Primary healthcare remains the
backbone of the health system.
“Ayushman Arogya Mandir” which
the previous Government was
reluctant to rebrand, now needs to
be transformed into functional
comprehensive primary healthcare
hubs bringing healthcare services
closer to the homes of people,
particularly in underserved rural,
peri-urban, and vulnerable
communities.

The new government under strong,
leadership has a historic opportunity
to transform the state struggling
with health system fatigue into a
national model of equitable, resilient,
and people--centric healthcare
with's strong political will to critically
empower every citizen in
accomplishing rights of health and
wellbeing aligning with the Prime
Minister’s vision of Viksit Bharat.

system st
Complexities of the challenges
for strengthening the health system

integration of mobile-based digital
platforms with health systems can

(Fhe writer is former Principal Advisor, Ministry
of Health and Family Welfare, Government of
India.)
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ACROSS 15 Hospital involved 26 Like a social 4 Roman playwright stuck into early
in remarkable cure  structure in time before on section of book?

Courage? Makesan  gets decoration expected to one occasion 11)
error about one (5) return in autumn? expressing love (7) 14 Mistake if kept in
retreating (6) 17 Beam when Not entirely 5 The French city bound and

5 Themain section's  admitted by the (0} near Montpellier, frightened (9)
working for runof ~ French Queen (5) 27 Finishing game, turning influential 16 of ridiculous
performances (6) 18 Trouble about ready to get @ events held up

8 Realm most Director and lead engrossed in 6 Provides kit fora navigator lacking a
disordered? (9) actor making early  periodical cricket club, skilled worker (9)

9 Military leader beginning (4,5) (6 English, during 18 Accepting defeat,
around US city 20 Good lines about various tours (9) mostly recover,
backing sceptical active spies being  DOWN 7 Onehasabad taking devious
commentator (5) very reserved experience with course? (7)

11 Wage fuss (5-2) ) 2 Abandonment of daughter leaving 19 A rumour about

12 Particlenewto 22 SetupH20around  rule in mine is 5) ready money
Planck, and not rear of chalet? producing chest 8 Crowd surrounding  getting 172 (7)
recalled after brief  Absolutely (5-2) disease (9) University church 21 Chance to forgo
time (7) 24 Name given to Incompletely told stories about start of grueling

13 Dismissed article i excellent ity (5) operate part of finally giving walk (5)

25 Arranged slam- farm being out of thanks (4,7) 23 "Boring thing®
turned shabby dance festival practice 10 Disputed (dismissing male
3.24) (5) promissory note Jacket) (5)

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters in the words required. (By arrangement with The Independent, London)
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

IF we regret the Corporation’s decision to change
Central Avenue into Chittaranjan Avenue, it is
not because we dissent from the desire to honour
and perpetuate the name of Mr. C. R. Das. It is
natural and admirable that there should be a
general wish to have visible memorials of him in
the city with which he was so closely identified,
and of which he was Mayor when he died. He
was Calcutta’s first Mayor, he was a man of vision,
he has left a mark on the memory and the heart
of Bengal. But Central Avenue was already neatly
and suitably named. The name described i
purpose; it was a glimpse of municipal history in
itself; it was simpler and shorter than what has
been decided on. and simplicity in street nomenclature
is desirable. Some other new street might have
been selected to bear the new name. In general
we think that the re-naming of streets is to be
deprecated. Russa Road is well established; as
Ashutosh Road, which is proposed, it will preserve
the name of the great educationist who lived in
it. But old names linger for decades, and some
confusion is inevitable. Central Avenue is a new
name, and no doubt will soon be forgotten. How
many remember that there was once a Central
Road, which we know as Harrison Road? The
name seems destined to displacement.

NewsItems

PUNJAB JAIL EVILS

DRASTIC REFORMS
IN VIEW

SIMLA, MAY

CONSIDERABLE changes in the administration
ofthe Punjab jails are contemplated by the Punjab
Government as the result of the inquiry conducted
recently by the Committee specially constituted
last November to inquire into the allegations as
to the existence of corruption, unauthorized
punishments and unauthorized indulgences in
the Punjab jails, and to pay special attention to
the question of prisoners’ diet on its bearing on
the alleged malpractices.

The Committee consisted of Mr. O. F. Lumsden,
L. C. S. (President) Justice Jailal and Sheikh
Abdul Qadir (barrister). The members report is
unanimous extending to 33 pages of printed
foolscap, and the Punjab Government has given
consideration to the more important
recommendations, while other points are still
under consideration. A resolution published
along with the report says the Punjab (Juvunmem
accept most of the recommendations of the
committee, and further announce that at the
forthcoming meeting of the Punjab Legislative
Council in June the necessary legislative and
financial proposals will be put before it to give
effect as far as the available funds permit to as
many of the decisions as can be worked out in
time for the meeting.

MR. A. J. COOK

COLLAPSEDUE TO
OVERWORK

(BRITISH OFFICIAL WIRELESS.)
RUGBY, MAY

FOR the third time within a week Mr. A..J. Cook,
secretary of the Miners' Federation, collapsed while
speaking at a meeting yesterday.

Overwork and overstrain are stated to be the
cause of these attacks. After receiving medical
attention his condition improved, and he hopes he
may be able to resume his journey to London
to-day.

LED THE RIOTERS

HULL COUNCILLOR
SENT TO PRISON

LONDON,MAY

ARCHIBALD STARK, a member of Hull City
Council and of the Watch Committee, has been
sentenced to three months’ hard labour and fined
£20under the emergency regulations. The police
alleged that he was the leader of a gang of strikers
who held up omnibuses in Hull during the strike.
—Reuter.
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Quad initiative
Pact on critical minerals augurs well for the bloc

HE critical minerals framework, backed by
nearly $20 billion in public and private invest-
ment, is a key initiative by the Quad, which is
struggling to stay relevant amid a bipolar
world order. The member nations — India, the
US, Japan and Australia— have signalled that the pursuit
of strategic resources is no longer merely economic — it
is deeply geopolitical and security-driven. The latest pact
is prompted by China’s overwhelming dominance inrare
earths and critical minerals — resources vital for electric
vehicles, semiconductors, batteries, drones and advanced
defence systems. With China accounting for nearly 70 per
cent of global rare earth mining and possessing signifi-
cant processing capacity, many nations have become vul-
nerable to supply disruptions and export controls.

As India makes a push for clean energy, digital man-
ufacturing and defence modernisation, access to reli-
able supplies of lithium, cobalt, nickel and rare earth

hasbecomea ic necessity. The separate
India-US agreement on mining, processing, recycling
and investment demonstrates New Delhi’s intention to
reduce dependence on China while integrating itself
into trusted global supply chains.

Importantly, the initiative is not limited to resource
extraction. Itincludes financing mechanisms, export cred-
it support, recycling technologies, geological mapping and
cooperation against unfair trade practices. Indeed, critical
minerals require an entire ecosystem, not isolated mining
projects. The Quad’s broader agenda — covering mar-
itime security, energy resilience and Indo-Pacific infra-
structure — indicates that it is evolving into a more con-
crete coalition. China’s criticism of “exclusive groupings™
and “bloc confrontation” is not surprising. Yet Beijing’s
own use of export curbs has energised the very counterbal-
ancing alliance it opposes. The Quad’s challenge nowis to
implement the ambitious agreement on critical minerals.
Large investments, regulatory coordination and sustain-
able mining practices will determine whether this frame-
work becomes a viable counter to Chinese hegemony.

Drying Haryana

Groundwater degradation threatens soil health

[A’s groundwater crisis has entered a
dangerous new phase. For years, the debate
revolved around the rapidly falling water table
caused by excessive extraction for the paddy-
eat cycle. Now, a study by Chaudhary Cha-
ran Singh Haryana Agricultural University has revealed an
equally alarming reality: barely 32% of the state’s ground-
water remains suitable for high-quality irrigation. The prob-
lem is no longer just about the quantity of water available
underground, but also about its deteriorating quality. Large
parts of Haryana are now confronting salinity, sodicity and
chemical imbal. that gradually red il fertility and
agricultural productivity. In some districts, over-extraction
has drained aquifers; in others, canal seepage and poor
drainage have produced waterlogging and salt accumula-
tion. Together, these twin crises expose the ecological limits
of Haryana’s Green Revolution model.

The state’s dependence on water-intensive paddy
cultivation remains at the centre of the problem. Sub-
sidised electricity, assured procurement and MSP incen-
tives continue to encourage indiscriminate groundwater
pumping. Farmers cannot be blamed entirely for
responding rationally to the economic signals created by
policy. Yet the long-term consequences are becoming
increasingly visible beneath the fields themselves.

Crop diversification must move from policy rhetoric to
economic reality. Farmers require assured procurement
and market support for less water-intensive crops such as
‘maize, pulses and oilseeds. Techniques like direct-seeded
rice, micro-irrigation and groundwater recharge need
wider implementation, while canal systems require better
drainage management. Most importantly, groundwater
quality mapping must become central to district-level agri-
cultural planning. Haryana's food security model cannot
surviveifits soil and aquifers continue to degrade simulta-
neously. The warning signs are visible. If corrective action
continues tolag, the state risks transforming one of India’s
most productive agricultural regions into an increasingly
water-stressed and chemically damaged landscape.

OPINION

Don’t tum RBI into govt's cash cow

The Central bank can smooth the path, but it cannot permanently change the road

AJIT RANADE
NOTED ECONOMIST

falling rupee is usu-

ally treated as

a  macroeconomic

problem. It raises the

st of imports, wors-

ens inflationary pressures,
unsettles investors and dents
national pride. But India’s
recent experience has produced
a curious paradox. The same
rupee weakness that creates
external stress has also pro-
duced a fiscal bonanza for the

Union government.
The Reserve Bank of India’s
defence of the rupee — by selling

dollars from its reserves — has
yielded large realised profits,
which are then transferred to the
Centre assurplus. The RBlis thus
not merely managing the curren-
cy. It is increasingly becoming a
fiscal stabiliser, almost a treasur-
er to the government. This
deserves more scrutiny.

The RBI Central Board has
now approved a record surplus
transfer of Rs 2,86,588 crore to
the Union government for
FY2025-26. This is higher than
the previous record of Rs
2,68,590 crore in FY2024-25, Rs
2,10,874 crore in FY2023-24 and
Rs 87416 crore in FY2022-23.
The latest transfer is reportedly
backed by robust RBI earnings,
including gains from large dollar
sales to support the rupee and
higher income on foreign assets.

Nearly Rs 2.9 lakh crore is not a
rounding-offitem. It is close to 8%
of the Centre's revenue receipts.
It gives the government fiscal
breathing space without raising
taxes, cutting expenditure or bor-
rowing more from the market. At
a time of elevated crude prices,
geopolitical uncertainty and pres-
sure on the fiscal deficit, this isa
very useful cushion. But that is
exactlywhy itisworrying. A cush-
ion can quietly become a habit.

The arithmetic is simple. The
RBI accumulated dollars over
many years when the rupee was
much stronger. When it sells those
dollars today ataweaker exchange
rate, it books a rupee gain. This is
not merely a paper gain from

SHIFT : The RBI is not merely managing the currency. It is increasingly becoming a fiscal stabiliser. FILE PHoTO

revaluing  foreign  exchange
reserves, It is a realised gain from
actual dollar sales. Under the eco-
nomic capital framework, unre-
alised revaluation gains on gold
or foreign exchange are not
meant to be distributed. But
realised income from forex oper-
ations can flow into the RBI's
income and then into its surplus
transfer to the government.

This means rupee weakness
has produced a fiscal windfall.
That is an uncomfortable sen-
tence, but it captures the para-
dox. The same depreciation that
hurts importers, raises the cost
of oil, reduces India's dollar
GDP and unsettles foreign
investors also boosts RBI profits
when dollars are sold.

This matters for another reason.
If India’s nominal GDP grows by
10% in rupee terms, but the rupee
depreciates by more than 10%
against the dollar, then India's
GDPin dollar terms barely grows.
This is not merely statistical triv-
ia. Global rankings, investor per-
ceptions and geopolitical heft are
measured in dollars. A country
can grow fast domestically and
yet appear stagnant international-
ly if currency depreciation wipes
out the gain. Persistent rupee
weakness can therefore become a
strategic concern.

But that does not mean the
rupee must be defended at any
cost. India is a current account
deficit economy. It imports
much more oil, gold, electronics
and critical inputs than it
exports. Italsohasa higherinfla-

Indiais attractive as a
market, but not always
easy asaplaceto
build, operate and
retain capital.

tion rate than the US over the
medium term. Some deprecia-
tion of the rupee is natural. It can
even be desirable. A weaker cur-
rency acts as a shock absorber. It
protects export competitiveness,
discourages non-essential
imports and prevents the econo-
my from pretending that exter-
nal imbalances do not exist.

issue. If defending the rupee
produces large RBI profits, and
those profits help the Centre
reduce its deficit, then deprecia-
tion begins to have a hidden fis-
cal upside. That is not a healthy
incentive structure. No govern-
ment should start treating the
central bank’s forex operations
as a recurring revenue source.
India’s fiscal system already
has an inbuilt support mecha-
nism for government borrowing.
Through the statutory liquidity
ratio, banks are required to
invest asubstantial share of their
deposits in government securi-
ties. This creates a captive mar-

lenge. Gross FDI inflows may
look healthy, but net FDI has
weakened sharply because of
repatriation, disinvestment and
outward flows. Foreign compa-
nies and private equity investors
are exiting at attractive valua-
tions. Indian equity markets
remain expensive partly because
domestic SIP (systematic invest-
ment plan) inflows have become
sticky and powerful. The SIP
habit is good for financialisation
and household participation in
markets. But it has also created a
strong domestic bid that pre-
vents a sharp market correction
despite large FII (foreign institu-
tional investor) outflows.

This raises a sensitive ques-
tion. Are Indian domestic
investors, through SIPs and IPO
(initial public offering) subscrip-
tions, indirectly facilitating prof-
itable exits for foreign investors?
In many recent marquee IPOs, a
large share of the money raised
has gone not into fresh capital
for the company but into offers
for sale by existing investors.
New investors buy the promise;
old investors take the cash. This
is not illegal. It is how markets
work. But when it becomes
widespread, it deserves scrutiny.

There have also been many
high-profile foreign exits or partial
exits: Holcim, Ford, Harley David-
son, Citibank’s retail business,
Metro AG, GM, Cairn, Lafarge,
partsof Vodafone's story, Disney’s
restructuring, Whirlpool's dilution
and others. Each case has its own
explanation. But taken together,

ket for sovereign debt. Itis legal, they point to a larger discomfort.
long-standing and partofIndia’s Indiais attractive as a market, but
financial Butitis notal sy as a place to build,
still a form of hnanclal repres-  operate and retain capital.

sion: ¥ hold part-  Thi mean forei fi

ly channelled into government
borrowing by regulation. If, in

The danger is not ¢
itself. The danger is disorderly
depreciation. That is where the
RBI rightly intervenes: to reduce
volatility, prevent panic and
anchor expectations. But defend-
ing a level is different from man-
aging volatility. If the market
believes that the RBI will always
protecta particular exchange rate,
then large importers and dollar
borrowers may under-hedge their
exposures. An artificially strong
rupee subsidises imports, penalis-
es exports and delays adjustment.
The eventual correction then
becomes more painful.

There is also a fiscal morality

dence has vanished. Google’s data
centre plans, Meta and Google’s

addition, the government investmentinJio,and otherstrate-
b ! d on large gic investments show that global
RBI surplus transfers, the line capital still wants exposure to
between monetaryauthorityand  India. But there is a difference
fiscal support begins to blur. between entering India for digital
The RBI is not the finance min-  scale and committing patient capi-
istry. Its job is price stability, finan-  tal to deep wing. India
cial stability, currency manage- needsdurable FDI not merely val-
ment and monetary credibility. It uation-driven entry and exit.
isalsoabankertothe government, In this context, the rupee isnot

but that should not turn it into the
government's cash cow. Elected
governments naturally prefer
more spending, lower borrowing
costs and convenient financing.
That is precisely why monetary
institutions need insulation.
Therupee story isalsolinked to
India’s external financing chal-

The government needs all the revenues it can get. — Anind Panagariya

just a number on a screen. It
reflects oil dependence, gold
imports, external financing gaps,
portfolio flows, domestic market
valuations and confidence in
doing business. The RBI can
smooth the path, but it cannot
permanently change the road.
Credit: The Billion Press
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Duty of leaders
'UNREASONABLE as it was, both on account of its obvious unten-
ableness and evident bias, the suggestion of Maulvi Abdul Haye,
MLA, made to the Punjab G(yvemment a few days agotoprosecute
DrMoonje for certain observati ddres:

The high cost of
borrowed success

Jyoti SHARMA

OME encounters stay with us not because they are extraordi-
nary, but because they quietly reflect the society we live in —
its values, failures and unspoken compromises.

A few years ago, while teaching spoken English and grammar at an
institute, I met a student whose story has stayed with me. He had
joined the class to improve his English reading and writing skills, and
Mlhm Jjust a month, his progress was remarkable. His grammar

pr rapidly, his unds ing was sharp, and it was obvious
that he was an m'elllgent student. I asked him, “You are so good at
learning. Why didn't you focus on English earlier?”

He paused before answering with startling honesty. “Mainu
kade lorh hi nahin payi” (Ma'am, I never really had to).

His father was a local politician, and throughout his school years,
nobody had pressured him to study seriously. Connections and
influence ensured that he passed every class without difficulty. He
even admitted that during some board exams, someone else wrote
his papers for him while he slept in the classroom!

Surprised and curious, I asked him, “If things were always
managed for you, then why did you decide to join English class-
es now, after finishing your education so many years ago?” He
replied: “Mainu bank vallon bhejje text message samajh nahin
aunde” (I can’t even understand the messages sent by the bank).

There was regret in his voice — the regret of someone who had

as President of the Punjab Provincial Hindu Conie\ence recently
held at Ambala, has been freated by the Punjab Government exact-
ly in the manner it deserved. The suggestion was untenable
because, although certampomons of Dr MOOHJE s, addmss mightbe
regarded as ill- orill-advised, no could be
put on it which could suppon the suggeshon that there was incite-
mentofhatred bety ities. The whole
of the speechwasamedataskmgthe}ﬁndustowakeupmareah
sation of their fthe necessity of ing them-
selves by internal organisation, and it exhorted them jealously to
guard theirself-respect, the honour of theirwomen and their ancient
culture, To say of such a speech that it was calculated to promote a
spirit of communal hostility is utterly unfairand unjust. And Haye’s
bias in making this suggestion for prosecution is proved by his sub-
sequentsilence inrespect of several fiery speeches made by Muslim
leaders soon after he had conceived such anxious desire for the
maintenance of communal amity through official prosecution.

the price of borrowed success. He had finally
realised what those “favours” had actually cost him.

Being a teacher, I felt deeply disappointed. Not because one good
student had been pushed through the system dishonestly, but
because so many adults around him had failed him. That conver-
sation returned to my mind amid the NEET controversy.

‘What are we protecting when we normalise unfairness ir
Aleaked paper may offera { but
its long-term damage reaches far beyond examination halls. Slowly
and silently, it teaches young minds that effort is optional, integrity is
negotiable and influence is more valuable than hard work.

But education is not merely about securing admission into colleges.
It is about preparing individuals for situations where no remmmen
dation, influenceorshortcut can 1em. Parents, insti

ial people often mistal ion for support. In reality, they
may only be postponing failure. The tragedy is that young people often
realise this only when the world finally stops offering shortcuts.
The writer is a Mohali-based English teacher

epaper.tribuneindia.com

Make NTA efficient

Apmpos of Med:caleducauon needsaclean-up’;
ing school board marks for
selection in medical colleges, a separate entrance
test for every state and private colleges holding
their own tests appear impractical. NEET was
introduced to overcome the above-mentioned
shortcomil Admi 10on school board
marks can't ensure fairness. Likewise, separate
entrance mul-
tiply administrative challenges. Allowing private
medical colleges to conduct their own entrance
tests would commercialise medical education.
Change for the sake of change can prove disas-
trous. All available resources should be directed

towards making NTA efficient.
RAJESH GOYAL, d

Water diversion plan not viable

Refer to ‘Government mulls diverting Indus
water to HP'; the proposal of diverting the flow
of the Chandra river to the Beas is not a techni-
cally and economically viable decision. The
Chandra is fed mostly by the melting snow, not
rain. By diverting this water to the Beas, all
hydro projects on the Chenab will be deprived
of water flow, resulting in lesser power genera-
tion. Diversion of water to the Beas basin will
have very little impact on Pakistan because
flowin the Chenab at the Akhnoor barrage from
May to September varies from 30,000 to 5 lakh
cusecs. 1.10 MAF of additional flow in Bhakra
and Pong dam reservoirs will hardly be able to
meet the existing deficiency of water faced by

Nurture critical thinking
Apropos of ‘Nehru's legacy of science & right to
question’; the former PM understood that
India’s progress depended not merely on politi-
cal freedom but on the development of a scien-
tific temper. Unfortunately, the present regime
appears more focused on glorifying mythology
and promoting emotional narratives than nur-
turing critical inquiry and evidence-based think-
ing. In an age dominated by misinformation,
India urgently needs to revive Nehru's vision of
scientific temper to strengthen innovation and
lead the nation towards genuine progress.
BALBIR SINGH KAKKAR, JALANDHAR

Quality matters, not quantity
Refer to ‘Effects of Agnipath scheme’; the pro-
portional strength of Agniveers vis-a-vis regular
soldiers will keep on increasing every year. Pro-
bation is the best method of selecting the best
workers. This method is seldom used because of
its high cost. We are incurring that cost in train-
ing our Agniveers, but we send 75 % of them out
because of the binding 25%limit. We must decide
upona cut-off based on quality and not quantity.
LT COL HARBHAJ SINGH (RETD), HISAR

Punjab and Rajastk
RN MALIK, GURUGRAM

Double whammy for students
Refer to ‘Re-evaluation mess’; it's hard to
imagine students’ plight who have worked
hard for months preparing for the Class 12
CBSE examination. The future of young stu-
dents seeking college admissions rests on
these marks. After NEET paper leaks, the
chaotic CUET mess has been a double wham-
my for them. Their future hangs in balance as
they are forced to deal with uncertainty.
MONA SINGH, BY MAIL

Restrict quota benefits
Refer to ‘Reservation reset’; it is a matter of
grave concern that the children of SC
officers and other elite services
snatch the rights of the marginalised sections.
1t is necessary to exclude such groups from
reservation benefits. The poor continue to
remain immersed in poverty and remain
ignored. Indian politics revolves around the
caste factor; none of the political parties dares
to speak against thisissue, fearing an adverse
impact on their vote bank.
RAJ KUMAR KAPOOR, ROPAR

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit.
These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com
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LL new govern-
ments start witha
bang. The Suven-
du Adhikari gov-
rnment, the first
Bharatiya Janata Party gov-
ernment in West Bengal, is
moving at insta-delivery
speed as it puts in place
markers and messages that
will differentiate it from all
past state governments. The
markers are redefining the
social landscape in visible
ways, like the hurriedly
established holding/transit
centre in Maldah's English
Bazar, that now contains nine
suspected infiltrators, identi-
fied as Bangladeshis. The
nine persons were intercept-
ed, not arrested. They were
not produced in any court to
legalise their detention.
Thereareother markers too,
like moving the biggest Eid
namaz gathering from its old
spot, the iconic Red Road —in
reality a black-topped road
that cuts through the sprawl-
ing Brigade Parade Grounds.
The message is unambigu-
ous: Muslims may not occupy
public spaces like roads for
prayer meetings, as they have
done for decades; they must
be confined to and tucked
away, where they are permit-
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ted to do so, by the new order.

There was a 1950 law on ani-
mal slaughter that was more
violated than observed, with
indifferent  implementation.
The Adhikari government, in
linewith its Hindutva ideologi-
cal roots, has cracked down on
thebrisk trade in cows that pre-
ceded Eid al-Adha, celebrated
withofferings of qurbani (sacri-
fice). Cattle markets that would
usually be busy with cows on
sale are mostly empty. People
who had reared cows anticipat-
ing profits to be made through
sales are now anxious because
of debts piling up and no mar-
ket for their goods.

Shops that once advertised
beef as part of their menu
have removed the items from
the list. The non-availability
of beefis amoment of rupture
between modern Bengal and
BJP-ruled Bengal, ending the
time-honoured  ritual  of
young  liberal-progressive
Hindus breaking the taboo,
cutting free of orthodoxy and
family constraints and declar-
ing their transition into inde-
pendent, critical adults.

‘The new order of things is a
May 23 directive from the West
Bengal government to district
magistrates "in accordance
with MHA (Ministry of Home
Affairs) guidelines.” The order
requires the district adminis-
tration "totake initiative/appro-
priate action for setting up of
holding centres in the district
for apprehended foreigners as
well as for released foreign
prisoners awaiting deporta-

tion/ repatriation.”
Explaining the new orders,
Chief Minister ~Suvendu

OPED
Detect, Delete, Deport : Bengal's new doctrine

ARBITRARY : The arrest-hold-transit-deport method is obviously not perfect, it is error-prone. ani

Adhikari emphasised that
"taxpayer money” would not
be squandered on setting up
"detention centres”, as was
done in Assam. Instead, hold-
ing centres would serve to
hold detected suspected for-
eigners before they are deport-
ed to their home countries.

The guidelines allow police to
arrest suspected illegal immi-
grants/infiltrators without war-
rants, who can be held for veri-
fication by the local district
administration and then hand-
ed over to the Border Security
Force, apparently bypassing
the due process of law.

Since Adhikari keeps repeat-
ingDetect, Delete, Deport' like
a mantra to ward off catastro-
phe, it should be presumed
that his ready-to-be-deported
illegal immigrants/ infiltrators
are those whose names have
been deleted. That poses the
risk of cases like Shunali Kha-

Asagood newbie
should, Adhikariis
following orders
issued by the Home
Ministry that the
Mamata govt had
declared itwould
notimplement.

Court. The tribunals will decide
on their eligibility as voters.
Beyond that, these persons, if
dissatisfied by the tribunals’
findings, can go back to court.
About 99% of the 1400-plus
cases decided by the tribunals,
before the second phase of vot-
ing on April 29, were found to
be eligible to vote.

The  arrest-hold-fransit-
deport method is obviously
not perfect. Indeed, it is error-
prone because it can be arbi-
trary. The Kilmar Abrego Gar-
ciacase in the US underscores
the nature of the problem of
acting in haste. Garcia, a US
citizen, was picked up and

Adhikari is following orders
issued by the Home Ministry
that the Mamata Banerjee gov-
ernment had declared it would
not implement. In December
2025, in the Lok Sabha, Union
Home Minister Amit Shah had
declared "our party's policy on
infiltrators is Detect, Delete,
Deport; the Opposition's policy
is to normalise infiltration."
Since Shah made this state-
ment during the debate on
electoral reforms and the Spe-
cial Intensive Revision, it
seems reasonable to assume
that the purification of the vot-
erlist— separating the eligible
from the ineligible — will be

deported toa secu-  th sy-to-follow checklist
rity prison in El Salvador. Deportation is what West
The modus operandi of the ~ Bengal will do as a good gate-
toons. A pregnant mother Adhikarigovernmentonsend- keeper, protecting its Hindu
pmked up by Lhe De]hl pohoe ing su.spected illegal immi- majority from being swamped
in of foreign by ‘'demographic change',
June 2025, she was pushed origin, that is Bangladeshi or  especially in the border dis-
over the border into Rohingya, is similar to US tricts adjacent to Bangladesh.
Bangladesh, where she was  PresidentDonald Trump'ssec- How Bangladesh as the desti-
detained in prison. The ond-term priority of swooping nation for the deported will
Supreme Court,on her father's  down on and scooping up ille-  reactis not Adhikari's problem.
appeal, instructed that she be  gal aliens, sending them to  Hisjobendswithhanding over
brought back on "humanitari- holding centres and transit the detected for deportation to
an grounds.” Shunali Khatoon ~ camps and deporting them  the Border Security Force. The

came home and voted in the
April 2026 election, as an Indi-
ancitizen, verified and deemed
eligible by the Election Com-
mission. Her return was not a
"humanitarian’ matter; it was
her right toreturn because she
was an Indian citizen.

The other problem with the
mantra is that one category of
voters — under adjudication
for logical discrepancies —
adding up to 27 lakh by one
count, or321lakh by another, are

waiting to be heard by tri-
bunals set up by the Supreme

even as the constitutionally

international consequences of

guaranteed due process of the  deportation on a large scale,
lawhad not dealt with thespe-  given the limited legal reme-
cific cases of arvest and deten-  dies and prmecuons u.nder the
tion. The di however, and
is that in US, suspected illegal ~ Act, 2025, will be the responsi-
aliens are covered by the con-  bility of the Narendra Modi
stitutional guarantee of due government at the Centre,
1the T - Past Bangladesh govern-
istration, like the BJP govern- ments have rejected India's

ment, has had to walk back on
specific cases of deportation
because the courts in the US
and India have not upheld
these deportations.

As a good newbie should,

How Iran has unified Israels reglonal rivals

veilling Iran's leadership.”
The phrase attracted little
attention. Yet it points towards
one of the least examined
geopolitical developments in
modern West Asia: Israel's
growing network of tacit

regional partners.
SHYAM BHATIA Even as Washington contin-
LONDON CORRESPONDENT, ues indirect contacts with
THETRIBUNE Tehran, regional anxieties
about Iran's missile capabili-
OR decades, Israel ties, proxy networks and
ineditselfasa  nuclear itions have quiet-

lonely fortress in a

hostile West Asia.

Today, however, a
quieter reality is emerging:
an undeclared regional coali-
tion stretching from the Cau-
casus to the Gulf, united less
by ideology than by a com-
mon anxiety about Iran.

The alliance is not formal.
There are no NATO-style com-
muniqués or public military
headquarters. Instead, it oper-

ly accelerated new patterns of
security cooperation across
West Asia and the Caucasus.
Foryears, many of these rela-
tionships existed in the shad-
ows. In January 2010, alleged
Mossad operatives moved
through Dubai hotel corridors
disguised as tourists and ten-
nis players during the assassi-
nation of Hamas commander
Mahmoud al-Mabhouh at the
Al Bustan Rotana hotel in

ates through mte]llgence Dubai. Dubai pollce later

h: ] partner-  released CCTV
ships, drone technology, cyber- ~ footage showing surveillance
security cooperation and dis-  teams changing wigs, monitor-
creet political understandings.  ing elevators and tracking the

The recent confrontation
between Israel and Iran
revealed glimpses of this hid-
den architecture.

According to reports in the

target through hotel lobbies.
The Dubai police chief, Lt
Gen Dhahi Khalfan Tamim,
declared afterwards that he
was "99% if not 100%" certain

New York Times, later cited that Mossad had carried out
by the Guardian, Israeli offi-  the operation.

cials privately P The ination  trig-
frustration at aspects of the  gered diplomatic outrage at
later-stage American negotia-  the time. European govern-

tions with Tehran and were
said to be relying increasing-
ly on "regional allies and their
espionage networks sur-

ments protested over the use
of forged passports, while
Gulf officials publicly con-
demned the killing.

EQUATION : New patterns of security cooperation have arisen across West Asia and the Caucasus. REUTERS

Yet 16 years later, the
geopolitical landscape has
changed dramatically.

The covert contacts and
intelligence understandings
that once operated through
hotel rooms, commercial
fronts and unofficial inter-
mediaries have increasingly
become formalised through
the Abraham Accords and
expanding regional security
cooperation.

Today, Israeli businessmen
travel openly to the United
Arab Emirates. Cyber-securi-
ty partnerships are publicly
advertised. Defence officials
attend the same conferences.
Intelligence  coordination
against Iran is no longer
merely whispered about in
diplomatic circles. What was
once deniable has, in part,
become institutionalised.

The mostintriguing relation-
ship may be with Azerbaijan.

The relationships
remain deliberately
ambiguous because
public opinion
across the Arab
world stillimposes
limits on overt
alignmentwith
Israel.

"The small, oil-rich former Sovi-
et republic shares a long bor-
der with Iran and maintains
deep security ties with Israel.
During a 2016 visit to Baku,
Benjamin Netanyahu openly
acknowledged the scale of the
relationship, declaring: "The
contracts signed between
Israel and Azerbaijan amount.
to $5 billion."

The remark was widely
reported at the time by
Reuters and Israeli media.

The Stockholm Internation-
al Peace Research Institute
(SIPRD) has since documented
extensive Israeli arms sales to
Azerbaijan, including drones
and missile systems, which lat-
er proved decisive during the
Nagorno-Karabakh conflict,

Tranian officials have repeat-
edly voiced concern about
Israeli influence on their
northern frontier In 2021,
Iran's Supreme Leader, Ali

Khamenei, issued an unusu-
ally pointed warning against
the presence of "foreigners" in
the region bordering Iran —
language widely interpreted
as referring to Israel.

Tehran's anxieties are
heightened by demograph-
ics. Millions of ethnic Azeris
live inside north-western
Iran, creating fears among
Iranian security officials that
outside powers could exploit
ethnic tensions and sepa-
ratist sentiment.

Further west lies another
discreet Israeli partnership:
the  Kurds.  Relations
between Israel and Kurdish
groups date back decades,
particularly in northern Iraq.
Israeli officials have periodi-
cally expressed support for
Kurdish autonomy as a
strategic counterweight to
hostile regional states.

In 2014, Netanyahu pub-
licly stated: "The Kurds are a
fighting people who have
proven political commitment
and political moderation."
The comment was interpret-
ed internationally as a rare
public acknowledgment of
longstanding informal ties.

The Kurdish regions also
offer geography valuable to
intelligence services: moun-
tainous borders, smuggling
routes and difficult terrain
extending into Iran.

Further south, the UAE has
emerged as perhaps Israel's
most sophisticated regional
partner since the Abrah

contention of its nationals
masquerading as Indian citi-
zens. It will be up fo the new
Tarique Rahman government
tohandle any problem that fol-
lows from Adhikari's actions.

in 2020. The UAE's Ambas-
sador to Washington at the
time, Yousef Al Otaiba,
described theaccords as creat-
ing "a better path" for the
region—diplomaticlanguage
that masked rapidly expand-
ing security and technological
cooperation, Trade between
Israel and the UAE accelerat-
ed sharply after normalisa-
tion, especially in cyber-secu-
rity, surveillance systems and
artificial intelligence.

Even Saudi Arabia, despite
lacking formal diplomatic
relations with Israel, has qui-
etly moved closer through
parallel fears of Iran's missile
programme and regional
proxy network.

The result is a West Asia that
would have been almost
unimaginable a generation
ago, Israel, once regionally iso-
lated, increasingly operates
within a loose but expanding
ecosystem of states and non-
state actors linked less by ide-
ology than by a shared deter-
mination to contain Iran.

The relationships remain
deliberately ambiguous
because public opinion
across the Arab world still
imposes limits on overt
alignment with Israel.

Yet ambiguity itself has
become part of the strategy. In
today's West Asia, alliances are
often expressed not through
treaties, but through cyber
cooperation, intelligence
exchanges, drone technologv

and quiet -

Accords normalised relations
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The United States
is no longer

the Rebel Alliance

BY EVAN GOTTESMAN

he release of the new Star Wars movie, “The
Mandalorian and Grogu,” brought a bizarre
memory to mind.
“Happy May the 4th to all, including the
Radical Left Lunatics,” said a White House online post
last year, along with an image of a buff, lightsaber-
wielding President Donald Trump flanked by two bald
eagles. “You're not the Rebellion — you’re the Empire.”

If some of the most powerful people on the planet
consider their enemies “the Empire,” then how do they
see themselves?

Americans struggle to reckon with using power re-
sponsibly because they’ve been trained to always consid-
er themselves rebels. For half a century, Star Wars has
reinforced this upstart identity. Ten months after the U.S.
bicentennial, andiences watched the all-American trio of
Mark Hamill, Carrie Fisher and Harrison Ford take on a
deep-space empire whose officers seemed to be recruited
exclusively from the British Isles, their posh accents a
familiar cinematic shorthand for tyranny.

About the Brit-as-villain Hollywood trope, Variety’s
Tim Gray once quipped, “Perhaps all this stems back to
the American Revolution — Yankees have passed down a
mistrust of the English to each new generation.”

Like grown men who still play with their childhood
Star Wars toys, many Americans nurture a self-image
that seems not to have matured much past revolutionary
Yorktown. There’s a discomfort in identifying with
power, even power used for good, that seems baked into
the American psyche. And that discomfort is a danger-
ous anachronism.

The perpetual rebel ahvays needs
enemies, even after reaching the apex
of power. This is why the Trump White
House brands its enemies as ‘the Empire’
and the president, by implication, a rebel.

The country was founded on rebellion, and many
Americans tend to think the rebel instinct is good, an
admirable impulse in itself. The excepnou is the Civil War,
but even the Ce political
heirs of America’s “revolutionary fo.thers" and the Lost
Cause of the South stubbornly persists in many quarters.

The revolutionaries of 1776, by contrast, And

Sen. John Cornyn, left, and Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton.

CARINE HAJJAR

MANDEL NGAN/AFP/GETTY IMAGES

What I saw in Texas as its vicious
GOP Senate runoff nears the finish

he quest to keep Texas red involves a

surprising amount of Republican infight-

ing. A vicious contest between Sen. John

Cornyn and Ken Paxton, the state’s attor-
ney general, has become one of the most expensive
Senate primary races in history, with ad spending
surpassing $120 million. The winner of Tuesday’s
runoff will face state Rep. James Talarico, the
Democratic nominee, in the fall.

Cornyn, who serves on some of the Senate’s
most powerful committees, has outspent Paxton
3-to-1, with millions going into scathing attack
ads. Paxton has a checkered past — he was
impeached but acquitted in the Texas legislature
on charges including bribery and unfitness for
office; he was indicted on securities fraud charges
that were ultimately dismissed; and last summer,
his wife filed for divorce “on biblical grounds.” Yet
polling suggests he has pulled ahead of a senator
who has been returned to office three times by
Texas voters. And last week, Paxton secured the
most valuable GOP contribution of all: an en-
dorsement from President Donald Trump.

So far this cycle, the president’s imprimatur has
proved effective in key Republican primaries
across the country. But it’s unclear whether a
gamble on Paxton will pay off in what promises to
be one of the Senate’s most contested general
elections.

It’'s easy to see why the president anointed
Paxton. The White House might be grappling with
record-low approval, but during a campaign ap-
at Midway BBQ in Katy, Texas, last week,

successful rebels are rebels no more; they become the
establishment. The power they acquire isn’t inherently
good or bad. What matters is how it’s wielded.

After all, many of the world’s harshest dictators were
once insurgents too. Mao Zedong? Communist Chinese
rebel. Kim Il Sung? Korean rebel against Japanese
occupation in the 1930s and 40s.

The perpetual rebel always needs enemies, even after
reaching the apex of power. This is why the Trump White
House brands its enemies as “the Empire” and the
president, by implication, a rebel. Trump, without a hint
of irony, rails against a supposed Deep State — from his
perch in the Oval Office. There’s nothing wrong with
telling a David and Goliath story every so often. It
becomes harmful when it’s the unly story told.

Luk and friends theE tthe
end of 1983’s “Return of the Jedi.” Nominally, their rebel-
lion evolves into a New Republic, but that’s a footnote in
the Star Wars chronology. When our heroes return in
Disney’s sequel trilogy, the writers hit a Death Star-sized
narrative reset button, taking out the Republic and return-

Paxton was still spinning MAGA's greatest hits.
Before he took stage, a Paxton appearance on
Fox News was on video

Supporters seemed just as willing to look past
Paxton’s scandalous history as they have been for
Trump's. Retired teacher Lisa Jones Bevil told me,
“Jesus Christ is the only one that was ever sinless,”
but since she can’t vote for the Almighty, she’s
“going to vote for somebody that is going to do the
right thing”

Wearing an “In God We Trust” T-shirt, Erich
Brown told me that he doesn’t think the accusa-
tions made against Paxton “were correct in the
first place.”

Once Paxton took the stage, he went straight for
the red meat. The aroma of barbecue gave him a
perfect excuse to mock Talarico for being a vegan
(an allegation that Talarico denies). The ribbing
didn’t stop there. Paxton took a page out of the
‘Trump playbook and rattled off ni for his

worries in a state where the president’s net
approval rating has been negative since last June.
And despite Trump’s promises of a booming
economy, affordability concerns loom large for
undecided voters on both sides.

Though Cornyn continues to emphasize his
loyalty to the president, he has been urging voters
to consider Paxton’s vulnerability in a highly
contested general election.

At a Thursday campaign stop at the Houston
Association of Realtors office, the senator argued
that he was the best candidate to hold off a blue
advance in the Lone Star State. A key part of
Cornyn’s pitch is integrity. Before the candidate
took the podium, former Texas senator Phil
Gra.mm chuked up as he reflected on Cornyn’s

h and “leadership.” Cornyn made a case

opponent, including Tofu Talarico and an audi-
ence submission, Talafreako.

Though Paxton on Thursday said he had decid-
ed to stop airing negative campaign ads against
Cornyn, his supporters at the Midway event didn’t
seem to like the senator any more than they do the
opposing Democrat.

Brandon James, a landscaping company owner,
called Cornyn a “RINO type” who “never gets
things done.” Others expressed a desire for a fresh
face in the Senate. James said one of his main
concerns is “protecting legal gun owners.” Cornyn
is still catching heat for working to pass gun-safety
legislation in the aftermath of the horrific 2022
Uvalde school shooting.

Absent from Paxton’s stump speech was any
mention of the Iran war or Americans’ growing
dissatisfaction with the economy. As he listed

around the venue as “YMCA” and other Trump-ad-
opted anthems blared over the sound system.
Congressional candidate Trever Nehls warmed up
a crowd he called “American First Patriots” who
are united, he said, by love of country, law
enforcement, the military, the good Lord and “our
president” — in that order.

legal against the Di he has
brought as attorney general, Paxton seemed to
suggest that the country’s biggest were

that someone with Paxton’s “incredible baggage”
risks losing the race to Talarico.

But polling suggests that Paxton’s tarnished
reputation hasn’t been enough to give Cornyn a
clear advantage in the general election. Even
before Trump’s endorsement, a Texas Southern
University poll had Paxton tied with Talarico, and
Cornyn leading by one point — all within the
margin of error.

‘When I asked Cornyn about the poll, he said
that running a scandal-scarred Paxton against
Talarico “would be like going to a boxing match
with one hand tied behind your back.”

Cornyn, who is backed by senior Senate Repub-
licans, also noted that the money it would take to
get Paxton over the finish line in November would
drain GOP coffers enough to risk “key Senate
races” in Georgia, North Carolina, Michigan and
New Hampshire.

If Republicans lose the Senate majority in

seating a freshman GOP senator would

culture wars and hangovers from the Biden and
Obama administrations.

Dunking on alleged herbivores and RINOs
might work in a Republican primary. But Paxton
runs the risk of ignoring some of voters’ biggest

be of limited value, especially compared with the
political capital Cornyn has amassed in Washing-
ton since 2002. But canny politics and wise
choices are not exactly Republican hallmarks in
the age of MAGA.

Babel or Jerusalem? Pope Leo weighs

BY GEORGE WEIGEL

tthisjagged, violent and sometimes mad-
cap mnment in hlstorv, calling one’s first

ing to the old paradigm, the sides superficially rebranded
as the “Resistance” and “First Order.”

Moviegoers never learn why the rebellion triumphed as
anuprising but failed as a republic. For citizens of a modern
democracy like the United States, this would be a far more
useful lesson than another interstellar replay of 1776.

Is the solution to this politically stunted storytelling ...
another Star Wars film?

Maybe. “The Mandalorian and Grogu” is the first Star
Wars theatrical release in seven years. It's fun, if not
exactly groundbreaking, but it does offer one critical
difference from the movies that came before it. The film
takes place in the generation between the original and
sequel trilogies, meaning it’s stuck with the New Republic
that other entries discarded.

This geopolitical (galactopolitical?) reality is ham-
mered home in a few paragraphs of scene-setting text in
the film’s opening, explaining that the Republic is hard at
work “uniting the galaxy”

Don’t get me wrong. The made-to-sell-Baby-Yoda-dolls
flick isn’t laser-focused on state-building. But it is the first
Star Wars film that isn’t allergic to power. The good guys
are really in charge. The titular Mandalorian desperately
‘wants to be identified with the state. He doggedly reminds
multiple creatures and characters that he works for the
New Republic. A villain even coughs up “We're outside of
your jurisdiction!” as a serious retort.

Amid the action, one officer, played by Sigourney
‘Weaver, provides a compelling summation of the new
galactic government’s mission: “Protecting everything the
rebellion fought for.”

That’s a challenge Americans must consider as their
earthbound republic approaches its 250th birthday. The
country is an established democracy and a global super-
power, not a ragtag band of minutemen. Two and a half
centuries after independence, the question Americans
face is not how to beat an empire, but how to use power
without becoming one.

Evan Gottesman is the managing editor of Next Move and
director of communications and special projects at the Renew
Democracy Initiative.

" (Mag-

nificent humanity) may seem an exercise
in papal naiveté. A close reading of Pope Leo XIV’s
inaugural letter, released Monday and addressed
“to men and women of good will,” reveals some-
thing quite different: a great and energizing hope
born of Christian faith. That faith in turn under-
writes a striking confidence in the human capac-
ity to do better than we re doing at present.

Given t
ical change represented by artificial mte].hgence,
Leo suggests in the em:ychcdl that the civilization-
al choice beforeusis between Babel and Jerusalem.
Babel, of course, was the brick tower built out of a
technological hubris that resulted in chaos, con-
flict and a scattered ity. The

Al systems ‘may imitate language,
behavior, and analytical skills,
or even simulate empathy and
understanding, but they do not
understand what they produce,

Jor they lack the affective,
relational, and spiritual
perspective through which
human beings grow in wisdom.”

Jerusalem the pope has in mind is the holy city
rebuilt by Nehemiah in the 5th century B.C. after
its destruction and the Jewish population’s Babylo-
nian exile. Jerusalem’s reconstruction, Leo writes,
was “the shared responsibility of all: men, women,
priests, artisans, heads of household, and young
people,” an undertaking that “rebuilds relation-
ships before rebuilding with stones.”

The “primary choice,” he writes, “is thus not
between a ‘ves’ or ‘no’ to technology.” What any
technological innovation is used for is what
counts. So is the idea of who we are as human
beings — the implicit anthropology — that any
technology embodies.

Leo concedes that “it is not possible to provide a
single, comprehensive definition of AL given the
rapidity of its development. He nevertheless lays
downamarker in favor of the “grandeur of humani-
ty” that strikes me as the encyclical’s sharpest, most
compelling assertion, however many eyebrows it
may raise in Silicon Valley:

“We must avoid the misconception of equating
this type of ‘intelligence’ with that of human
beings. These systems merely imitate certain func-
tions of human intelligence. In doing so, they often
surpass human intelligence in speed and computa-

tional capacity, offering tangible benefits across
many fields. Yet this power remains entirely tied to
data processing.”
Leo i 2 “Si lled artificial i
do not undergo experiences, do not possess a body,
do not feel joy or pain, do not mature through
relationships and do not know from within what
love, work, friendship or responsibility mean. Nor
do they have a moral conscience, since they do not
judge good and evil, grasp the ultimate meaning of

Al and humanity.

pastor, Leo insists that neither the promise of
progress inherent in Al nor the Promethean tran-
shumanist and post-humanist projects he briskly
critiques, can ever replace the biblical truth that
“humanity flourishes not despite limitations, but
often through them.”

‘What we often experience as a limit — “incapaci-
ty, illness, old age, suffering, vulnerability” — is in
fact where we learn what truly ennobles our hu-
manity: “compassion, as well as a sincere concern
for the needs of others; a generosity that can
emerge even in the midst of darkness and failure;
spiritual experience and the worship of God.” Fami-
lies that h; through the fa
child with Down syndrome, psychiatrists who have
helped wounded souls back to mental health, and
those who offer exqulsne personal care to the

elderly il all
the countercultural but humamzmg truth Leo
teaches here.

Arguments in the weeks and months ahead will
likely center on the pope’s proposals for guiding
and regulating the hypersonic evolution of Al
Several critical points that form the intellectual
and spiritual scaffolding on which Magnifica Hu-
manitas is built shouldn’t get lost in the policy
debate, however. Like the point that human dignity
is inalienable and inherent, not a benefice be-
stowed by the state or ascribed by socioeconomic
status. And the point that, however confused our
human condition, “creation bears the imprint of an

orbearr
‘They may imitate language, behavmr, and analyti-
cal skills, or even simulate empathy and under-
standing, but they do not understand what they
produce, for they lack the affective, relational, and
spiritual perspective through which human beings
grow in wisdom.”

In short: ChatGPT, Gemini, Claude and all the
rest do not replicate “the experience of those who
allow themselves to be shaped by life and grow
over time through choices, mistakes, forgiveness

d fidelity”

‘The pope is no Luddite. He welcomes the fact
that digital networks can build solidarity across
previous chasms of distance. But as an experienced

original that we are to “bring to fulfill-
ment.” And the point that “true progress always
stems from a heart open to others, an intelligence
willing to listen, and a will that seeks what unites
rather than what separates”

In contrast to today’s cacophonous public “dis-
course;” Leo XIV speaks in Magnifica humanitas
withan adultvoice: a voice appealing to our highest
aspirations rather than pandering to our worst
prejudices or most virulent fears. That in itself is
entirely welcome, and no small contribution.

George Weige! is a distinguished senior fellow at the
Ethics and Public Policy Center. His books include
“Witness to Hope: The Biography of Pope John Paul IL."
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the reality of

European-style social spending

magine you're a single American

worker earning an average wage. A

gold coin represents the total your

employer spends to compensate
you: about $79,000.

You don't receive all of it. Govern-
ment takes a “tax wedge” of about
30 percent.

On your paycheck, this appears as
your income tax ($12,000), employer
Social Security contribution ($6,000)
and employee social security contribu-
tion ($6,000). The remainder is your
take-home pay.

Americans look longingly at Europe,
where many countries have relatively
high social spending, and dream of
bringing that system to the United
States. U.S. politicians, aware of this
desire, campaign on two falsehoods.

First, that the U.S. government does
not already spend massively on pen-
sions and health care. Second, that the
only obstacle to bringing a European-
style welfare state to the U.S. is a lack of
taxes on the rich.

The reality is more complicated, and
growing America’s tax wedge brings
serious risks in and of itself.

Some of the other wealthy countries
in the world do indeed have morerobust
safety nets than America. Yet they don’t
rely on narrow taxes on their most
wealthy citizens; rather, theyre fi-
nanced by broad levies on the middle
class. And as rising defense spending
squeezes national budgets, those al-
ready high taxes are rising.

Average tax rates on wages rose for
the fourth consecutive year across the
majority of the 38 countries that make

The tax wedge for a single
worker reached its highest
level in a decade

Average tax wedge as percentage of
labor costs

36% ingle work
\\/\,.o 35.1%
32% Two-earner married couple
with two children
29.8%
28% )
one married couple
th two children
26.2%
24%
2000 2010 2020

For low-income single parents,
a raise pays less than expected
After a $1 increase in gross labor

up the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Di (OECD).

i YAN WU/ THE

hold fell to 8.9 percentage points, froma
ic peak of 10 percentage points

An average earner faced a taxburden of
35.1 percent in 2025, the highest level
in a decade, according to a recent
OECD report.

The leaders of too many OECD coun-
tries have overpromised, and now
they’re targeting income because it’s
easy to tax and guaranteed to bring in
consistent revenue. Some countries
have avoided increasing tax rates, but by
not adjusting income thresholds to re-
flect inflation, they drag more workers
into higher brackets.

Doing this is not free of consequenc-
es. The OECD report finds that the tax
wedge grew in 24 countries compared
with 2024, contracted in 11 and held
steady in three. In 13 of the countries
where the tax wedge grew, it was a direct
result of a rising personal income tax as
a percentage of labor costs,

Of the 11 countries where the tax
wedge fell, nine cut their personal in-
come taxes, including Australia, Den-
mark, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Por-
tugal, Sweden and the United States.

The United Kingdom suffered the
largest rise in taxes between 2024 and
2025 after the country increased its
jobs tax.

The U.S. helps pull down the OECD
average. America’s tax wedge is the low-
est of all advanced economies in the
Group of Seven.

Households with children are
squeezed harder than singles on average
across the OECD. The difference in the
tax wedge for a one-earner household
with two children versus a single house-

in 2021 This shows a reduced tax advan-
tage for families.

The U.S., however, is particularly gen-
erous when it comes to fiscal breaks for
one-earner families. When an average
American family received an extra $1in
wages, they kept 9.3 cents more of it
than a single-earner household did.

But not all parents are treated equal-
ly. A single parent with two children in
America earning 67 percent of the aver-
age wage loses half of any pay raise they
get at work due to higher taxes and
reduced benefits.

It’s also worth noting that about half
of federal spending in the U.S. goes to
pensions and health care. Despite
spending like some European countries,
America keeps taxes low by running
deficits.

Being the global reserve currency
helps hide fundamental problems with
this arrangement, but America’s rela-
tivelylow tax regime isnot sustainable if
politicians don’t get sober about spend-
ing. The U.S. national debt, over $39
trillion, has surpassed 100 percent of

ET icproduct,ani;
milestone.

The spending addiction risks under-
cutting the rewards of icpolicies

MICHAEL RAMIREZ

W gﬁg\a@mm -JOURRAL {or THE. WASHINGTON POST
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Data centers should consider
impacts to rural communities

The May 15 editorial “The right re-
sponse to the data center backlash”
argued that the United States must
accelerate data center construction to
remain competitive in the artificial intel-
ligence race. That is true. Al is reshaping
industries, national security and the
economy. But farmers and ranchers are
not opposing the technology. They are
asking legitimate questions about prop-
erty rights, water usage, power reliabi
ty, utility costs and whether local resi-
dents will have a meaningful voice in
decisions that permanently reshape
their communities.

Rural America has powered this coun-
try for generations. It produces the food,
fuel and fiber that sustain the economy,
while hosting pipeli t issi

Though national data suggest data cen-
ters account for a small portion of U.S.
freshwater use, such averages obscure
intense local and regional stress. The
ICPRB projects that by 2050, data center
water use in the D.C. area will increase to
approximately 22 million gallons per day
on average and more than 80 million at
summer peak use.

Data centers should address the lack of
transparency surrounding water use and
water quality implications. Nondisclo-
sure agreements hamper agencies, such
as ours, from accessing site-specific water
demands. Virginia’s recently enacted bill
requiring specified water users to report
monthly volumes of potable and re-
claimed water supplied to data centers
and other users is a welcome first step. So
is Maryland’s legislation requiring an
analysis of the likely environmental, en-
ergy and icimpacts of data center

lines and other infrastructure projects.
But if the backbone of the Al economy is
to be built in rural communities, those

that America is getting right. Last year,
real wages rose 1.2 percent and post-tax
income rose 4 percent. In simple terms,
this means Americans are earning and
keeping more of their own money.

Economic growth can help alleviate
fiscal pressures, and lower tax rates lead
to higher growth.

In 9 of 11 OECD countries with a declining tax wedge, the drop

was driven by lower income taxes

Percentage point change from 2024 to 2025

ANNUAL CHANGE OF TAX WEDGE

Australia
Latvia
ltaly
Ireland

167
144

Denmark
Sweden
Portugal

Greece
United States
Norway

-0.05

Iceland

ANNUAL CHANGE OF INCOME TAX

-7
-1.42
—121
-079
-0.48
-0.37
-0.24
054
-0.08 |
0.02
-0.04

Americans’ wages increased as average tax rates declined

Annual percentage change in 2025

ities deserve tr: yand a
seat at the table before decisions are
made, not after.

Missouri Farm Bureau members have
expressed concerns about how massive
data center demand could affect electri-
cal reliability and affordability. As the
editorial noted, residential electricity
prices are expected to rise 5 percent
nationally in 2026, on top of an 1L5
percent increase in 2025. These are
exactly the kinds of issues state and local
policymakers and regulators are sup-
posed to evaluate carefully before ap-
proving projects of this scale. This outery
led us to propose the language that
became the national policy on data
centers for the American Farm Bureau
Federation.

The United States can absolutely lead
the world in Al innovation while also
respecting private property rights, local
decision-making and the communities
helping power that growth.

The choice should not be between
innovation and protecting rural commu-
nities. We can, and must, do both.

Garrett Hawkins,

Appleton City, Missouri

The writer is the president

of the Missouri Farm Bureau.

I am the executive director of the
Interstate Commission on the Potomac

development in the state.

In short, the right response to the data
center backlash is better transparency
and more vigilance regarding water
consumption.

Michael Nardolilli, Arlington

Business-friendly states
will dominate Al

Regarding the May 2 editorial “Seat-
tle’s mayor waves goodbye to prosperity”:

For years, Americans have been voting
with their feet, leaving costly, heavily
regulated states for places that prioritize
growth, investment and opportunity.

That’s because Americans support law-
makers who let our free-market system
work as intended, like those in Texas,
where innovation is rewarded through
reasonable regulation, a competitive tax
climate and a willingness to quickly
adapt to new industries.

Data centers are the latest opportunity
for business-friendly states to dominate.
They make the digital world possible by
powering the most promising technol-
ogies, such as data storage, cloud comput-
ing and artificial intelligence. Data cen-
ters represent tax revenue, job creation
and economic growth.

Advancing Al doesn’t mean ignoring
the risks, such as data privacy and energy
use, but rather taking a targeted ap-
proach to enacting safeguards that ad-
dress risk while still fostering growth and

costs; howmich reachesa singie CHANGE OF WAGE BEFORE TAX CHANGE IN TAX RATE River Basin, the agency designated by innovation.
ith hild st Canada -0.2% I —0.2% I Congress for the “integration and coordi- Legislation such as Texas’s Responsible
pafenl with two children earning two nation of the planning for the develop- Al Governance Act reinforces existing
thirds of the average wage, after France I 0.5% ! 0.3% ment and use of the water” in the consumer protections and Al develop-
higher taxes and reduced benefits ) ) Potomac River watershed. ment while the Trump administration
The ICPRB is neither for nor against works with Congress to enact its national
%0 %95 Sextoany, data centers. Nonetheless, we do believe Al legislative framework. The framework
Canada $0.25 that decision-makers and the publicneed outlines a plan for AI development that
France 03 ttaly - — m more data on data centers. D.C. and includes important safeguards protect-
Arlington are the two most vulnerable ing intellectual property and free speech
Gestrany 068 Japan -0.3% I m cities in the US. to a cutoff of their while still prioritizing American Al inno-
Yaly 957 drinking water because they have only vation and dominance.
Japan 051 UK. - m one source of water (the Potomac River) ‘We must allow the market to flourish
United Kingdom 0.36 and only a one-day backup supply. Should  freely.
United States. 0.49 us. . 1.2% -0.4% I an extreme drought occur in 2050, an Kevin Brady, The Woodlands, Texas
iy 062 " crange of wage is adjusted for inflation. Tax rate is based on the personal average tax rate of the IGERD Study. indleaes, Eerous watk Thewrinht; « Requblicnn, & i forner
OECD-Average 0.65 e ool 2 . o 2 s_upply shortages are likely unless addi- congressman, fra_m Texas. He is also an
average Worker (single without chiidren): tional resources are added to the system.” adviser to Americans for Free Markets.
Source: OECD Taxing Wages 2026
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Foreign investment drawn to advantages
of country’s high-standard opening-up

he State Council Information Office
announced on Tuesday that the seventh
Qingdao Multinationals Summltwﬂ] be

areas such as R&D and design services, computer
d offi ing, and electron-
icsand ion ing

held in Qingdao, Sh
from June 15 to 17, and that more than 350 foreign
executives from 36 countries have confirmed
their attendance.

This latest event, along with a flurry of recent
international trade and investment promotion
activities, highlights the confidence of foreign
companies in the world’s second-largest econo-
my. The sustained influx of foreign investment
into China, even as global foreign direct invest-
ment trends downward, is a testament to China’s
unique positioning in the world economy.

China’s allure as a destination for foreign
investment is evident in the latest data from the
Ministry of Commerce: from January to April this
year, 20,113 new foreign-invested enterprises
emerged nationwide, a 6.8 percent increase year-
on-year. This growth is not merely a fleeting trend
but part of a broader trajectory that has seen the
number of foreign-funded enterprises in China
rise consistently over the past ﬂueewears, surpas-

have remarkable growth, with year-on-
year increases of 1084 percent, 22.9 penznl :.md
20.2 percent ively. These stati

ashiftin fnnelgn investment panems, moving away
from tradi ing toward more inno-
vative and technologically advanced industries.

As China continues to enhance its industrial
foundation and research and development envi-
ronment, it is ready to attract even more foreign
investment eager to tap into its comprehensive
value chain advantages in emerging technolo-
gies and new industries. This shift from “quanti-
ty” to “quality” in foreign investment is a clear
indicator of China’s evolving economic land-
scape, where i ion and high-end f2
turing are becoming the new pillars of growth.

The country’s proactive approach is reshaping
China’s role from being the global manufacturing
hub to a central node in the global value chain.
The country’s commitment to opening its market,
particularly in the service industry, is evident as it

sing 530,000 and coll over for over 70 percent of the actual use of
$3.6 trillion into the eoonomy foreign capital. The Ministry of Commerce has
More than 3,000 foreign-funded enterprises outl.med plans to expand market access and create
further ded their i in China new foreign i par-
during the same period, a trend also recorded ticularly in sectors such as green transformation,
last year which saw more than 8,000 foreign- intelligent manufacturing and digital services.

funded companies make additional investment
in China, up more than 10 percent year-on- year
Against the rents of the “d li
from China rhetoric and sluggish world eco-
nomic growth, the latest data thatin

This is reinforced by the trend of investment
from developed countries increasingly producing
in China and utilizing advanced technologla
developed by local Chi to

a turbulent world, the Chinese market stands

out as a beacon for foreign investors due to its

predictability, reliability and steady gmwth
The imp! of C)unas i

th of their entire operations.
This diversification reflects the broader trans-
formation in China’s economic development,
driven by continuous market opening, reduced
barriers to foreign investment, and the imple-

ment — ch ized by an i 1gly shorter
negative list, the rule of law and nondiscrimina-
tory treatment — is another key factor driving
the influx of foreign investment.

From January to April, the actual use of foreign
capital in high-tech sectors reached 116.33 billion
yuan ($1714 billion), reflecting a significant 20.3
percent increase year-on-year. These sectors alone
accounted for 40.4 percent of the total foreign capi-

of national treatment policies.

There is no doubt that China remains a magnet
for foreign investors seeking growth and oppor-
tunity in an increasingly difficult global economy.

It is high time some in the West put to rest their
parochial ideology and bias against China, and did
more to build bridges than put up barriers. By rec-
ognizing Lhe strategic unponance of the Chinese
market, b navigate

tal utilized in the country, up by 10.3
points from the previous year. Within this realm,

the of. ization in a way that pro-
motes shared prosperity and sustainable growth.

Innovative response to choke-point chip tech

oore’s Law has been a cornerstone of
the rapid advancement of digital
technology over the past decades,

It would be premature, though, to declare that
the arrival of Tau Sealing heralds the post-Moore
era. Semiconductor history is filled with elegant

cal limits and di

come from

tions. Huawei has set a target of

Cai Meng

Opinion Line

Reckless showboating ignores
real risk of triggering trip wire

‘That warships from extra-regional
countries, including the United King-
dom, France, Canada and Australia,
glide through disputed waters in the
South China Sea is purposeful show-
boaung ‘The Report on the Mjlnarv

of Non-US Extra-Regi
Countries in the Western Pacific in
2025, published on Tuesday by the
South China Sea Strategic Situation
Probing Initiative, an international
research network that recorded their
appearances, reads more like the
record of the cast performing on an
increasingly crowded stage.

According to the think tank report,
about 200 warships from 18 extra-re-
gional countries operated in the region
in 2025, while their military aircraft
logged more than 20,000 sorties. These

theory has long warned that

feelsi i detached from stra-

drift tow:
not because anyone actively wants war,
but because each side interprets the
other's actions through entirely differ-
ent emotional and strategic lenses. And
once that spiral begins, every “routine”
operation acquires an increasingly
sharp edge.

Modern military systems are funda-
mentally ambiguous. A surveillance
aircraft gathering information today
may be viewed as mapping targets
tomorrow. A destroyer exercising “nav-
igation freedom” may also look like the
opening scene of a blockade rehearsal.
Military hardware does not come with
subtitles explaining peaceful intent.
Before long, these extra-regional coun-
tries will find themselves trapped

tegic reality. The Western Pacific is
not an abstract chessboard for sym-
bolic posturing. It is a densely inter-
connected economic artery where
even minor military incidents could
send shock waves through global
trade, supply chains and financial
markets.

And history suggests that accidents
happen most often in environments
where everyone insists they are mere-
ly exercising their rights. The reality is
that most countries in the region are
far more interested in economic
growth, trade and stability than in
becoming supporting actors in an
endless maritime pressure campaign.
‘What they do not need is an expand-
ing cycle of military theater masquer-

itisnow physi- that struggled once they encountered operations appear designed tomislead  inside an escalating choreography that  ading as “strategic necessity”
i ic returns. ing inertia, or audiences back home rather thanmeet  nobody fully controls anymore. What There is a profound difference
For an industry conditioned to eq realities. Hi i’ faces sev- the actual security needs of the region. makes the current trend particularly between maintaining stability and
with nanometers, the Tau Scaling Law dlsc]osed eral important ceilings. A dmmygr saﬂs through contested smkmg is how little many of these repeatedly testing how much pressure
by Huawei on Monday is a challenge to the orga- Architecture cannot completely replace phys- waters, officials issue carefullyworded  countries actually stand to gain. avolatile environment can absorb
nizing logic of the semiconductor ecosystem. ics. Timing optimization can reduce inefficien- SurEnents ahou(:;rmlm W“M:nﬁ com: _One “'0“‘:‘]%“ huw.;hdais:e same befms ﬁ‘e‘&:‘glb' eaks: "
Instead of continuing the increasingly expen-  cies, but signals still obey physical rnenlzlo':s gmlse e b min: m!m;: i r:‘m.l ‘BV:I[ w"'“]'s JAndwhen the twlappem. a “;“u:

i to shrink transistors, Tau Scaling pro-  limits. As chlps become larger and workloads prdject tries egan conducting naval patrol tries treating the Western ¥ “."ﬂc. a
sive race - “toughness” without, theoretically, and military reconnaissance near stage for symbolic power projection
poses that future chip performance gains can  more nect delays and sy requiring sacrifice. their own coastlines, not tomention  may discover that applause is much

5 the signal i nization overhead remain major bott]enedcs The problem with symbolic military ~ with equal intensity and frequency. harder to obtain once real consequen-
time through architectural and timing innova- Logic folding and nm&domam optimization gestures is that they rarely remain sym-  That is why the moral oemmty sur- ces arrive.
achip introd irown ies. The more ‘bolic forever. International relations ding many of these — LIVANG, CHINA DAILY
density equivalent to 1.4 nanometers by 2031 aggressivelya dt 1g, the hard

Washington’s export restrictions have
attempted to cut China off from advanced
lithography equipment, leading-edge foundries
and portions of the global event-driven architec-
ture software stack. Such measures were
designed to slow China’s progress in d

verification, debugging and manufm:tlmng
become. Commercialization will determine wheth-
er Tau Scaling anindustry k. For
Huawei’s approach to become influential, other
mmpanus must adopt it, customers must validate

semiconductors.
‘That is where Tau Scaling enters 'Lhe picture.

it build around it. That process
will take years, not conference announcements.
l:ven so the broader lesson already stands. The

Instead of shrinking from
3 nm to 2 nm and beyond, Huawei is extracting
more performance from mature process nodes
such as 5 nm and 7 nm by means of architectural
optimization, timing compression, logic folding
and system-level coordination.

Much of the underlying research — includi
asynchronous computing concepts, wave pipelin-
ing, and timing optimization techniques — can be
traced back decades. What Huawei has done, under
conditions where the traditional scaling route
became inaccessible, is to revisit those ideas, com-
bine them, enhance them and industrialize them.

In that sense, the emergence of Tau Scaling
reflects a broader historical pattern in technolo-
gv. Constraints often redirect innovation rather
than stop it. So, if chip performance can be

p d through hitecture rather than
lithography alone, then the balance of competi-
tion changes. The key question becomes not sxm-
plywh the most ad d EUV i
but who can design the most efficient systems
using available manufacturing capabilities.

industry isentering a phase where

innovation no longer relies exclusively on brute-
force scaling and trillion-dollar capital expendi-
tures. Architectural intelligence, software-
desi; advanﬁed kaging and

ion are b

system
important.

For China, that shift creates both an opportu-
nity and a responsibility. The country still faces
major gaps in lithography, materials, EDA tools
and manufacturing equipment. But Tau Scaling
demonstrates something equally important:
when external pressure blocks one route,
researchers will look for alternative routes and
solutions can emerge through persistence, engi-
neering discipline and targeted input.

The semiconductor race is no longer just
about making things smaller. Increasingly, it is
about making systems smarter. The chall

What They Say

Major step toward rules for global carbon market

Editor’s note: Earlier this month, China, Brazil and the.

Union —,

of the Open Coalition on

Compliance Carbon Markets — held the first hrgfr-level meeting o/ llle maIxtum in Fhrrenw, lkdy D(mg X’mchmg mwmw

dean of the institute for international carbon-)
and Weng Yuyan, an associate researcher at the Institute annpm:
.spalcewlwpksDaJymeeasErhnonabout

excerpts of the interviews. The vie
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lition’s role in the devel

nfaglobalmrbonnwrketBe&rwm

Currently, the global carbon mar-
kets are characterized by uneven
development and fragmentation.
Countries have adopted different
rules and standards for carbon pric-
ing, and there are substantial barri-
ers to cross-border carbon trading.

The establishment of the Open
Coalition on Compliance Carbon
Markets marks a significant step in
implementing the consensus
reached at COP30 in Brazil last year.
The coalition aims to harmonize
carbon market rules across coun-
tries, unify accounting standards,

now is for more Chinese companies and engi-
neers to push beyond incremental imitation and
focus on resolving genuine choke-point technol-
ogies with the tools they already possess.
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ss-border recognition of
carbon credits, build a platform for
policy discussions, share experien-
ces in carbon market

't necessarily

more transparent global carbon pric-
ing system.

The coalition will facilitate cross-
border carbon trading, enhance coor-
dination among countries in meeting
their emissions reduction commit-
ments and support the achis

those of China Daily.

effective implementation of Article 6
of the Paris Agreement by encourag-
ing member states to coordinate on
carbon emissions accounting and
high-quality carbon credit standards.
That China, Brazil and the EU —

of nationally determined contribu-
tions.

It will also accelerate the low-car-
bon transition of various countries
through market-based approaches
and guide the cross-border flow of
green capital. By leveraging econom-
ic tools, the coalition will help the
‘world achieve the temperature-con-
trol goals set out in the Paris Agree-
ment, pool multilateral efforts for

major from different
regions — are working together to
advance carbon market cooperation
demonstrates their resoive to uphold
multilateralism and jointly address
climate change. This offers a new
model for cooperation on global cli-
mate governance.

It is worth noting that members of
the coalition differ in their carbon
reduction foundations, economic
development levels and available

regulate international carbon trad-
ing and address the issue of market
fragmentation.

‘The coalition’s key focus areas
include cooperation on monitoring,
reporting and verification systems
for carbon emissions, carbon
accounting methods and rules for
using high-integrity offsets.

The official launch of the coalition
will promote the alignment of carbon

reduction, and
achieve the carbon neutrality target.
Carbon markets across the world
have been d(mgned dlﬂ‘erem.lv Given
andd

which may pose challen-
ges to the coalition’s operations.

The international community
needs to formulate unified rules for
carbon

that devel coun- carbon credit
tries are at different stages of growth,  certification and trading. Developed
the coalition adheres to the principles  countries should scale up technologi-
of npennes, inclusiveness and volun-  cal and financial support for develop-
tary par ion. This pro- ing ies to narrow the gap
motes dialogue and cooperation between carbon markets in the Glob-

among members on core aspects of
carbon markets, helping to forma
k for their devel-

pricing systems across Ties,
reduce regulatory conflicts and lower
the costs of cross-border trading. This
is aimed at establishing a fairer and

opment and further enhance global
cooperation on carbon pricing.
The coalition will promote the

al South and Global North. Efforts
should focus on expanding multilat-
eral dialogue, encouraging more
countries to join the coalition and
improving the regulatory system for
global carbon trading.
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erbian President Aleksandar
Vucic’s visit to China from May
24-to 28 comes at a time when
China-Serbia economic cooper-
ation has become a central pillar of Ser-
bia’s development strategy.

During the
talks with
Vucic on Mon-
day, President
Xi Jinping said
that against
the backdrop
of a new scientific and technological
revolution and industrial transforma-
tion, the two sides should expand coop-
eration in emerging sectors such as
artificial intelligence, the digital econo-
my, green energy and advanced manu-
facturing to foster new growth drivers.

‘The two countries signed more than
20 cooperation documents covering
areas such as trade and economic rela-
tions and technology.

These developments indicate the
evolution of China-Serbia cooperation
and will inject fresh momentum into it.

Nowadays, direct Chinese invest-
ments in Serbia have reportedly
exceeded 7.2 billion euros ($8.35 bil-
lion), with the total value of infrastruc-
ture and economic projects,
including loans, surpas-
sing 14 billion euros.

This influx of capital has
had a transformative impact on Ser-
bia, impacting infrastructure, industry,
employment and trade. China is now
one of Serbia’s two largest investors and
aleading foreign trade partner.

Ahead of his visit, President Vucie
highlighted artificial intelli-
gence, robotics and new
technologies as key areas
of cooperation, marking a
new phase in bilateral eco-
nomic relations.

China-Serbia cooperation initially
focused on infrastructure, particularly
under the Belt and Road Initiative. Ser-
bia, a landlocked country strategically
positioned between Central and South-
east Europe, faced the problem of out-
dated transport corridors.

Chinese projects in roads, bridges,
railways and energy facilities helped
Serbia improve physical connectivity,
strengthen links with regional corri-
dors, expand production and attract
investment. These infrastructure pro-
jects laid the groundwork for a broader
economic agenda, reducing logistics
costs and making Serbia more attract-
ive for production and export.

The key question now is how to
transform this infrastructure into
industrial capacity, export growth and
higher value-added production. The

Natasa Stanojevié

China-Serbia

w cOOperative leap

from roads
to robots

MA XUEJING / CHINA DAILY

make it an attractive destination for
Chinese ies seeking

copper products is unrealistic. A more

with European and regional supply
chains. Notable industrial projects
include Zijin in Bor, HBIS in Smede-
revo, Linglong in Zrenjanin, Minth in
Loznica and Sabac, Xingyu in Ni§ and
Yanfeng in Kragujevac.

Zijin's investment in the Bor copper
complex has significantly increased
copper ion and
the role of copper in Serbia’s export
structure. In 2018, the Serbian govern-
ment accepted Zijin’s offer to acquire a

next phase of cooperation should be 63 percent stake in RTB Bor, with the
d by how well total i package valued at
supports manufacturing, technological ~ $1.26 billion.
ding and Serbia’s i ion into Exporting raw copper ore has a lim-
regional and global value chains. ited effect on industrial development.

This transition is already visible. Chi-
nese economic engagement in Serbia
has expanded into industries such as

But processing refined copper into
plates, sheets or pipes creates higher
value, requires more skills, supports
related industries and the

mining, rubber p.
and automotive components.

These manufacturing investments
have a deeper long-term impact than
infrastructure alone, creating employ-
ment, expanding exports and support-
ing supplier networks.

Serbia’s industrial base, skilled labor
and proximity to European markets

Syed Hasan Javed

domestic industrial base. This is why
the next stage of cooperation should
focus on value-added production.

But a recent study shows that there
is a shortage of slulled labor in Eastem

1 strategy would be to strike a
balance between raw material exports
and processed copper exports.

Asimilar logic applies to the steel
sector. The acquisition of the Smede-
revo steel plant by HBIS was a signifi-
cant example of Chinese participation
in Serbia’s existing industrial capacities.

‘The steel plant was long plagued by
unstable production and heavy losses.
HBIS acquired the plant in 2016, reviv-
ing production and exports, and reesta-
blishing the company as one of Serbia’s
most important exporters.

This shows that Chinese investment
has not only created new projects, but
also helped modernize Serbia’s existing

broader trend of Chinese engagement
in automotive components.

‘Though smaller than Zijin or HBIS,
these investments are significant
because they connect Serbia more
directly with European automotive and
industrial supply chains. This is espe-
cially relevant for Chinese investors.

If the first phase of China-Serbia eco-
nomic cooperation focused on infra-
structure, and the second on industrial
production, the coming phase may go
beyond traditional manufacturing and
emphasize high-technology and inno-
vation-oriented sectors.

Recent announcements indicate that
robotics, AL digitalization and

d industrial are
becoming part of the bilateral agenda.

‘The cooperation announced with the
Chinese company AGIBOT Innovation
in humanoid robots is especially note-

Zhou Shuchun

The author is chief researcher at the China
Watch Institute, China Daily.

Huge potential of
tiny tokens powering
Al revolution

n recent months, the term “token” has leapt from
obscurity into everyday life as a buzzword along-
side intelligent agents such as Lobster or Open-
Claw. But this token is not the blockchain-based

worthy. While relevant sug-
gest that Serbia could soon beonme
abase for the mass production of
humanoid robots, Vucic also
announced that a robot factory could
open in a few months in This
would be a qualitatively new type of
Chinese investment in Serbia.

The China-Serbia joint laboratory for
green steel manufacturing,
jointly launched by the

HBIS Group and the Uni-
versity of Belgrade, shows
that cooperation in traditional
sectors such as steel can gradu-
ally move toward cleaner
production, research coop-
eration and technological
upgrading. It connects the
older industrial pillar of
cooperation with Lhe newer
priorities of

cry unit,

Rather, it is the unit of measurement for large lan-
guage model text processing. Just as we measure prose in
letters or numbers, Al processes information by first
breaking data down into bite-sized manageable tokens.
Think of a token as the smallest Lego brick — the atomic
particle — of Al-generated content.

Every time we use Al — whether asking a question or
writing code — we invoke these atoms of Al language.
Tokens, therefore, are an indicator of Al activity.

In this sense, token data not only reflect the dynamics
of an economy in the Al era but also give rise to a new
kind of economic logic.

At the beginning of 2024, China’s average daily con-
sumption of tokens was 100 billion. This shot uptoa
staggering 100 trillion by the end of 2025, and is now
over 140 trillion.

This explosive growth of more than 1,000 times in a little
over two years far exceeds the global average. Liu Lichong,
head of the National Data Bureau, said, “The massive
increase in daily token call volume indicates that China’s
Al

innovation and green trans-
formation.
‘This initiative is important for Ser-
bia because it diversifies cooperation

with China, strengthens the country’s
export base and creates the possibility
for deeper supplier linkages, technology
transfer and skills development.

‘The strategic value of Chinese invest-
ment in Serbia lies in linking infrastruc-
ture, manufacturing and trade intoa
single development platform.

Roads and railways improve connec-
tivity, but their full effect appears only
when they support production, exports
and industrial integration.

Mining and metals increase output,
but their impact is greater when they

hi tered a phase of rapid growth.”

move toward and higher val-

ueadded. G

On the demand side, the
token consumption frenzy more power-
indicates the widespread The e eI
and frequent use of Al appli- ful the computing
cations, reflecting the depth  capacity, the
and breadth of Al empower- ’
ment across industries. It faster the token
also points to a maturing processing speed,
ecosystem, hinting ata
breakthrough in Al commer- thelower the unit
cialization. As the world's cost, the higher
largest internet economy, :
Chinais poised tobe the epi- 1€ Model quality,
center of token economics.  and consequently,

On the other hand, this
surge in token consumption themore ﬁequent
reflects a supply-side the token calls.
momentum anchored in

ing power. In the dig-

ital data is the raw material while computing

new jobs, but their importance depends
on whether they become embedded in
local supplier networks and regional
value chains.

‘This is why the next phase of China-~
Serbia cooperation shifts from connec-
tivity to productive capacity.

Infrastructure remains the founda-
tion, but manufacturing is the test of
matunty If Serbia can use Chinese

industrial capacities.
Another example is Shandong Lin-
glong’s tire plant in janin, one of the

largest Chinese greenfield investments
in Serbia valued at 800 million euros.

Linglong started building its tire fac-
tory in Zrenjanin in 2019, showing that
Serbia is not only a destination for
acquiring existing enterprises, but also
a potential production base for new

Serbia and i
capacity, so a rapid shift toward an
export structure based on processed

Alongside Linglong, investments by
Minth, Xingyu and Yanfeng point to a

not only to build but also to
produce, process, export and innovate,
the cooperation will have a stronger
and more sustainable effect on the
country’s development.

The author is a senior research fellow
at the Institute of International Politics
and Economics, Serbia.

The views don’t necessarily represent
those of China Daily.

An enduring Sino-Pakistani friendship for a shared future

s China and Pakistan celebrate
the 75th anniversary of their
diplomatic relations, many
expressions are being used to
describe their enduring friendship.

This is not surprising, given that the
region now known as Pakistan has his-
torically served as a bridge linking
South Asia, Central Asia, the Middle
East, Europe, and Africa, facilitating
China’s trade and exchange of ideas,
goods, and philosophies since the Han
Dynasty (206 BC-AD 220).

From ancient times, the people of
this region have been fascinated by
Chinese culture, particularly its silk,
herbal medicine, food, tools and crafts.

Stories dating back 3,000 years,
including the legend of the Queen
Mother of the West, or Xi Wang Mu,
and her peach banquet, are remem-
bered by the people of Hunza in north-
ern Pakistan, where they grow
longevity peaches.

These fables and folk traditions have
been passed down through genera-
tions, reflecting the deep bonds
between the two countries.

The exchanges are evident not only
in legends but also in the names and
nomenclature of spices, herbs and
medicines that persist to this day. Even
sustained efforts by the colonial powers
to erase these identities proved futile.

Pakistanis have always admired the
Chinese values of hard work, humility,

positivity and
good neigh-
borliness.
Chinese
wisdom,
which is root-
ed in common
sense, has long been used to resolve

intelligence, national defense and gov-

ernance — underpinned by its deep

cultural traditions and distinct devel-

opment model with Chinese character-

istics — have become an u'npomm
point for many

rise, the unique relationship between
China and Pakistan baffles many, par-
ticularly in the Western world.

Both countries enjoy a harmonious
m]anonslup hum on trust, goodwill
China has never

the Global South, particularly its “lmn-
clad brother” Pakistan. The successes

complex Thi Itural
imprints are important, as they nour-
ish the many values that unite the peo-
ple of the two countries.

Like China, Pakistan is also an ancient
civilization, being the cradle of the Indus
Valley Civilization, as well as the Harap-
pa and Gandhara civilizations.

Mahayana Buddhism was among
this region’s earliest cultural exports to
China. Famous Chinese travelers Faxi-
an and Xuanzang journeyed through
what is now modem-day Pakistan in
search of auth ist sutras.

so far in bilateral and multi-
lateral cooperation underscore the
strength, resilience and strategic depth
of this multi-dimensional relationship.
The successful implementation of
projects during the first phase of the
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor has
been a major milestone. This success
raises hopes that the second phase of
the CPEC will be even more successful.
It is important to note that China-
Pakistan cooperation extends far
beyond the domains of the CPEC into

Xuanzang's journey later became the
inspiration for the Ming Dynasty (1368-
1644) novel Journey to the West by Wu
Cheng'en, highlighting the bonds that
unite the two peoples.

‘Today’s generation in both countries
is reenacting that history. The intelli-
gentsia has a common responsibility to
help future generations know about
their common heritage in order to
build a community with a shared
future for humanity.

China’s remarkable advances in
technology, the economy, artificial

ic areas such as defense pro-
jects, the peaceful use of nuclear ener-
£y, renewable energy, mining,
automobiles, maritime monitoring
capabilities, space exploration, Al and
human resource development.

For example, Pakistan’s integration
into the Chinese supply chain and its
adept use of Chinese aviation technolo-
gy, such as the JF-17 Thunder and
advanced J-10C aircraft, have made the
Pakistan Air Force a global amb:

m'.erferul in Pakistan’s internal affairs
or exerted pressure. Instead, it has
assisted Pakistan without any expecta-
tion of a quid pro quo.

As steadfast allies, both countries
always work closely to ensure peace,
prosperity and stability in Eurasia,
West Asia, the Gulf and South Asia.

‘The second quarter of the 21st centu-
ry marks the beginning of a multi-po-
lar world, with China and Pakistan
seeking a just, equitable, peaceful, har-
monious and prosperous global order.

China’s vision of building a commu-
nity with a shared future for humamty,
under the Belt and Road Initiati

power is the production tool. Every token call consumes
computing power.

‘The more powerful the computing capacity, the faster
the token processing speed, the lower the unit cost, the
higher the model quality, and consequently, the more fre-
quent the token calls. The explosive growth in token con-
sumphou orcall volume provides grounds for optimism

power supply while also
sounding a warning that it is a scarce resource in the Al era.

With the of the the i
Internet, and the proliferation of Al agents, the surge in
demand might lead to a perpetual shortage in comput-
mg power. Computmg power supply is constrained by

and such as
chips, servers and data centers. With “Al+” becoming a
national strategy, China must vigorously strengthen the
supply-side infrastructure.

In the Al era, computing power is akin to national
strength. Recent developments bode well for China'’s
computing capacity. Beyond companies like Huawei
Ascend, Cambricon, and Hygon Information Technology
launching acceleration chips and CPUs, the completion
of China’s largest Al computing cluster in Zhengzhou is a
milestone in domestic computing infrastructure.

Developed countries are racing to build Al for Science
(AI4S) computing facilities, marking a new stage of glob-
al tech i The cluster in located at
the core node of China’s Supercomputing Internet, inte-
grates 60,000 acceleration cards. It is a super brain tai-
lored for Chinese scientists and signifies a breakthrough
in the country ing infrastructure.

‘What gives China greater confidence is the energy sup-
port behind computing power — the bottom layer of
‘what NVIDIA CEO Jensen Huang calls the “Five-Layer
Cake of AI'" At the end of Al lies electricity; tokens are
driven by watts.

China has the world’s largest and most advanced pow-
er supply system, with a total installed generation capac-
ity of 3.95 billion kilowatts — three times that of the
United States and 13 times that of Japan. The conunued

ion of green power ises the
development of computing power.

Under the fmmework of loken economics, China’s two
major initi ricity synergy project
and “East Data, West Computing” — are increasingly sig-
nificant. The former ensures power supply for comput-
ing centers through coordinated planning of computing
infrastructure and power systems.

‘The latter channels dense computing power demand
from the eastto the electricity-rich west. Both are vital
for and ding China’s intelli com-

the next phase of globalization.

As an ancient civilization, China fol-
lows the “prosper thy neighbor” philos-
ophy, sharing its experience with all
countries of the Global South.

Pakistan is ideally positioned to ben-
efit from this partnership.

The author is the former director of the

puting scale, now the second largest in the world.

As Liu of the National Data Bureau noted, “tokens are
not only the value anchor of the Al era but also the settle-
ment unit supply Wlul
cial demand,
implementation of business models.”

‘Token economics is still in conceptual infancy, and its
integration with the real economy has yet to crystallize
intoa mmure mode] Regardless of whether an industrial

for the

for these technologies.
A new world order is emerging as
the old one crumbles. With Asia on the

China Studies Centre at Pakistan’s
ional Uni it afSaerweaand
hnology and a former

The views don’t necessarily reflect those
of China Daily.

d on tokens has already begun, as
some analysts speculate, establishing a new value assess-
ment system around tokens — a core vanable reshaping
the digital —isan require-
ment for the development of the Al industry.




THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

Tuesday, May 26, 2026 | Al5

OPINION

Hunter Meets Candace on Israel

L Normally, the
7 son of a pres-
ident of the
United States
wouldn’t ~ sit
down for a

; chat with a
gl'lél{gET podcaster
By William known  for
McGurn her penchant

for conspir-
acy theories
involving Jews.

But when both blame their
misfortunes on the same
scapegoat—Israel—it can be a
bonding experience. Espe-
cially when the two are
building on a shared antipa-
thy to Donald Trump.

So it was Thursday when
the right-wing Candace Ow-
ens aired her podcast inter-
view with Hunter Biden, bad-
boy son of Joe Biden. Over
two hours, the discussion
ranged from the younger Mr.
Biden’s crack addiction to re-
ligion and painting. In its ar-
ticle about the interview, the
Israeli daily Haaretz charac-
terized Hunter as asserting
“a clear linkage between Is-
raeli intelligence and conspir-
acies aimed at bringing down
[President] Biden.”

Although the interview
was mostly devoted to
Hunter’s struggle with addic-
tion, animosity toward the
Jewish state kept breaking
through. Hunter Biden didn’t
mince words when it came to
the one thing he said he and
Ms. Owens can agree on.

“We all can agree that we
need to stop the wholesale

murder of a population in
Gaza,” Hunter Biden said.
“Whatever you think about
my father’s policy as it re-
lates—I always say to people,
“You know one thing he
didn’t do? He didn’t green-
light to turn Gaza into a
Trump golf course, you
know, with the maitre d’ be-
ing Jared Kushner with $4
billion in Saudi money.’ It’s
despicable.”

It isn't the first time
Hunter Biden has popped off
on Israel, though he also says
he backs the Jewish state. “I
support Israel,” Mr. Biden
told “Channel 5 with Andrew
Callaghan,” a YouTube pro-
gram, in July. “I definitely
support my Jewish wife and
my Jewish son. And I believe
in Israel’s right to exist in
peace and prosperity.”

In his memoir “Beautiful
Things,” Hunter confesses he
even has the Hebrew word
for peace—shalom—tattooed
on his arm. It matches one
that his Jewish South African
wife, Melissa Cohen Biden,
had when she met him.

The younger Mr. Biden
isn’t a fan of Israel’s longest-
serving prime minister, Ben-
jamin Netanyahu. That much
he has in common with his
dad. But it’s relevant that
notwithstanding a long ca-
reer in the Senate and two
terms as vice president un-
der Barack Obama, the elder
Mr. Biden was never much of
a leader on Israel—or any
other big issue. As the Demo-
cratic Party drifted from its

pro-Israel past, Mr. Biden
drifted with it. That increas-
ingly meant clashes with Mr.
Netanyahu.

Hunter doesn’t see it this
way, of course. He calls the
‘Washington-based left-wing
elite within the Democratic
Party “the Epstein class” af-
ter Jeffrey Epstein, the finan-
cier and convicted sexual
predator who committed sui-
cide in federal prison while
awaiting trial on child sex-
trafficking charges.

feeble and sometimes con-
fused old man who looked
like he might not make it to
the podium. After that, Mr.
Biden was out—and he
seemed to be the last to real-
ize it.

What was Hunter’s role in
all this? We don’t know be-
cause Ms. Owens never asks.
At the outset of the inter-
view, she puts it this way:
“I'm not going to make you
say anything bad about your
father because that would
just be demonic.”

What is Joe Biden’s
son doing on the
antisemitic right-
wing podeast?

Hunter claims his dad
never fit in with this elite,
and they were out to get
him. Judging from Joe Bi-
den’s humiliating withdrawal
from the 2024 presidential
race, they succeeded.

But this is fantasy. The
Democratic Party Hunter Bi-
den imagines as having
treacherously done his father
in had in fact propped Joe
Biden up for years and
seemed willing to do it again.
Joe’s problem in 2024 was
Joe.

The elder Mr. Biden’s infir-
mities became impossible to
ignore after the June 27,
2024, presidential debate in
Atlanta. When Mr. Biden
came out, the world saw a

But not asking key ques-
tions about what was going
on in the Biden White House
is shirking a duty. There are
still many questions that de-
serve answers, and they can
be asked in a way that
doesn’t attack former Presi-
dent Biden.

One that comes to mind is
whether Joe stayed on too
long because his friends and
family didn’t want him to step
aside. Another has to do with
all those snide digs on Israel.
Maybe Ms. Owens could have
asked Hunter if his father or
Zohran Mamdani better repre-
sents the Democratic Party
these days.

On Israel Mr. Mamdani
seems to represent the view
now ascendant in the Demo-
cratic Party, while the alleg-
edly pro-Israel-but-anti-Ne-
tanyahu position of the Biden
camp looks increasingly to be
a thing of the past. Would
have been nice if Ms. Owens
had asked why.

Write to megurn@wsj.com.

Peace May Not Be at Hand in Iran

Is peace at
hand between
the U.S. and
Iran, or is
talk of an end
to the war
just more
hype and
spin? Is the

By Walter A
potential
Russell Mead agreenent, &5

President
Trump insists, a good deal
that is much tougher than
anything the Obama adminis-
tration managed to negoti-
ate? Or is it the thinly dis-
guised surrender of a Trump
administration desperate to
liquidate a war the president
now privately feels he should
never have launched?

As of Memorial Day, no-
body, possibly including both
Mr. Trump and Iran’s su-
preme leader, seems to know.
That shouldn’t be surprising.
Both the American president
and his Iranian opponents
believe that the purpose of
speech is less to inform than
to spin. Add this to the sen-
sitivity and secrecy with
which delicate diplomatic ne-
gotiations must proceed, and
we have a fog of misleading
statements, dramatic but dis-
ingenuous social-media posts,
and intentionally obfuscatory
leaks.

Both sides have an inter-
est in proclaiming an immi-
nent peace. Fuming American
motorists want prices to
drop at the pump. Mr.
Trump’s  political allies,
haunted by falling poll num-
bers before the midterm
elections, pine for good news.

Anxious American allies in
the region and beyond long
for an end to the war’s en-
ergy and trade disruptions.
Rumors of peace set financial
markets surging. Rumors of
renewed hostilities leave
traders reeling in despair.
On the Iranian side, the
rattled political authorities
need some good news about
sanctions relief to mollify a
restless public. Leaders, not
unreasonably fearing more
waves of Israeli decapitation
strikes, yearn for an end to
that anxiety. And any result

Both sides want the
war over, but the gap
between their basic
requirements is wide.

that can be spun as a victory
for the Islamic Republic
against Israel and the U.S.
would provide badly needed
legitimacy to an untested,
unloved and nepotistically
selected supreme leader.
The common interest in
ending the war drives Iran
and America together and
gives all parties an incentive
to hype the prospects for
peace, but the gap between
the two sides’ minimum re-
quirements makes an actual
agreement fiendishly hard to
work out. Having alienated
one wing of his coalition by
launching the war, Mr. Trump
seems reluctant to enrage an-
other by accepting a weak
peace. The Iranian regime

feels that its ability to block
the Strait of Hormuz and
damage its neighbors by
drone and missile attacks en-
titles it to painful conces-
sions from the U.S. side.

Those who see a softening
of the American position in
recent days aren’t wrong.
Administration critics blame
Israel for Washington’s deci-
sion to attack Iran, but Saudi
Arabia was also in favor of
settling scores with Tehran
once and for all. That has
changed. Iranian attacks
have awakened the Saudis to
the vulnerability of their en-
ergy infrastructure as well as
the desalination plants on
which much of the kingdom
depends.

Saudi Arabia’s cities rely
heavily on massive desalina-
tion complexes. The capital,
Riyadh, is particularly ex-
posed, as most of its water
comes through pipelines from
large desalination plants on
the Gulf. If those facilities
were taken out of commis-
sion, much of Riyadh’s popu-
lation would likely have to be
evacuated within days.

Attacks on desalination
facilities whose primary
purpose is to provide drink-
ing water to civilians consti-
tute one of the most heinous
imaginable war crimes. As
attacks on desalination
plants in Kuwait and Bah-
rain have demonstrated dur-
ing the current war, that
isn’t a problem for the self-
proclaimed religious zealots
of the Islamic Republic of
Iran. The Saudis have taken
note.

The threat to Gulf desali-
nation facilities has shaken
the coalition that supported
the war and may loom larger
in peace diplomacy than
Iran’s threats to shipping in
the Strait of Hormuz. The
Trump administration faces
a difficult choice. Does it re-
assure the Gulf Arabs by de-
terring Iranian attacks on
their water supply via
threats of massive retalia-
tion, or does it seek a quick
end to the war at the price
of more-favorable conditions
for Iran?

Mr. Trump’s demand that a
group of Arab countries plus
Turkey and Pakistan should
simultaneously sign on to the
Abraham Accords likely re-
flects the inistration’s

BOOKSHELF | By James Romm
Sparta’s Caste
Of Conquerors

Sparta

By Andrew Bayliss
Norton, 384 pages, $35

or those who study ancient Greece, the classical era,
roughly the fifth and fourth centuries B.C., presents a
case study in the failure to learn from history. Near
the start of that period the Greeks saw the Persians, rulers
of a vast empire, overreach themselves and fail in two inva-
sions of Europe, the second time catastrophically. Yet in the
wake of those episodes, the reigning Greek powers of the
day, Athens and Sparta, did more or less as the Persians
had done. They, too, overreached, invaded lands they
couldn’t conquer or couldn’t control, and brought disasters
down on their citizenries.
Eloguent voices warned the Greeks not to follow this
path, to no avail. The playwrights of Athens dramatized the
tragic tales of kings, including Xerxes of Persia, whose
overweening ambitions led the rulers to ruin. The “Histo-
ries” of Herodotus, likely composed in the mid-fifth-century
B.C., recounted the Persian defeat as a paradigm of the per-
ils of reckless imperialism. An
inscription at the shrine of
Apollo at Delphi fruitlessly
warned the oracle’s visi-
tors méden agan, “nothing
too much.”
The tale of Athenian over-
reach is better known today
than its Spartan counterpart,
largely because Thucydides,
one of antiquity’s finest histo-
rians, captured it in his
account of the Peloponnesian
‘War, which began in 431 B.C.
The end of the war and the

aftermath of Sparta’s victory
over Athens, through the years
404-371 B.C., are known to us through the writings of Xeno-
phon, a less insightful observer. Xenophon at times tries to
show that the Spartans, too, abandoned self-restraint and
overextended themselves. But his lesser narrative skills,
and his tendency to minimize Spartan errors, make that
theme hard to discern in his works.

Andrew Bayliss, the author of “Sparta: The Rise and Fall
of an Ancient Superpower,” is a defter writer than Xeno-
phon. As the book’s subtitle indicates, Mr. Bayliss, a scholar
of Greek history at the University of Birmingham in Eng-
land, situates the Spartans firmly within the time-honored
pattern of overreach leading to downfall. The story he tells,
especially in its grim final chapter, should be required read-
ing for leaders of modern nations.

The bizarre social system from which Sparta derived its
strength goes back to its early history. Working from
patchy and near-mythical sources, Mr. Bayliss constructs a
plausible theory of how the Spartans, members of the
Dorian subgroup of the Greek people, arrived in their home
in the south of the Peloponnese, the vast southern penin-
sula of Greece, and began a series of wars with their neigh-
bors. By the seventh century B.C., their conquest of the
Messenians, the Greeks in the fertile lands to their west,
had provided them with a huge body of slaves, known as
helots, whose labor supplied their food crops.

Liberated from farming and fearful of helot revolts, the
Spartans developed their austere lifestyle and rigorous pro-
gram of military training. Their system ensured that Spar-

quest for a bright and shiny
diplomatic win to offset com-
promises with Iran. At a time
when memories of the Gaza
war and the absence of prog-
ress on Palestinian issues
have made Israel even more
unpopular  globally and
among Muslims than usual,
that would be a stiff price for
the Saudis to pay.

The issue of water secu-
rity for the Gulf populations
will grow. Unless the U.S. is
prepared to accept a long-
term Iranian hegemony over
the Gulf states as well as the
Strait of Hormuz, it will need
to find an effective deterrent
to Iranian attacks on vital in-
frastructure. The choice may
come down to providing a
credible nuclear shield for
our Gulf allies or abandoning
them to the tender mercies
of the Islamic Republic.

Reports of Woke’s Death Are Exaggerated

By Paul du Quenoy
And Judith Miller

ov. Ron DeSantis says

Florida is “where woke

goes to die,” but the
University of Florida may be
where woke goes to lead.

Last year the Florida Board
of Governors, which oversees
public universities statewide,
rejected Santa Ono, the Uni-
versity of Florida trustees’
choice for president, over his
support for DEI and other
woke policies while University
of Michigan president. A
search committee has recom-
mended another finalist de-
voted to DEL Stuart Bell, a
former University of Alabama
president. Mr. DeSantis en-
dorsed Mr. Bell as a “great se-
lection,” but his prospects are
far from certain.

Mr. Bell implemented DEI
throughout his decadelong
tenure at Alabama. These poli-
cies included an ambitious
program that promoted race-
based recruitment of students
and faculty and the hiring of a
DEI guru, G. Christine Taylor,
as vice president and associate

provost for DEI and of some
30 other DEI personnel, in-
cluding college deans. In 2019
Alabama boasted that 36% of
undergraduate courses were
“diversity-related.” Mr. Bell
said in a promotional video
that Alabama had “over 70
student organizations which
have diversity and inclusion as
a focus.”

In 2019 Mr. Bell convened a
committee to adopt stricter
DEI protocols. After George
Floyd’s death, the university
opened an Intercultural Diver-
sity Center, a Hate & Bias
Hotline and a Safe to Pee pro-
gram to deter “discrimination
against gender variant people
in public restrooms.”

The Alabama Legislature
banned campus DEI in 2024,
and the university took the
new law as a mandate to
change its nomenclature. Ms.
Taylor retained her job under
a new title, vice president
and associate vice provost
for opportunity, connections
and success. The Intercul-
tural Diversity Center be-
came simply the Intercultural
Center.

Why is it so hard to rid
universities of DEI, even in
crimson states like Alabama
and Florida?

The answer at the Univer-
sity of Florida could be its
trustees’ reluctance to follow
university regulations and
state law, which require
transparency and ban DEL Mr.

The University of
Florida considers
another DEI devotee
for its president.

stepped his authority in the
selection process.

The University of Florida
may pay a financial price if
Mr. Bell gets the job. After Mr.
0Ono’s rejection, the university
hired as interim president
Donald Landry, a distinguished
medical academic celebrated
for promoting institutional
neutrality, free speech, and the
elimination of DEL Dr. Lan-
dry’s contract provides for a
$2 million severance payment
if he isn’t hired permanently.

Meantime, Education Sec-
retary Linda McMahon has
said that Florida needs a
i who will continue

Bell is heavily championed by
Morteza “Mori” Hosseini,
chairman of the board of
trustees. He is a prominent
Republican donor who sup-
ported Mr. Ono and expressed
dismay when he was blocked.
This time, Florida Board of
Governors chairman Alan
Levine has written Ray Rodri-
gues, chancellor of Florida’s
State University System, ask-
ing him to investigate
whether Mr. Hosseini over-

pi
“the fight to get discrimina-
tory DEI out of our schools
and universities.” Her depart-
ment has the power to with-
hold federal money from
schools that violate civil
rights. If Florida goes woke, it
could go broke.

Mr. du Quenoy is president
of the Palm Beach Freedom
Institute. Ms. Miller is a fel-
low at the Manhattan Insti-
tute and contributing editor
of City Journal.

tan mals ! as homoioi, or “equals”—because the
state allotted them uniform tracts of land, could live as
“gentlemen of leisure,” as Mr. Bayliss terms them (though
“leisure” should be understood as the freedom to exercise
and drill constantly in a kind of lifelong boot camp). Helots
fed these high-caste soldiers and serviced their every need;
one source reports that each Spartan who went into battle
against the Persians was attended by seven helots.

Sparta’s class of elite warriors were freed
from ordinary work, their needs met by slaves.
The system had a built-in weakness.

Mr. Bayliss seldom passes judgment on the Spartans and
notes that, in recent centuries, they have had both admirers
and detractors. But their need to keep their collective boot
on the necks of their slaves—in one annual ritual,
the krypteia, Spartan youths tried to hunt and kill leading
helots—strikes him as the mark of a “hateful” relationship.
“The Spartans might be. .. viewed as parasites, feeding off
the forced labor of their helots,” he opines.

Sparta could mold its citizens into super-warriors but
could not increase their numbers. With the high bar it set
for entry into its elite training system, and its sclerotic
marital customs limiting birthrates, its population of
homoioi decreased while neighboring states were growing.
Sparta needed allies to fill out its battle array, so it
installed subservient leaders throughout the Peloponnese,
their allies in the war against Athens.

Mr. Bayliss gives a cogent account of the Peloponnesian
War, a 27-year slugfest that finally resulted in Sparta’s
domination. He sees through the high-minded claim made
by the Spartans to be defenders of freedom fighting a
“tyrant city,” Athens, that oppressed its imperial subjects:
“After all the noises they had made about liberating Greece
from Athenian tyranny, [the Spartans] simply replaced it
with their own.” Swollen with confidence after defeating
Athens, Sparta embarked on its own imperial program,
compensating for its dwindling numbers by keeping an
ever-tighter grip on its subjects.

The muster of Spartan homoioi was down to about 1,000
when an enraged Spartan king, Agesilaus, forced a show-
down with Thebes, a far more populous city. At the Battle
of Leuctra in 371 B.C. the Thebans judged, correctly, that
Sparta’s Peloponnesian allies were tired of fighting its wars
and would be slow to engage. The leader of Thebes, Epami-
nondas, reportedly held up a snake and crushed its head, to
show his troops how defeating those thousand Spartans
would neutralize the rest of the enemy army. The success
of that gambit ended Sparta’s reign as a Greek superpower.

Mr. Bayliss contrasts the failure of Sparta with the suc-
cess of Rome, a state that freely admitted non-Romans,
including conquered nations, to citizen status. “The Spar-
tans’ stubborn refusal to share their wealth and conquests
with other Greeks limited their potential to grow,” he
writes. “The only freedom the Spartans were interested in
was their own.” Those who contemplate Sparta’s trajectory
will not, one hopes, be as blind to history’s lessons as the
Greeks themselves were.

Mr. Romm, professor of classics at Bard College, is the
author of “Since You’re Mortal. .. Life Lessons From the
Lost Greek Plays.”
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Will Trump Bail Out Iran’s Regime?

s that it? The American people are left to
wonder as the terms of President Trump S

is to drag out negotiations, and this preliminary
deal is no <_:loubt part of that strategy.

emerging “memorandum of under
with Iran leak to the press.
While the U.S. can claim real
achievements from 38 days of
war, the job isn’t done and 47
days of cease-fire may deliver
a strategic setback.

The preliminary deal, as
mooted in the press, is for
both sides to end their block-
ades, and perhaps for the U.S. to sweeten the
pot financially, while talks on nuclear issues and
further sanctions relief continue for 60 days or
more. A U.S. official says, but Iranian officials
deny, that the regime gave assurances that a fi-
nal deal would include “disposal” of its enriched
uranium.

The basic problem lies with ending U.S. pres-
sure before dismantling the nuclear program.
If the blockade ends and Iran can sell its oil, all
that’s left to coerce it into nuclear concessions
is the threat of renewed war.

But Mr. Trump wasn’t willing to do that after
Iran reneged on reopening the Strait of Hormuz
and attacked U.S. forces and Gulf allies. How
credible will the threat be 60 days closer to mid-
terms, when it would trigger a new Iranian block-
ade of Hormuz? A pledge not to build a nuclear
weapon means nothing because the regime has
always said that while doing the opposite.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
says Mr. Trump agrees that a final deal must
dismantle Iran’s nuclear enrichment sites and
remove its enriched uranium from the country.
U.S. officials have also been briefing that all the
“nuclear dust” must go, but would they retain
the leverage to insist on that?

Some press reports have the U.S. settling for
Iranian assurances not to use underground nu-
clear facilities and for downblending—not re-
moval—of only the 60% enriched uranium. This
would leave Iran with large quantities of 5% and
20% enriched uranium, which can easily be en-
hanced to weapons grade. With the potential
enrichment site beneath Pickaxe Mountain also
intact, Iran would remain a nuclear danger. This
would reqmre the strictest inspections, which
again raises the leverage question.

The U.S. and Iran also have yet to agree on
how long Iran would be banned from enriching
uranium. The question may be academic because
the regime only has to wait out the Trump Ad-
ministration to gain a freer hand. Iran’s history

The outlines of a 60-day
framework suggest U.S.
concessions before a
nuclear deal is signed.

the Strait will reduce oil prices,
but in the President’s reluc-
tance to do so by force, he has
signaled that Iran holds the
trump card. Even if successful,
the deal would leave that card
intact and looming.

Iran insists that no deal
will restore the Strait to its
status quo ante. It could allow

the passage of a prewar number of vessels, state
media says, but on Iranian terms and under its
control. Recall that tanker traffic decreased af-
ter Iran had promised a gradual reopening with
the April 7 cease-fire.

This is reason enough not to give Iran sanc-
tions relief up front. U.S. officials say relief will
be tied to performance, and they will need to
hold to that to get a decent final deal.

Meanwhile, don’t ask about Iran’s ballistic
missiles and proxies, two goals of the war.
While both have been damaged, formal limits
or restrictions have been pushed off to “re-
gional discussions.” The Israelis say they will
retain freedom of action to fight Hezbollah in
Lebanon under the deal, though Iranian sources
deny it. Iran wants its terror proxy to be able
to carry out a war of attrition against Israel
without consequence.

* % %

Much of the press wants to debate whether
this amounts to a better or worse deal than Ba-
rack Obama’s in 2015. The major difference in our
view is the military strikes: Fordow, Natanz and
Isfahan were severely damaged in June. Enrich-
ment has been stopped, at least for now.

Mr. Trump on Sunday pushed back against
critics of the deal, saying “I don’t make bad
deals.” But it’s fair to wonder if he isn’t feeling
the growing pressure at home of rising gasoline
prices and bond yields as midterm elections get
closer. That’s no doubt partly behind his desire
to reopen the Strait even on Iran’s terms.

We'd add that a bad deal would leave him
worse off politically, even if gas prices fall. Even
a half victory by Iran would hurt America’s
standing—and Mr. Trump’s.

Iran’s regime went into this war facing do-
mestic political and economic crises. War has
made these worse. Saving such a regime now
with an economic bailout would be the real be-
trayal—of the U.S. interest even more than the
Iranian people.

The New Big Labor GOP

he latest sign of Republican midterm
panic is the surrender to Big Labor poli-
cies that unions couldn’t pass when
Democrats ran Congress and

C ies don’t reach agr S on an ap-
proved timeline of when unions are first certi-
fied. If the employers and the union can’t agree
on a contract within 90 days,

Joe Biden was President. Republicans hand government would step in for

We told you last week ion bosses a pair of  mediation followed by binding
about the Railway Safety Act, unx % l.)O se. p(‘].].l' arbitration. Individual workers
a classic featherbedding oper- pUhthf’-ll victories. are cut out of the process.

ation to mandate two engi-
neers per freight train when
Europe gets by fine with one. This JD Vance gift
to the Teamsters passed the House Transporta-
tion and Infrastructure Committee last week,
54-11, after President Trump endorsed it with
a somal medxa post.

(@) seven House ans also
crossed the aisle to hand unions the 218 votes
they needed in a discharge petition to bypass a
committee and send the Faster Labor Contracts
Act (FLCA) to the House floor. The GOP Members
who confuse the priorities of union bosses with
the needs of union workers are West Virginia
Rep. Riley Moore, New Yorkers Nick LaLota and
Mike Lawler, Nebraska Rep. Don Bacon, Ohio
Rep. Max Miller and Pennsylvania’s Rob Bresna-
han and Brian Fitzpatrick.

The law gives unions a bludgeon against busi-
ness by mandating government arbitration if

This is an invitation for
unions to refuse to compro-
mise on their demands because an employer
can oppose a deal and still may have to accept
it. Arbitrators often have minimal operating
knowledge of a particular company, its con-
straints or its priorities for growth. Rulings can
be based on industry trends and generalities.
An arbitration panel decision would be binding
on the parties for two years unless amended
“by written consent of the parties.”

The FLCA is a plank in the Big Labor PRO Act
that failed to pass Congress in the Biden years.
The bill is now likely to pass the House. The GOP
Senate could kill it, but Josh Hawley (R., Mo.) is
sponsoring the corresponding legislation there.
The pro-union Republicans fancy themselves as
tribunes for the common man, but they’re really
rubber stamps for labor bosses who are allies of
the Democratic Party.

Warsh’s Internal Opponents Fire Away

evin Warsh took office as Chair of the

Federal Reserve on Friday with a mes-

sage of reform for the central bank. To
get a sense of how hard this

chance to settle into the job.
Next up was Fed Governor Christopher Wal-
ler, who said in a speech on the day of Mr.
Warsh’s confirmation that he

job will be, consider that two Barr and Waller don’t no longer favors cutting inter-
members of the ancien regime 2 est rates. “I can no longer rule
fired warning shots even be- even wa¥t for the ne.w out rate hikes further down
fore Mr. Warsh took the oath ~ Fed Chair to settlein.  the road if inflation does not

of office.

First, Fed Governor Mi-
chael Barr openly declared his opposition to re-
ducing the Fed’s $6.7 trillion balance sheet. “I
think shrinking the balance sheet is the wrong
objective, and many of the proposals to meet
this objective would undermine bank resilience,
impede money market functioning, and, ulti-
mately, threaten financial stability,” Mr. Barr
said on May 14 at New York University.

That last point leaps out since the most re-
cent threat to financial stability came on Mr.
Barr’s watch as Fed vice chair for supervision.
He missed the interest-rate risk—the most basic
of banking risks—to Silicon Valley Bank and
Signature Bank. Mr. Barr resigned as the super-
vision vice chair last year ahead of his likely re-
moval by President Trump.

Mr. Barr’s balance-sheet arguments aren’t
novel and are best addressed another day.
What’s notable about his speech is that he
knows that reducing the Fed balance sheet,
which exploded after the 2008 financial panic,
is one of Mr. Warsh’s stated priorities. Mr. Barr,
a protege of Sen. Elizabeth Warren, is declaring
himself as an internal opponent on the Fed
board even before the new Chairman has a

abate soon,” Mr. Waller said
regarding the impact of the
Iran oil shock on prices.

A fed-funds rate hike may be needed in the
future, though the next Federal Open Market
Committee meeting isn’t until June 16. But
what’s notable here is Mr. Waller’s switcheroo.
As recently as January he dissented in favor of
arate cut on grounds of weakness in the labor
market. In April he voted for a FOMC statement
that contained an “easing bias.” This was when
financial conditions were hardly tight.

In January Mr. Waller was competing against
Mr. Warsh for the Fed chairmanship, and Presi-
dent Trump was calling for a rate cut. With the
labor market little changed, Mr. Waller now
rules out a rate cut after Mr. Warsh beat him
out for the job. Mr. Warsh can be forgiven for
wondering if Mr. Waller is declaring his doubts
about the new Chair and signaling to the press
to watch his space.

You'd think for the good of the institution—
you might even say for its independence—that
Fed governors would refrain from boxing in a new

Chairman. But we live in the age of performative
central banking. At least Mr. Warsh is finding out
who his internal opponents are.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Families Want Drug Therapies Approved Fast

Tomas Philipson’s May 19 op-ed
(“The FDA’s New Leaders Can Un-
leash Innovation”) appropriately
highlights how regulatory efficiency
can directly affect patients and
families.

As a pediatric opht

provide greater manufacturing reli-
ability, quality assurance and confi-
dence in long-term use.

The FDA’s role in ensuring safety
and scientific rigor remains essen-
tial. But there is also an opportunity

for physicians, research-

treating children with progressive
myopia or near-sightedness, I see
firsthand how delays in access to in-
novation can affect long-term health
outcomes.

Across the U.S., physicians are al-
ready caring for large numbers of
children with worsening myopia and
increasingly using compounded low-
dose atropine to slow disease pro-
gression. Families are seeking these
treatments because they want to
preserve their children’s vision and
quality of life. Physicians are pre-
seribing them because growing clini-
cal evidence and real-world experi-
ence suggest meaningful benefit.

At the same time, compounded
medications can vary in formulation,
stability and consistency. This is
why many clinicians and families
have been awaiting standardized,
FDA-reviewed therapies that can

ers and industry to work collabora-
tively to accelerate access to prom-
ising therapies.

Innovations such as SYD-101 from
Sydnexis, which is a treatment for
pediatric progressive myopia, have
demonstrated encouraging clinical
trial results. Similar approaches are
already being adopted internation-
ally, including in Europe and Asia.
Efficient and science-driven regula-
tory pathways don’t weaken patient
protection. For families watching
their children’s vision worsen year
after year, that progress can’t come
fast enough.

RanuL Buaora, M.D.

Director, Division of Ophthalmology
Rady Children’s Hospital of
Orange County

Orange, Calif.

Dr. Bhola serves as a consultant
to Sydnexis.

Trump’s Negotiators Should Travel to Ukraine

Regarding Walter Russell Mead’s “A
Glimpse at the Future of War” (Global
View, May 19): President Trump wants
to appear as a neutral mediator to com-
pel an end to this shockingly lethal
drone war. But his lead negotiator has
been to Russia at least seven times and
never to Ukraine.

While on the trip with Mr. Mead, 1
realized that these U.S. negotiators
would be wise to go to Kyiv. They
should observe a drone-operation
center and learn about the enterprise
and wit of the private citizens who
are innovating, adapting and making
Ukraine a promising place in the free
world to do business.

By visiting, one can see the people
hold out hope for America, and for Mr.
Trump specifically, while engaging
with the patriotic people who are go-

ing to work and raising children amid
regular trips to the bomb shelters.
Visiting the country also makes
clear the reality that Ukrainians are
defending their home against a coun-
try that also views America, and the
West, as an enemy. Secretary of State
Marco Rubio extolled and urged Euro-
peans to do their part to help
strengthen the West in his speech in
Munich, where he said, “We in Amer-
ica have no interest in being polite and
orderly caretakers of the West’s man-
aged decline.” Vladimir Putin has an
interest in speeding that decline. Back-
ing Ukrainian victory is a better way
to end the war—and in a way that sup-
ports Mr. Rubio’s vision. Not Russia’s.
ReBECCAH HEINRICHS
Hudson Institute
Washington

How to Deal With Students Using AI to Cheat

“Easy ‘A’s Are Everywhere Since
ChatGPT’s Debut” (U.S. News, May 14)
may be good news in disguise. While
ChatGPT and other Al tools may be
amplifying the problem of cheating,
technology has facilitated student
cheating for some time.

Solution manuals have long been
online, and any number of web sites
have enabled students to cheat on as-
signed homework. I'm a professor of

Bring Back Human Support

Roland Fryer’s op-ed is correct in
pointing out that increased consumer
frustration is due to rising fixed costs
and lower discretionary income (“Why
Everything Feels More Expensive,”
May 19). After all, 50 years ago I
didn’t drink bottled water or eat or-
ganic food. Nor did I have monthly
bills for cable, fitness centers, cell-
phones and the internet.

Some of this consumer frustration
may also be the stress associated with
a more technological society. Modern
technology in the service sector is
only cost efficient if it reduces human
interaction. But this increases the
time burden on those that have to rely
on artificial-intelligence call centers
for problems with their services.

You can buy your way out of this
time burden by paying for such things
as healthcare concierge services. But
for most of us, we are stuck with auto-
mated messages and increasing grief
over a person-free service environment.

MicHAEL C. PETROWSKY
Philadelphia

CORRECTION

The average annuitant in Washing-
ton state’s Law Enforcement Officers’
and Firefighters’ Retirement System
Plan 1 draws $5,413 a month. The May
16 Cross Country column misstated
the payment’s frequency.

mechanical engineering, and this be-
came apparent to me about 20 years
ago. Since then, I've used only work
done in a proctored environment in
computing my students’ grades. Many
professors bemoan cheating but tend
to do little about it, often claiming
that students who cheat only harm
themselves by not really learning the
material. But this attitude victimizes
the honorable students who don’t
cheat and suffer from comparatively
lower grades.

Faculty have a responsibility to pe-
nalize or report those who cheat. T
hope ChatGPT has made the presence
of cheating so obvious that it can’t be
ignored. Perhaps universities will ad-
dress the elephant in the room: Stu-
dent cheating is rampant, and it is the
fault of the faculty. It is high time that
we base student grades only on work
done in proctored environments. This
surely will increase faculty workload,
but without academic integrity, what
do we have?

Pror. JonN R. SAYLOR
Clemson University
Clemson, S.C.

Medicaid Gets the Attention

Vivek Ramaswamy’s solution is a
good start to reducing Medicaid
fraud (“An Easy Way to Defeat Med-
icaid Fraud,” op-ed, May 20).

States need more funds to ad-
dress fraud, but that’s far from
enough. Fraud happens across all
payers, mostly by unscrupulous pro-
viders who think they can get away
with it. They underestimate how
health insurers, including Medicaid,
have become skilled in detecting
and prosecuting these schemes.

Such fraud is a big issue in Medi-
care and in private health insurance.
But Medicaid seems to get the polit-
ical attention.

VERNON K. SmitH
Scottsdale, Ariz.
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History Repeats in Iran

EDITOR AT
LARGE

By Gerard Baker

et’s start with the most

important point about the

agreement President

Trump is apparently about

to sign with Iran. There
were no good options. If we're Iucky,
the deal in the works may restore
the status quo ante in the region:
shipping lanes reopened, negotia-
tions over Iran’s nuclear program re-
sumed—with a regime that has been
tactically degraded but looks strate-
gically enhanced.

The worst outcome, in other
words, except for all the others.

That’s what you get when you
launch a strategic expedition on a
tide of hubris and ignorance, a “little
excursion” you insist will end in
“four to five weeks” in “the uncondi-
tional surrender” of your enemy—an
enemy so obdurate that it values its
own existence far above the lives of
its own people.

It’s unfair to blame Mr. Trump
alone, because this strategic failure
is not new for the U.S. It’s also what
you get when you embroil yourself
in another conflict in the greater
Middle East based on a bleakly fa-
miliar combination of misjudg-
ments: a massive underestimation
of the enemy’s defensive capabili-
ties and will to resist, and a massive
overestimation of your own offen-
sive capabilities and will to prose-

cute a costly war to a conclusion.
So, yes, negotiating the best deal
was the right choice. What were the
alternatives? Maintain the state of
blockade and siege? That would
have done greater harm to the U.S.
and world economy, with limited
chance of success. Return to the
bombing campaign? More costly de-
pletion of munitions, jeopardizing
our other military commitments, in
exchange for reparable damage to
Iran’s military infrastructure.
Escalation? That might have
promised a more conclusive outcome.
But how likely was it and at what
cost? Blithe exhortations to “finish
the job” again underestimate the
level of commitment necessary to
achieve the stated objectives: open-
ing the sea lanes, depriving Iran of
its nuclear capability; degrading its
infrastructure so it poses no future
threat. All this would have required
extended naval warfare against an
enemy entrenched in defensive and
offensive posture along a 1,000-mile

defend the regime to the last man.
Could we have won? Maybe, but not
at a cost most Americans would
deem acceptable.

It isn’t unpatriotic to express
skepticism about our ability to fight
and win this kind of war. The accu-
sation that voicing criticism of a
campaign waged on flawed assump-
tions and fanciful expectations
means rooting for the enemy is re-
pugnant. Iran’s regime is one of the
most despicable on the planet; it has
murdered Americans and threatens
regional stability. It deserves to be

Donald Trump seemed

to have learned the lessons
of his predecessors. Then
he overreached anyway.

ground into dust. But we should be
able to debate the best way to de-

long Gulf littoral, phibi
ous operations in hostile waters, the
deployment of enough ground forces
to retrieve remote and well-protected
nuclear material, and more forces to
ensure the elimination of defensive
capabilities.

In short, escalation wouldn’t have
meant a calibrated ratcheting up of
the surgical operation we have been
trying to execute for the past three
months. It would have meant all-out
war against a country with a popu-
lation larger than Irag’s and Afghan-
istan’s combined, with a military
and political leadership dug in to

end from it without being

accused of campaigning for the en-
emy. If Iran emerges from all this
stronger, as reasonable critics fear,
then those who have so enthusiasti-
cally backed all-out war should re-
flect on their own role rather than
attacking those with reasonable
doubts.

It is this, after all, that makes
America great: that we can debate
the wisdom of policy without calling
each other traitors; we can call on
the wisdom of a wide range of peo-
ple to develop the right strategy.
Above all, we learn our lessons when

‘we make misjudgments rather than
claim we have been stabbed in the
back. We know where that leads.

This last point is the biggest
irony of all this. Since George HW.
Bush’s resounding success in expel-
ling Iraq from Kuwait in 1991, we
have been stuck in a repeat pattern
of wild oscillations between over-
confidence and hypercaution; suc-
cessive presidencies have ridden a
swinging pendulum between hubris
and timidity.

Bill Clinton’s pusillanimous re-
sponse to al Qaeda’s terrorist attacks
on the American embassies in Africa
and the USS Cole emboldened our
enemies and led more or less di-
rectly to the criminal tragedy of
Sept. 11, 2001. George W. Bush
pushed the pendulum the other way
and assumed an easy victory over
Iraq in 2003. Barack Obama’s diffi-
dence gave us his red-line disaster in
Syria in 2013. Joe Biden’s short-
sighted aversion to even limited mil-
itary engagement resulted in the ca-
lamity of the Afghanistan
withdrawal in 2021

Between those last two, Donald
Trump seemed finally to have
achieved equilibrium with prudent
intervention where necessary while
avoiding unnecessary wars.

George Santayana’s famous obser-
vation about history has been ab-
sorbed into the bloodstream of pop-
ular thought: Those who don’t learn
from it are doomed to repeat it. But
what are we to make of those who
seemed to have learned the lessons
and then went and repeated the mis-
takes anyway?

The Architects of American Renewal

By Robert L. Woodson Sr.

he 250th birthday of the
T United States presents a

unique moment to celebrate
beyond flag-waving, anthem-singing
and praising the wisdom of the
Founding Fathers. Though meaning-
ful, such rituals become empty with-
out moral reflection.

Which victories, exactly, are we
celebrating? And what kind of na-
tion are we calling ourselves and our
posterity to be?

Over the past decade, American
history has been weaponized to
convince its people that we are ir-
redeemably defined by our worst
chapters—especially the moral
darkness of slavery. Black children
are increasingly taught to believe
they live in a country that funda-
mentally thinks less of them. White
children are told they are inher-
ently guilty because they are “priv-
ileged oppressors.”

Both messages produce the same
outcome: a diminished sense of hu-
man value, the erosion of self-re-
spect and collapse of social trust. A
people convinced they are powerless
will eventually live as though they
are. The past should be a teacher,
not a jailer. People don’t rise when
they are taught helplessness. They
are motivated to rise when they are
shown examples of what is possible.

Our country still needs
leaders who didn’t nurse
grievances but chose the
path of radical grace.

The biblical narrative offers a
blueprint for this distinction. The Is-
raelites were commanded never to
forget their bondage in Egypt—not
so they would remain victims for-
ever, but so they would never be-
come Pharaoh to another people.
Memory was meant to sharpen con-
science, not keep people perma-
nently wounded.

America must remember its own
Egypt in that exact spirit. The evils
of slavery should never be forgot-
ten—but neither should they be
used as a permanent indictment
against the nation. They should
serve as a moral guardrail remind-
ing us that greatness is neither in-
herited nor guaranteed; it must be
earned, defended and renewed. Slav-
ery reminds us of the capacity for
cruelty within every society and
why we must remain humble, vigi-

Clemmie Greenlee

lant and committed to justice.

America was founded on ideals in-
tentionally left unfinished. Its true
greatness lies not in claims of perfec-
tion, but in its constitutional capacity
for self-correction. The painful strug-
gle to live up to those ideals takes
courage, self-discipline and, above all,
grace. Not the cheap, performative
grace of political rhetoric that ratio-
nalizes wrongdoing or denies injus-
tice. The costly kind that demands
something of you: discipline, sacri-
fice, responsibility and moral cour-
age. The kind that chooses restora-
tion over revenge even when revenge
feels justified.

Radical grace doesn’t excuse evil
but refuses to let evil define the fu-
ture. This virtue has always been
one of black America’s greatest con-
tributions to the nation. Slavery
didn’t build black resilience. It re-
vealed the strength, faith, ingenuity
and perseverance already present in

the house of his former enslaver,
Henry McKee. Later, as a d d
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rage to restoration through faith and
discipline.

This year, Clemmie sat face to
face with the man who killed her
son. Not to excuse his actions or to
erase consequences—a society with-
out consequences cannot survive.
But this man had served his sen-
tence. And punishment alone can’t
heal what is broken. During that
meeting, Clemmie learned that while
the man was incarcerated, his own
mother had died. Loss met loss. Pain
recognized pain. And at that mo-
ment, something in her broke the
cycle of perpetual retaliation. That is
what radical grace looks like.

Today, through an organization
called Nashville Peacemakers, Clem-
mie works with young people who are
drifting toward violence and incarcer-
ation. She is doing what policy de-
bates and government programs often
fail to do: rebuilding lives through ac-
il iscipline, relationship

war hero and U.S. congressman,
Smalls cared for McKee’s elderly
widow, allowing her to live out her fi-
nal days in the same home where he
had once been held in bondage.
Smalls refused to let the cruelty of
his past dictate the character of his
future. That wasn’t weakness. That
was radical grace.

That same spirit lives today in
Clemmie Greenlee of Nashville,
Tenn. When her son was murdered
23 years ago, her first instinct was
revenge. Pain demanded payment.
But standing over her son’s casket,
she looked up and saw a room over-
flowing with people from every
background whose lives he had
touched. In that moment, she real-
ized her son’s life wouldn’t be de-
fined by how it ended. She chose a
path that cuts against the current of

Y,
and restorative grace.

Leaders like Clemmie Greenlee
are the true architects of America’s
renewal. Just as Robert Smalls did
more than a century ago, they re-
mind us that our darkest hours don’t
have to define our destiny.

Unfortunately, politicians often un-
dervalue these modern-day patriots
because their work can’t be reduced
to statistics or sound bites. Their ef-
forts require something far more de-
manding: moral investment.

As America turns 250, the ques-
tion is whether we still possess the
spiritual resources to renew our-
selves. Will we continue nursing our
grievances, or will we choose the
harder path of radical grace? Amer-
ica’s future depends on that choice.

Mr. Woodson was founder and

our culture. She griev-

people who refused to let
define the limits of their humanity.
Out of bondage emerged some of the
greatest examples of entrepreneur-
ship, family formation, innovation,
moral strength and excellence this
country has ever produced.

Even during Jim Crow, flowers
grew through the cracks. Radical
grace, not victimhood, is the defin-
ing thread of black America’s story,
and it is the model all Americans
must recover.

History is filled with examples of
this radical grace in action. Consider
Robert Smalls, born enslaved in
South Carolina. History rightly cele-
brates the moment in 1862 when he
commandeered a Confederate ship
and sailed enslaved families to free-
dom. But his greatest act came later.
After emancipation, Smalls purchased
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ance for forgi . Not instantly.
Not easily. But deliberately. Over
time, she walked a long road from

presic of the Center and
author of “A Pathway to American
Renewal: Red, White and Black.” He
died at 89 on May 19.

Who Let the Dogs In?

By Bert Stratton

have a no-dogs policy. 'm a
landlord. When I bought the
building in Lakewood, Ohio, de-

cades ago, a gigantic Doberman lived
in apartment 400. It bounded down
the stairs and almost ran me over.
Also, the dog stained the oak floors
by regularly urinating in the living
room.

So I kicked the dog out, and the
tenant, and instituted a new policy.
(Cats are OK at an additional $20 a
month.)

Yet I do have dogs in the build-
ing—*“emotional support animals.”
These aren’t trained service animals
like those that help the blind. Ten-
ants find a licensed social worker or
psychologist to write a letter saying
the animal is needed for their mental
health. The Fair Housing Amend-
ments Act obligates the landlord to
offer “reasonable accommodations”
to tenants with disabilities, emo-
tional and otherwise.

Last month a new tenant informed

parade. But it would be illegal.

The tenant texted me that Daisy
and Miu “are bonded and separating
them would cause distress that
would negatively impact my condi-
tion.” The dogs’ owner also pointed
out: “My apartment is approximately
700 square feet, which is sufficient
space for their size and needs.” My
tenant had done her homework.
More than I had. I didn’t know you
could have two emotional-support
dogs in a one-bedroom. How about
three dogs?

The tenant said each dog has a
unique function: “One assists me
with daily functioning and provides
support when I leave home, whereas
the other helps reduce anxiety and
provides a sense of safety and stabil-
ity within my home environment,
particularly following a past trau-
matic experience.”

The tenant works in a restaurant,
but everybody is a lawyer on the
side, courtesy of AL

If the dogs aren’t quiet, I'll have to

me she has two emotional-supps
dogs. She brought this up after she
had already moved in. She described
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the dogs as “mixed-breeds, about 20
pounds each.” I immediately fanta-
sized about changing my no-dog pol-
icy to “second dogs are OK—at $500
a month.” That would slow the pooch

file an eviction for “disrupting the
igh peaceful enje of the
premises.” What a hassle.
I'm hoping the dogs are reason-
able. The tenant isn’t.

Mr. Stratton is author of the
blog Klezmer Guy: Real Music &
Real Estate.

Indoor
Childhood Is
Bad for Kids

By Ben Sasse

he digital revolution is re-
T making nearly every aspect
of modern life. A top concern
of parents, educators and sociolo-
gists is screen time. How much is
too much? The question points to a
larger problem: American children
are weirdly held hostage indoors.
In theory, suburban neighbor-
hoods offer the convenience of the
city and the space of the country.
In practice, it’s too often the worst
of both worlds. Our mostly subur-
ban nation suffers the atomization
of city living and the isolation of
rural life. For kids, this means a life
lived primarily indoors, sitting still.

The cultural implications
of trapping an entire
generation at home with
nothing useful to do.

According to a new survey from
the Institute for Family Studies,
60% of 6-year-olds have access to
internet-connected tablets, but 58%
of kids that age aren’t allowed to
play in their own yards unsuper-
vised. Parents are busy, and they
neither can nor should be micro-
managers. But when kids can’t en-
tertain themselves outside, the
screen becomes the babysitter.

Things aren’t better for older
kids. At 11, 1 in 4 kids aren’t al-
lowed outside without adult super-
vision. More than half of 14-year-
olds don’t have permission to leave
their streets.

This is new. For children trapped
in America’s industrialized school
system, too much of life is defined
by passivity. Adolescence should be
an exciting coming-of-age period, a
gradual transition to adulthood. If
we don’t give teenagers more re-
sponsibility, we're failing to prepare
them for the world they’ll soon
lead.

Nearly two-thirds of 17-year-olds
can’t leave their neighborhoods
without adult supervision. Is it rea-
sonable to expect them to vote at
18? To fight a war? To incur college
debt? Is it prudent to expect them
to be ready to navigate a turbulent
workforce being ripped apart by ar-
tificial intelligence? Obviously not.

Rather than introducing children
to the world in an age-appropriate
manner, we're preventing them
from developing imagination, resil-
ience and grit. Allowed to navigate
dark corners of the internet on
their own, many kids are bizarrely
prohibited from exploring their own
neighborhoods. This overprotection,
however well-meaning, prevents
children from learning valuable les-
sons like overcoming boredom, con-
quering fear and taking risks.

Of the 12 Apollo astronauts who
walked on the moon, 11 were Boy
Scouts who had learned to live by
the scout’s motto “Be Prepared.”
We're not raising these kinds of au-
dacious risk-takers at present.

From westward expansion to
space exploration, Americans have
succeeded by pushing boundaries
and embracing challenges. That
kind of pioneer spirit starts with
the adventures and misadventures
of childhood. Stitches aren’t all
downside.

Rather than complaining about
“kids these days” or telling tales of
an imagined past when baby
boomer and Gen X parents walked
to school uphill both ways, Ameri-
cans need to reckon seriously with
the choices we’ve made and the
cultural implications of trapping an
entire generation at home with few
to no duties.

We've eliminated opportuni-
ties for children to learn from low-
risk failures and then tossed young
adults into the deep end. The fault
isn’t with kids. The failure belongs
to us, their parents.

Policy or legislation isn't the
solution, but the problem is solv-
able. The first step is developing
an accurate and shared sense of
the challenge. A significant reason
for the next generation’s addiction
to screens is the current genera-
tion’s failure to give them some-
thing better to do. We haven't
done the work required to build
foundations of responsibility, in-
dependence and discovery. As a
result, screens become the easy
default.

Doing harder things will be more
fulfilling. Cultural change starts at
home and then moves out to neigh-
borhoods, communities and institu-
tions. If we want to raise stronger,
more resilient kids, we need to give
them more freedom and demand
more responsibility.

Mr. Sasse is a Free Expression
columnist at WSJ Opinion. He
served as a U.S. senator from Ne-
braska, 2015-23.
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Iran Is Trolling Us, and Were Not Doing Anything About It

Jessica Brandt
A senior fellow for technology and national
security at the Council on Foreign Relations.

ERHAPS you've seen the viral video, a

satire rendered in Lego: President

Trump launches missiles at Iranian

power grids, then sweats through a
nightmare and ends up rocking alone on the
floor, crying, white surrender flag behind
him, cease-fire papers at his feet. Through
his tears, he eats a taco — a nod to the acro-
nym for the phrase “Trump always chickens
out”

Since the Iran war began, Iranian officials
and pro-Iraninfluencers have used A.L-gen-
erated content like this — clever, highly
shareable, fluent in pop culture references
(Lego, Marvel, Forrest Gump) — to ridicule
the United States or present Iran sympa-
thetically.

The strategy has been effective in its
reach. In the first 50 days of the conflict, offi-
cial Iranian accounts on X earned roughly
900 million views and 22 million likes —
more than 30 times their previous 50-day to-
tals for likes, according to a recent analysis.
During the same period, shares of content
on these accounts rose from 4.3 million to 76
million. Many other Lego-style videos have
gone viral, too, garnering tens of thousands
of likes and millions of views on Instagram,
TikTok and X.

In recent years, policymakers concerned
about artificial intelligence and influence
operations have tended to focus on deep-
fakes — voice clones and fabricated videos
that are designed to deceive. That threat re-
mains urgent: In the first weeks of the Iran
war, social networks were flooded with A.L-

videos and image: icting dec-
imated buildings that were never attacked
and demoralized soldiers who did not exist.

But with the Lego-style videos and other
satirical content, Iran and its supporters are
using a different tool for influencing public
opinion. It’s not disinformation. It’s not tra-

ditional war propaganda. It’s trolling. No
one is being deceived because deception
isn't the point. Reach, ridicule and cultural
resonance are.

The concern is bigger than Iran. China, a
more capable, wealthier adversary that has
been surprisingly bad at the online propa-
ganda game, is watching and learning. In-
ternal documents from the Chinese A.L.
company GoLaxy, detailed in The Times last

year, suggest that Beijing may already be
considering experimenting with tools to
track public debates within the United
States, monitoring broad sentiment as well
as the views and arguments of individual
Americans, Pair that sort of capacity with
the ability to use A.L to generate large
amounts of culturally fluent material, and
you've got a recipe for increasingly sophis-
ticated and targeted influence campaigns.

France Has a New Picture of the Holocaust

Jean-Marc Dreyfus
A Holocaust historian at the University of
Manchester.

N 1950, Robert Doisneau photographed
a kiss you've surely seen. The man and
woman seem to have been stopped by
ardor amid the midday rush, in front of
the Hotel de Ville, Paris. Though staged, it
became, nearly immediately, one of the
most iconic images of the 20th century.

Surely unknown to Mr. Doisneau, nine
years earlier, there was another kiss cap-
tured on film in Paris that was much more
spontaneous, just as passionate — far more
desperate — between two Jews about to be
separated by the Vichy police. This kiss,
found on a contact sheet of Nazi propaganda
images in a Reims flea market six years ago,
is now at the heart of a new exhibition of 98
Nazi propaganda photos at the Shoah Me-
morial in Paris curated by Lior Lalieu and
me. This kiss, perhaps destined to become
just as iconic, reveals a very different mid-
century Parisian moment.

The photos provide a detailed visual ac-
count — almost minute by minute — of the
very first, and little-known, roundup of Jews
in France on May 14, 1941. That day, some
3,700 foreign-born Jews obeyed a summons
by the Paris police with a notice, printed on
light green paper (it became known as the
“green ticket roundup”), for what they be-
lieved would merely be a check of their im-
migration and identity papers. The opera-
tion was organized by a man named
Theodor Dannecker, the envoy of Adolf
Eichmann in Paris. A photographer with the
Nazi propaganda unit in the city was on
hand to observe.

What gives these newly discovered pho-
tographs their singular power is not only
what they show but the fact that they sur-
vived at all. They remind us that the past is
never entirely buried, and that images can
unexpectedly return to challenge the void of
memory and representation. They function
today not as propaganda, the purpose for
which they were originally produced, but as
fragments of truth — painful, incomplete
and indispensable — that allow us to better
understand the way the roundup was orga-
nized and conducted, and also to get a
glimpse of the victims’ shock, fear and pain.

There are only a few hundred photo-
graphs of roundups or murders of Jews from
the 1930s and 1940s, a disparity of mass pro-
portion considering the extent of the geno-
cide. Some were taken by victims as acts of
resistance, some by bystanders, and others,
like this collection, were by an authorized

for the Nazi p ma-
chine. From time to time, grandchildren of
Nazi perpetrators find these images in attics
and boxes when the older generation dies.

This particular group of photographs was
meant to document a Nazi success story.
They begin with the trap: Jewish men and
their spouses were summoned to over 60 lo-
cations in Paris — police offices, various ad-
ministrations and a sports facility in the 11th
Arrondissement. Women, we know from
eyewitness testimony, were asked to return
home to gather items; a list was provided.
‘When they returned, as the images we now
have on hand show, they were barred from
reuniting with their male relatives. The
doors were closed and guarded by French
policemen. We can see the women’s pain,
their bewilderment, many with bundles in
their arms. We see couples as they part.

Other photos document the departure of
guarded buses, commandeered from the
Paris bus company, filled with the captured
men. We see the arrival of the internees at
Paris’s Austerlitz train station. The same
photographer captures the imprisonment of
these Jews a few days later at the French
internment camps Pithiviers and Beaune-
la-Rolande. Some 700 of those Jewish men
were later liberated, or escaped, after the

green ticket roundup. About 3,000 of those
taken that day were later deported to
Auschwitz-Birkenau; of that group, just a
scant few returned.

‘Taken months before the decision to anni-
hilate the Jews of Europe was made, these
98 photos do not show extermination
camps, gas chambers, shootings or even
starvation. What they do show is the careful,

raciall;

The U.S. should
be developing
a strategy for
countering A.L
propaganda.

VIA MEMORIAL DE LA SHOAH

Images from the
past challenge the
void of memory.

Anytime foreign adversaries have a tool
for advancing their interests at our expense,
the United States should have arobust strat-
egy for countering its effects. In this case we
don’t, and we should be developing one.

The strategies we use to combat covert
foreign influence, such as exposure and
sanctions, are irrelevant to efforts that are-
o't hidden or illicit. The tactics we use to
combat deepfakes, such as watermarking
and labeling, aren’t relevant to videos that
aren’t pretending to be authentic. And tradi-
tional tools of public diplomacy — education
campaigns, formal statements of outrage —
aren’t nimble enough to counter propagan-
da that resembles entertainment and dis-
seminates with meme-like scope and speed.

‘We need action on two fronts. First, we
need regular threat intelligence reporting
from the big American A.L companies.
Many major social media companies in the
United States regularly issue public reports
of possible threats, domestic and foreign,
that they detect on their platforms. These
reports are essential reading for govern-
ment analysts and university researchers.
Our A.I companies should adopt this prac-
tice. If Chinese companies that specialize in
influence campaigns are feeding informa-
tion about their tools and strategies into
American-owned large language models,
we should know.

Second, we need a public diplomacy strat-
egy that acknowledges the existence of this
new trolling threat, systematically tracks
these campaigns in real time and responds
with public messaging that is also clever,
shareable and fluent in the cultural idiom of
its audience. In March, Secretary of State
Marco Rubio directed U.S. embassies to
push back on coordinated propaganda ef-
forts abroad. That instinct is right, but it re-
quires reckoning with this latest form of
propaganda.

Iran is exploiting a gap that our current
defenses weren’t built to close. We need to
address it before a more capable adversary
decides to do the same.

separation that later enabled the mass mur-
der. The noted historian Raul Hilberg called
this phase of the Nazi genocide “concentra-
tion.” There is no sign of outright violence;
indeed, the despair of the ensnared Jews
and their bewildered spouses is shown with
astrange sensitivity by the German photog-
rapher.

At first the photos were kept on file by the
German Propaganda Unit in Paris. After the
war, six of the 98 photos were found in the
archives of the NIOD Institute for War,
Holocaust and Genocide Studies in Amster-
dam, an indication that they were shared
among the various propaganda units across
Western Europe. A few others circulated
among archives. But a vast majority were

ishing, unseen, tact sheets, until
2020, when two amateur collectors came
upon them at a flea market.

They brought the sheets to Ms. Lalieu, the
director of photo collections at the Shoah
Memorial in Paris, who analyzed the images
in an effort to identify as many people as
possible. Ms. Lalieu also identified the pho-
tographer as Harry Croner, a man from
Berlin, who had gone on to have a stellar ca-
reer in postwar West Berlin, as a famous cin-
ema and opera photographer. (Half-Jewish
himself, he spent the end of the war in a la-
bor camp.)

After the photos were found, Ms. Lalieu
invited first- and second-generation sur-
vivors to the memorial in an attempt toiden-
tify their parents or grandparents in the pic-
tures. There were some extraordinarily
moving moments. Though only five at-
tempts at identification have been success-
ful so far, each marks a small victory against
the backdrop of Nazi cover-up and of the
looming loss of memory. A few of the photo-
graphs were shared publicly for the first
time in 2021

One year after these photos were taken, in
mid-July 1942, about 13,000 Jews — mostly
women and children — were rounded up,
pulled out of Paris apartments and taken to
an indoor sporting arena, the Vélodrome
d’Hiver, in southwestern Paris. They re-
ceived little food or water and were subject
to abject conditions. Depleted and dis-
traught, they were sent from there to the in-
ternment camps of Drancy, Pithiviers and
Beaune-la-Rolande. Later, a majority were
sent on to Auschwitz.

It was an arrest of mass proportions, a
stain on French history. We know this his-
tory from eyewitmess testimonies, from
memoirs of the few survivors and from the
mass of police documents. Only a single
photograph of the roundup is known. In it,
five buses are parked alongside the Vélo-
drome d’Hiver. The image was most likely
taken clandestinely from an overlooking
window. With the discovery and exhibition
of this new group of photographs, the pic-
ture and understanding of the Holocaust in
France have deepened.

The value of an image is entirely depend-
ent on context. Taken to prove racial superi-
ority, these 98 photos on display through De-
cember now show depravity. They also jar
awake memory, shore it up against time. In
an ephemeral era of mass documentation —
of our own lives, of our public and private
existence — the re-emergence of these pho-
tographs is a tangible reminder that some
images refuse to be erased from our col-
lective past.
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The Future of Medical Advice Is Uncertain

Michael Silverstein and John Wong
Drs. Silverstein and Wong are former chairs of
the United States Preventive Services Task
Force.

HIS month, Health Secretary Robert
F. Kennedy Jr. fired the two leaders of
the US. Preventive Services Task
Force, a powerful expert panel whose
recommendations shape preventive serv-
ices, like cancer screenings, for millions of
Americans. They were given little explana-
tion for their firing, besides a vague pro-
nouncement in a letter they received from
Mr. Kennedy that it had been done “to pro-
tect the integrity of the task force’s work.”
One of us (Dr. Silverstein) served as the
task force chair until March, when he left, as
planned, when his term was up; the other
(Dr. Wong) was one of the two individuals
fired.

‘We had worried that something like this
could happen ever since the Supreme Court
affirmed almost a year ago that U.S. health
secretaries can remove task force members
at will. Mr. Kennedy had made it clear, re-
peatedly, that he had no love for the organi-
zation. He postponed all three of its sched-
uled meetings, blocked it from beginning
work on new topics, suppressed new guide-
lines (including critical new recommenda-
tions on cervical cancer screening) and,
most recently, accused it of being “lackadai-
sical and negligent.”

This is not the first time Mr. Kennedy has
fired health experts without cause or in-
jected politics into the mission of what is
supposed to be an independent health advi-
sory panel. The consequences here could be
particularly wide-ranging. The U.S. Preven-
tive Task Force is hugely influential in deter-
mining what types of counseling, screen-
ings and preventive medications doctors

recommend to Americans — and what in-
surance companies are required to cover,
with no co-pays from patients. The screen-
ings it recommends for cervical, colon,
breast, prostate and lung cancer save tens
of thousands of lives per year. Our recom-
mendation for medication to prevent H.L.V.
transmission could help eliminate as many
as 90 percent of new H.LV. cases among
those at highest risk.

Our fear is that a task force beholden to
political interests could roll back evidence-
based recommendations and coverage. Or it
could start recommending screening tests
or other prevention strategies that are un-
proved, harmful or better for corporate prof-

Firing disease prevention
experts will not make us
healthy again.

its than they are for patients. Mr. Kennedy
has already promoted dubious treatments
for autism spectrum disorder and measles.
Tt is easy to imagine him calling for preven-
tion strategies that propagate his views on
dietary supplements or consumption of red
meat. Or offering recommendations that
bolster the financial interests of the myriad
individuals in his circle who profit from fit-
ness and nutrition products.

Traditionally, our organization is made up
of 16 members — all unpaid, highly qualified
experts with experience in primary care.
But for the better part of the past six
months, vacancies have been building up, as
members finished their allotted terms and
Mr. Kennedy and his director of the Agency
for Healthcare Research and Quality did not
appoint new members. With the recent fir-

ings, there are now eight open spots. Only
within the past weeks has Mr. Kennedy
moved to fill them.

‘We understand that the Supreme Court
has conferred on the health secretary the
power to appoint task force members, but
typically, the task force chairs play a signifi-
cant role in this process; now that Dr. Wong
and his fellow co-chair have left, Mr. Ken-
nedy will be able to reconstitute the organi-
zation without any guidance (or as he may
see it, interference) from people who under-
stand it most intimately.

If Mr. Kennedy tries to influence task
force decision making, the next leaders of
the task force cannot be truly independent
— and trust in the institution from doctors
and other health care providers will crum-
ble.

‘We do not yet know who will replace the
dismissed leaders or if the other eight mem-
bers of the task force will remain. But we do
know that for the foreseeable future, they
will be working in service of an administra-
tion with little respect for scientific pro-
cesses. The American people can trust dis-
ease prevention guidance only if it's
produced by people who are not influenced
by political ideology, corporate dollars, ad-
vocacy organizations or preconceived no-
tions of what we should do to promote our
health.

Mr. Kennedy and Roger Klein, the direc-
tor of the Agency for Healthcare Research
and Quality, should be called to testify be-
fore Congress about their rationale for these
firings. And the task force should be allowed
to continue its work.

Patients across the country deserve to be
guided by advice from primary care clini-
cians with the best and most up-to-date sci-
ence at their fingertips. Without a trusted
and independent task force, the health of
our country will worsen.

KEN CEDENO/REUTERS

Heres the Easy Way to Make the Rich Pay Their Fair

Zachary Liscow

A professor at Yale Law School who served as
the chief economist of the White House Office
of Management and Budget from 2022 to
2023.

HE United States is seeing an increas-

ing concentration of wealth at the very

top and a worsening national debt. For

many Americans, taxing the rich more
is an obvious move.

Ask tax policy experts how to do this, and
you will often hear novel proposals to curb
the many intricate ways the rich make and
hide their money: A wealth tax. A tax on un-
realized gains. A tax on the loans that bil-
lionaires take against their stock. These
ideas, now common in progressive tax
thinking, come with serious catches, legal or
arithmetical. The tax code has structural
flaws, and many of the ideas would be good
in theory. But pursuing them could result in
little or no new revenue for the government.

The boring truth is that Congress can ac-
complish a lot simply by raising the rates of
the taxes already on the books.

Elizabeth Warren, a Democratic senator
from Massachusetts, has proposed a 2 per-
cent annual levy on fortunes above $50 mil-
lion, rising to 3 percent on those over $1 bil-
lion. There are serious constitutional and
policy arguments for this idea, but the Su-
preme Court’s current members would
probably strike it down. (A California pro-
posal for a state-level wealth tax would not
face the same legal barriers, but it would be
a partial response to problems that are na-
tional in scale.)

Then there are proposals for a “mark to
market” tax, which would tax unrealized
capital gains — the appreciation in the pa-
per value of assets such as stocks — every
year, not just when an asset is sold. Ron
Wyden, a Democratic senator from Oregon,
has proposed a billionaire income tax along
these lines. Such a tax would raise a lot of

money for the Treasury. But it faces its own
constitutional hurdles. The Supreme Court
has left the legal status of unrealized-gains
taxes deliberately unresolved, and a mark-
to-market tax’s chances at the court would
be, at best, 50-50. Despite the proposal’s
many appeals, building a generation of fis-
cal policy on a coin flip would be risky.

Another idea is imposing a borrowing tax,
a policy aimed directly at the widely criti-
cized “buy, borrow, die” loophole. The loop-
hole allows the rich to take loans against
their portfolios and use the money to fi-
nance glamorous lives. They pay no capital
gains tax because they avoid selling the as-
sets — often stock that has risen in value —
that they use as collateral for the borrowing
that sustains their lifestyles. When they die,
they pass on their assets to their heirs, who,
because of the “stepped-up basis” loophole
in inheritance law, can avoid paying capital
gains taxes even if they sell those assets. A
borrowing tax would discourage the buy,
borrow, die strategy and restore some fair-
ness to the tax code. It's a policy I like — I
proposed my own version of it.

Except the wealthy are not using the buy,
borrow, die loophole all that much. In work
with Edward Fox of the University of Michi-
gan, 1looked at two decades of data measur-
ing how much the rich actually borrow. The
top 1 percent borrow an amount equal to
roughly 2 percent of their economic income
each year — defined broadly to include the
gains on stocks they haven’t sold. Their un-
realized gains over the same period were
about 20 times that amount. At current tax
rates, imposing a borrowing tax would raise
about $50 billion over 10 years — a paltry
number relative to the size of the federal
budget. It’s just not where the money is.

Congress has a simpler, tried-and-true tax
policy to choose from: raising the rates.

Current taxes already reach most of the
rich’s economic income, which includes un-
realized capital gains. The existing income

tax captures about 60 percent of the top 1
percent’s economic income and roughly 71
percent after adjusting for inflation. Even
for the top 0.1 percent, about 60 percent is
taxed, adjusted for inflation.

Measured this way, the ultrarich mostly
aren’t escaping the tax system through ex-
otic loopholes. They mostly increase their
fortunes with and spend regular taxable in-
come — salaries, dividends, interest, busi-
ness profits, realized capital gains — and
they earn a lot of it.

This means the most powerful lever is
also the simplest one. Restore the top mar-
ginal ordinary income tax rate to its
pre-2017 level of 39.6 percent — which, but
for President Trump’s tax cuts, would have
applied to income over $546,750 this year.
And raise the (much lower) top capital gains
rate. Increasing these rates would generate
hundreds of billions of dollars over a decade.
That is much more than a borrowing tax
could plausibly raise, and without the legal
risk that would come with a wealth tax or a
mark-to-market tax.

Yes, higher rates can change people’s be-
havior, encouraging some to find ways to
avoid paying more in income taxes. But rev-
enue estimates already consider this effect.

In addition, raising the corporate tax rate
from 21 percent toward the 35 percent it had
been set at historically would add hundreds
of billions in revenue for the government.
Congress could bring in even more by end-
ing the step-up basis rule, which allows
heirs to inherit assets and owe nothing in
capital gains taxes on the amount those as-
sets have appreciated since they were pur-
chased.

None of this would require defending un-
tested ituti theories or i i
complex asset valuation systems. We've
done almost all of it before. True, raising
rates is politically hard. But the other op-
tions on this list would arguably be harder to
get through Congress, for an uncertain or
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Falling Test Scores: Reasons and Fixes

TO THE EDITOR:

Re “The Slump in Student
Achievement Persists” (The
Upshot, May 16):

Our tragic educational de-
cline requires preaching as
well as teaching. The teachers
are the foot soldiers, but we
have no generals inspiring the
entire population, not just the
students, to find the pleasure
in deep and rational knowl-
edge.

There are many smaller
reasons like social media for
student distractions, but the
overarching culture is one that
favors shallow entertainment
rather than a rigorous educa-
tion athleticism. From the
highest levels of government
to the kitchen tables, education
is disparaged, often for politi-
cal reasons.

What we need more than
anything is a Martin Luther
King Jr-type figure to inspire,
through eloquent rhetoric, the
value and beauty of knowledge
and the adventure of learning.
DAVID LIGARE
CARMEL VALLEY, CALIF.

TO THE EDITOR:

I was struck by an assumption
in this article: that declining
test scores mean something
negative. What if we are test-
ing the wrong things to deter-
mine student progress?

1 don't think kids are getting
dumber, so perhaps they are
learning something else be-
sides a curriculum that may no
longer be relevant to their
lives or futures.

Perhaps they no longer need
to focus on the minutiae of

The Yuppie Factor

TO THE EDITOR:

Re “We Still Live in the World
That Yuppies Created,” by
Dylan Gottlieb (Opinion guest
essay, May 10):

Mr. Gottlieb’s essay provides
an insightful analysis of the
world yuppies created, includ-
ing their prevalence in the
ever more important financial
services sector of the economy.
It correctly notes the populist
backlash, whether from Ohio
to Staten Island, that was
successfully exploited and
fueled by Donald Trump.

It is ironic, however, that the
backlash has yet to impose
any monetary costs on that
financial sector. After all, the
result of the triumph of Mr.
Trump and his allies has
meant only less regulation and
lower taxes for the financial
sector.

Meanwhile, blue-collar
America is no better off and
struggles to keep up with
inflation and obtain medical
care. Thus, it is perhaps too
early to declare winners and
losers. Or is the answer that
the haves always win?

JAMES BRIGAGLIANO
ARLINGTON, VA,

Share

sentence structure, and in-
stead what’s going to be rele-
vant to them is an ability to
scan vast quantities of infor-
mation to process and identify
meaning in it, i.e., scrolling.
They are unconsciously aware
of that and adapting.

So perhaps it’s not the kids
who are the problem, but our
outdated educational system.
That’s what’s fallen behind.
The kids’ learning abilities
might be just fine, and the
tests are just for the wrong
things.

JESSICA MORTON
LLANFAIRFECHAN, WALES

TO THE EDITOR:

The recent data on falling,
math and reading scores will
be troubling for many parents
because they signal a crisis in
our education system. Yet the
crisis that these scores sug-
gest extends far beyond the
school.

Literacy and math knowl-
edge are foundational to stu-
dents’ learning how to think
critically. Without the ability to
think critically, our youth are
easily victimized by the machi-
nations of predatory capital-
ism, autocracy and propagan-
da.

Although it is true, as stated
in the report, that there are
many reasons for these deteri-
orating test scores, the nor-
malization of phone culture in
young people’s lives has been
shown to correlate directly
with their diminished literacy
in both math and reading.
ERIC J. WEINER, NEW YORK
The writer is a professor of educa-
tion at Montclair State University
in New Jersey.

TO THE EDITOR:

I had a boss decades ago who
said, “People do what is in-
spected, not what is expected.”

We reduced federal account-
ability when No Child Left
Behind ended, and scores
went down. We allowed cell-
phones and laptops, known
distraction machines, in our
schools, and scores went
down. If we don’t have an
objective way to measure
progress, we can’t hold teach-
ers and school administrations
accountable.

It seems that the politician’s
answer is always to throw
more money at this problem.
Perhaps better answers lie in
setting high standards, elimi-
nating the device distraction
from the classroom, having
objective measures of student
progress and holding those
responsible for delivering a
good education to our students
accountable.

‘We are in a global envi-
ronment in which education,
critical thinking and creative
skills will define the success of
nations. We are not just failing
our children; we are also
jeopardizing our future as a

ation.
PHIL SHEVRIN
LEXINGTON, MASS.

Congress should
just raise the rates
of taxes already
on the books.

modest payoff. A wealth tax that gets struck
down or a mark-to-market regime tied up in
years of litigation would raise zero dollars
any time soon. A borrowing tax would raise
some money but not much.

Public outrage at billionaire tax dodging
is understandable. But the country cannot
afford to spend huge amounts of political
capital to pass experimental tax policy that
is based on exaggerated stories about how
the ultrawealthy avoid paying taxes or on
wishful thinking about what the current
courts will allow. Raising the rates — the
simple, boring answer — is where the real
money lies.

GEORGE WYLESOL



16

FINANCIAL TIMES

Tuesday 26 May 2026

The FT View

FINANCIAL TIMES

“‘Without fear and without favour’

ft.com/opinion

The energy shock is not over yet

Even with a deal to reopen
the Hormuz strait, supplies
will take time to normalise

The US and Iran seemed to be making
progress yesterday towards a deal that
could reopen the Strait of Hormuz after
three months of oil and gas flows being
reduced to a trickle. Though stockpiles
and other measures have partly offset
the squeeze so far, JPMorgan had
warned that, at current drawdown
rates, without a deal commercial oil
stocks could reach critically low levels
by June. Yet even if the strait reopens,
energy flows will take months to nor-
malise, and governments will still face
tricky trade-offs and the potential need
toimpose curbs on fuel demand.
Whenever it starts to reopen, resum-
ing supplies through the strait is not a
case of flicking a switch. With no export
ability, many oilfields were fully “shut
in"; S&P Global estimates that some

could take seven months to restart.
Some resumed oil flows will have to go
into rebuilding reserves. Some liquefied
natural gas facilities, meanwhile, have
been damaged and need repairing.
Roughly 2,000 ships stranded in the
Gulf will need to reposition and offload
cargoes, Sultan al-Jaber, CEO of the Abu
Dhabi National Oil Company, has said it
will take at least four months for traffic
volumes through the strait to recover to
80 per cent of prewar levels, with full
normalisation hard before the first half
0f2027. Demining will take months.
Supplies of crude, LNG and many
refined products could, then, remain
tight until late in the year. What is the
best approach for governments to con-
serve energy? The most efficient is, as
far as practicable, to let market forces
run their course. High fuel prices
tousel y
and switch sources. In Europe,
for example, electric vehicle sales
surged to a record high in March. Politi-
cians are under pressure, however, to

provide some cost of living support.
The most common government
responses so far have been price caps
and cuts in energy taxes. Britain's chan-
cellor Rachel Reeves last week scrapped
a planned increase in fuel duty but was
given short shrift by food retailers that
shetried tocajole into “voluntary” price
freezes on essential goods. Such policies
risk making shortages more likely.
Direct support to the most vulnerable is
a wiser way to avoid drowning out price
signals and straining public finances.
Either way, efforts are still needed to
bear down on fuel demand. Awareness
campaigns can help at the margin. Last
month the Australian government
launched a $20mn ad series urging driv-
ers to empty their boots, pump up tyres
and remove roof racks to use less fuel.
Many Asian nations have already
advised or mandated working from
home to ease fuel usage in commuting,
though this may not be appropriate for
all sectors. Those who must commute
can be incentivised to use public

High prices and
iitiatives o
slash fuel use

are not popular
But until flows
normalise,

the risk of
shartages leaves
governments
with few

painless options

transport and carpooling. Pakistan has
reduced speed limits on motorways and
national highways. Businesses could
help by limiting air travel for work to
ease pressure on jet fuel,

Since industry accounts for about a
fifth of world oil demand, governments
should encourage factories to shift,
whenever they can, to the most availa-
ble feedstocks, for instance to conserve
liquefied petroleum gas for essential
domestic uses. Argentina has tweaked
rules to allow higher ethanol content in
gasoline blends. Encouraging compa-
nies to shut non-essential processes and
support to fix leaks can help too. Air
conditioningisa drain on energy; Jordan
has banned it ingovernment offices.

High energy prices and initiatives to
slash fuel use are not popular. But until
supplies normalise, the risk of shortages
leaves governments with few painless
options. It is in many cases, after all, the
price of failing to invest adequately in
energy security and the green transition
in the first place.

Opinion Technology

Al stories arent
inevitably notart

EwanWhie

Stephen
Bush

s The Serpent in the Grove, one of
the five regional winners of this
year’s Commonwealth Short
Story Prize, generated by AI? The
story’s author, Trinidadian writer
Jamir Nazir, has a limited online pres-
ence and the work, some readers feel,
bears the hallmarks of Al writing. The
literary magazine Granta, which does
not judge the prize but publishes all
five winning entries, is reported to
have submitted the short story to
Anthropic’s Claude.ai, which con-
cluded, in the words of the magazine’s
publisher Sigrid Rausing, “that it was
‘almost certainly not produced
unaided by a human'”. Nazir denies
that the text was written by Al, ques-
tions the accuracy of so-called Al
detectors, and writes that the story
was inspired by memories from his
childhood.
When reading the story, I found

Passing judgment is a
task that we, as readers,
should never outsource
to anyone (or anything)

myself grappling with unwanted déja
vu. It did not remind me of when I ask

ChatGPT to produce a polite bit of cor-
di ora firm laint on

experience a stroke, if nothing else.

Of course, it is true that generative
Al often bears an uncanny resem-
blance to an obnoxious teenager
‘wrongly convinced of their own writ-
ing ability. (Or, at least, to my work as
an obnoxious teenager.) But as I read
The Serpent in the Grove, my concern
wasn't “did a human really write this?”
but “didahuman really judge this?”

Can a short story containing such
nonsensical phrases really be the best
entry this year from the whole of the
Caribbean region? Unless the other
entries were instruction manuals or
full-length novels, I find that hard to
understand, but having judged one or
two literary prizes myself, I also know
that all manner of strange tastes can
be found onajudging panel.

My point here is that the question
“is The Serpent in the Grove written by
AI?”is a less important question than
“do our human intelligences think it is
any good or not?” Does it inspire joy or
sorrow in the reader? (And I don’t
mean the type of joy or sorrow that
comes with trying to imagine the pre-
cisegirth ofawoman who never shows
contrition towards her garden chair.)

It'snot that 1don't care if my favour-
ite authors are replaced by AL What 1
enjoy about the work of Zadie Smith
or Madeleine Thien isn’tjust that I find
the writing beautiful, but that I get,
however loosely, the sense of a living
author whose workand focus is chang-
ingas they go through life. It’s that the
‘most important thing1am doing when
reading is exercising my own judg-
ment and my own imagination. The
Serpent in the Grove is a failure because
it made me laugh, and not with the
i i beingh

my behalf. No, instead it reminded me
of when, as ateenager, 1 discovered the
detective novels of Dashiell Hammett
and Raymond Chandler, and tried,
badly, to emulate their tone in my own
writing. Smart-talking characters
might have had “a tongue that could
make concrete ¢ry”, while a private
detective (there was, of course, adetec-
tive) observed of a woman that “she
spoke to the part of my family tree
that rode horses out on the steppes of
Eurasia”. I'was not a prodigy.

In Nazir's story, which is centred
around a struggling farmer in Trini-
dad and Tobago, we are told a woman
“moved quiet as if sound were taxed”.
Another has “the kind of walking that
made benches become men”. A third,
and this is my favourite, is “big in the
way of women who never apologise to
furniture”, I have to be honest, none of
the women in my life have ever apolo-
gised to furniture, and as such I am
uncertain what size of woman we are
talking about here. The lowest point in
the text, though, was surely the follow-
ing sentence: “shame is a substance he
felt on his skin. It itches. It doesn’t
rinse”. A sentence that gave me an
insight into what it must be like to

While I cannot imagine a more hell-
ishway toattempt to create art than to
sit at a computer finessing prompts
and editing sentences piece by piece
until eventually, a great novel
emerges, | don't think that the final
product of such a process is inevitably
“not art”. But passing judgment on
whetheritisartor notisatask that we,
as readers, should never outsource to
anyone (oranything).

There are lessons here that go
beyond what we read. Al can already
do many tasks for us. But the purpose
of that ought to be to free up our time
for more rewarding tasks, to sharpen
our judgment, not to let it fall into dis-
use. We should be much more
alarmed by the fact that Granta’s pub-
lishers decided to use Claude to check
whether the story was written using Al
instead of using their own, human
judgment, than by the idea that
Claude might one day write anovel.

Making judgments is part of being
human, whether that judgment isover
an important ethical question, or try-
ing to imagine what size person never
apologises to furniture.

stephen.bush@ft.com
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How first past the post keeps Reform in check in Scotland

Our constitutional arrangements may
be messy, but so are all the different
voting systems (“UK government has
the numbers to introduce PR”, Letters,
May 14). Up here in Scotland not one
Reform Scottish member of parliament
(SMP) was voted in under the first-
past-the-post system, which holds
SMPs accountable to defined
constituencies.

In the proportional part of the
election, Reform tied with Labour for
second place and both have 17 SMPs.

‘These SMPs, although notionally tied
to a region and constituency, are
virtually invisible in reality. Most Scots
could not tell you who theirs are. So
there is no one to hold them to
account.

So now, we have 17 MSPs wandering
around the Scottish parliament,
unaccountable to anyone but their
party. Given the Reform leader’s
statements, and his party’s
performance in English council
elections and seats, they are probably

on a mission to sabotage any sensible
proposals rather than collaborate for
the best outcome for everyone.

Our first past the post, party-based,
messy system delivers a clear result,
clear accountability, a head of state
forbidden to be partisan, judges who
are not elected, and a way of changing
aleader.

Put that against the much-vaunted
American system, which is failing the
most basic principles of maintaining
ademocracy. Put it against the

proportional representation system in
Israel, where the power of the religious
minorities has encouraged genocide
and supported a corrupt politician

in place.

So be careful what you wish for.
Sometimes a thousand years of
tradition and argument about what’s
fair, however messy, may just have an
edge on PR systems of electing
governments.

Lesley Ellis
Tarland, Aberdeenshire, Scotland, UK

Europe’s banks not ready
to monetise stablecoins

As European banks rally behind a
single euro stablecoin project, it may
be time to distinguish strategic
ambition from operational readiness
(“Euro stablecoin project attracts
support from region’s banks”, Report,
May 21).

Thirty-seven signatures confirm
what most already know: banks want a
role in the future of digital money. But
joining a consortium is not the same as
being ready to monetise stablecoins,
support institutional adoption or
deliver settlement at scale.

‘While the appetite is there, for most
the capability isn't. Stablecoins require
clean, structured, real-time data to
move across payment rails smoothly.
But much of that infi was

ENHANCED
GAMES

built for a slower time.

There is no guarantee banks can
integrate with a stablecoin rail like
Qivalis. Without modernisation, banks
risk adding another digital layer on top
of already complex operations.

That could mean higher
reconciliation costs, slower integration
and weaker returns on investment.
These are not back-office issues.

‘They are barriers to growth.

Europe’s stablecoin ambition is
welcome. But the commercial winners
will not simply be the banks that sign
up first, they’ll be ones that modernise
the pipes beneath it.

Nick Fernando

Co-founder and Director, Aqua Global
London SM6, UK

England’s careers guidance
experts await the call-up
Your report, which online carried the
headline “Too many young people
pushed towards university, says UK
government adviser” (May 18), will
surprise no one with experience of
England’s careers guidance system — or
what remains of it. The more pertinent
question is: how did we get here?

The answer lies, in no small part,
with the previous Conservative

and V-levels, higher technical
qualifications, labour market
intelligence — alongside their primary
responsibilities. That is precisely the
role of trained, independent careers
professionals,

The current government is right to
name the problem. But diagnosis alone
changes nothing. The evidence base,
the frameworks and the professional
expertise to address this are already
available.

What is needed now is genuine

government’s ic

with those who have

of a professional careers guidance
infrastructure built over decades.

The defunding of Connexions (a UK
governmental information, advice,
guidance and support service for young
people aged 13 to 19), the removal of
funding for qualified careers advisers
from schools, and the expectation that

spent careers developing solutions —
not another round of reinventing

the wheel.

Deirdre H

Associate Professor, Institute for
Employment Research, University of
Warwick; Executive Director, CareerChat
UK Ltd and Vice-President, International

and Edi

impartial guidance could be delivered
by institutions with a vested interest
in their own destination outcomes,
created the conditions for exactly this
kind of systemic distortion.

Teachers are skilled professionals,
but it is neither fair nor realistic to
expect them to carry expert knowledge
of the full range of post-16 and post-18
transitions — eg apprenticeships, A-, T-

9
Guidance (IAEVG), North Shields, Tyne
and Wear, UK

Clarification

@ Raghuram Rajan, who was quoted in
theobituary of Edmund Phelps, isa
former chief economist at the IMF.

AMERICA

Counting
the cost of
New York's
sky-high
Jfood bills

by Siona Jenkins

unts Point is an unlikely
place for a political
experiment. The South

In recent years, though, prices have
soared, increasing by 56 per cent since
2012, and it’s been particularly

ince the pandemic. Some

Bronx nej| is

an unprepossessing mix
of residential streets and uses
bordered by the East and Bronx rivers
and is the site of America’s largest
wholesale food market.

But New York's first publicly owned
food shop will open here next year,
making good on one of mayor Zohran
Mamdani’s most controyersial
campaign pledges: for five municipal
grocery stores to help reduce prices in
the notoriously expensive city.

“Our administration is putting
communities like Hunts Point at the
centre of our work to address the
affordability crisis,” said Mamdani last
week, announcing that a 20,000
square foot shop would open in 2027
in an affordable housing development
in the neighbourhood.

Mamdani has said the stores will be
subsidised by the city and offer staple
goods at a reduced price but will be
run by a private vendor obliged to pay
workers union wages, New Yorkers
are waiting to see whether they will
help bring down the eye-wateringly
high cost of food.

“New York has always been
expensive,” says Errol Schweizer, a
retail merchandising consultant who
grew up in the city. This is partly
because space constraints mean food
is sold in independent stores and
family-owned grocers who “don’t have
the supply chain leverage and buying
powerof mass-market chains”, headds.

17.5 per cent of residents — that’s
1.5mn people — are now considered
food insecure, meaning they lack
reliable access to nutritious,
affordable food.

In the depths of the winter; when
New Yorkers can often be found
queueing up for the latest designer
clothes drop or Instagram-friendly
restaurant opening, they braved sub-
zero temperatures for a pop-up store
on Seventh Avenue with less
glamorous stock: free groceries.

The giveaway was offered by
prediction platform Polymarket,
which is hoping to win over the
American public. It seemed to work.
“You're truly a god-sent angel, 1
swear,” said a woman filmed by
Polymarket as she waited in the snow
for her turn with the free food. Not to
be outdone, rival betting company
Kalshi staged a $50 grocery giveaway
in the East Village, telling local media
that it “believed in free markets”.

Mamdani made his controversial
pledge to open city-owned stores
during the cost of living campaign that
‘won him a surprise mayoral election
victory last year. A spokesperson for
his opponent, Andrew Cuomo,
described it as a “hare-brained
proposal to bring Soviet-style grocery
stores” to the city. But the mayor
doubled down. To mark his 100th day
in office, he announced another
branch would be opened at

La Marqueta in East Harlem in 2029.

‘The city has owned markets for
decades, operating the infrastructure
and leasing space to vendors, But
Mamdani’s proposal takes it further —
it’s particularly important for overall
affordability in the city, says Nevin
Cohen, director of the CUNY Urban
Food Policy Institute. “It’s not just the
price of food on the shelf in the
supermarket, but it's how much
people have to spend on food in
relation to all the other high costs
of living"

Cohen believes physical stores are
just one way of reducing costs,
He points to another city-run pilot
programme called “groceries to go”
that provides credit on an ecommerce
site for households belonging to New
York’s health and hospital insurance

programnic,

“Eventually there could be multiple
types of public grocery programmes,”
he says. “Some brick-and-mortar
shops, some online, some food
markets — like traditional markets
where the city owns and operates the
infrastructure but leases the spaces to
small vendors.”

Details of how these might operate
remain elusive and there are concerns
that the plan lacks the scale needed to
secure low prices. “Five stores across a
city as large as New York isnot a
grocery chain,” says Schweizer. “I
think this is the administration that
will finally figure out how to get it
done. But it’s not going to be easy.”

siona.jenkins@ft.com
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ourteen years ago, my then
colleague Lina Khan came
back from aretail trade associ-
ation meeting with a story
about a new ph

The predatory advance of surveillance pricing

price penalty if data shows that their
credit score sits in the wrong quartile. If
you want to feel real outrage, consider
that an algorithm might charge more for
nappies aftera customer buys children’s
cough syrup on the basis that parents of
sick children are less price sensitive
Fhoalth

employ the same data infrastructure
that social media usesto sequence feeds,
only here the information doesn’t deter-
mine what someone sees but what they
pay or are paid.

ing at flights to travel for a funeral, the
price kept rising. JetBlue customer serv-
ice replied, suggesting the customer
clear their cache and try again. Clearing
the browser cache deletes local tracking

It is almost i to know
exactly where the strategy is being

y !

I coined the terms “surveillance
wages” and “surveillance prices” in
2022as away to describe the: su—abegy ol
an emp or seller using p

Sellers, she said, were talking excitedly
aboul the possibility of giving shoppers

identifiable online information to set
‘wages or prices.

based on their behav-
four. These retailers imagined aworld in
which someone who stood in front of a
pair of shoes would receive an instant
discount offer on their phone.

What started as an idea for discounts
is now suspected of showing up across
the online world as variable individual
prices.

Think of a 76-year-old who is buying
printer cartridges. They may be quoted
aprice that is higher than their younger
neighbour simply because data suggests
that they never comparison shop. That
young neighbour could face their own

For ists trained to see price as
an information mechanism, surveil-
lance pricing represents a kind of holy
grail — each transaction perfectly repre-
senting preference.

But from a consumer’s point of view
each transaction is extracting the maxi-
mum possible surplus. When my col-
leagues and I first tried to describe this
idea we called it “personal pricing”. The
problem is that this sounded too appeal-
ing, conjuring up the bespoke service of
the ultra-wealthy, extended democrati-
cally to everyone. The reality is that it is
not a personalised service but a way to

yed. When different prices show
up for different people, companies tend
toclaimit is not thework of surveillance

Credit scores, GPS patterns,
and even keystroke
dynamics could determine
what a consumer pays

pricing. Amazon and Delta, for exam-
ple, have attributed price variation to
market dynamics, third-party sellers or
A/B testing. When a study on significant
price differences on Instacart was pub-
lished last year, Instacart said they were
the result of randomised price testing.
Such denials are about to face further
scrutiny. A few weeks ago, a JetBlue cus-
tomer complained on X that when look-

data, i that the higher pri

have been tied to data collected from
previous browsing sessions. The com-
pany’s post was then deleted. A class-
action lawsuit followed. JetBlue has
said that its fares are not determined
by cached data or other personal
information.

There have been efforts at regulation.
Europe and the UK have launched
investigations. In 2024, Khan, who went
on to become chair of the Federal 'I‘rade
C ission, launched an i
into how companies were using Al to
base pricing on consumer behaviour.
Last year, New York passed a law requir-
ingdisclosure of surveillance prices, and
this month, the Colorado legislature
passed a bill banning both surveillance
pricing and surveillance wages. The law
includes carve-outs for loyalty dis-
counts but requires that they be availa-
bletoall customers onidentical terms.

This legal and political pressure is

A 19th-century

- guide to running

arriving just as the technology has
reached a critical capacity. Improve-
ments in algorithmic capacity and con- |
sumer databases could enable a pricing
revolution.

In the past, companies had to base
prices on some combination of co:
plus, demand-based and competitor-
based modelling. Now, they can incor-
porate a wide range of psychological
dynamic and experimental pricing. The :
data sets involved might include credit
scores, GPS patterns, search duration,
individual purchase histories and even :
keystroke dynamics that correlate with
different emotional states. H

‘This raises a fundamental question :
about whether markets premised @
onindividualised information asymme- :
try — secret prices — are public market:

: ments. D

an effective
meeting

Guru
Madhavan

ne hundred and fifty years
ago, when Silicon Valley
was still mostly orchards,
no one imagined algo-
rithms brokering agree-
i{ claim that Al media-

atall.

The legal tests are just beginning in
the courts, More states and countries
should follow Colorado’s lead. It will be
easier to ban surveillance pricing before
it becomes widespread than afterwards,

The writer is a professor at Fordham School
ofLaw

Trump at the
art of the deal

GLOBAL AFFAIRS

Gideon
Rachman

he worst thing you can pos-
sibly do in a deal is seem
desperate to make it. That
makes the other guy smell
blood, and then you're
dead. The best thing you can do is deal
from strength, and leverage is the big-
geststrength you can have.”

That was the principle Donald Trump
(or his ghostwriter) set out in The Art of
the Deal, published in 1987. Perhaps
Trump should have re-read his own
book before posting on April 5: “Open
the Fuckin’ Strait, you crazy bastards, or
you'll beliving in Hell.”

To the untrained eye, that demand
sounded justa touch desperate — partic-
ularly when Trump failed to follow
throughon histh leash hellish

position than before this war began.
The essence of the emerging deal is
that Iran agrees to open the strait with-
out charging a toll. In return, it gets
phased relief from sanctions, including
the unfreezing of billions of dollars of
assets, Iran will make promises to
restrict its nuclear programme. But the
details will be the subject of future talks,
so that issue is essentially unresolved.
‘Trump has insisted he is in no hurry
and would not accept a bad agreement.
But the reaction of hawkish Republicans
tothe emerging deal was telling.
Senator Ted Cruz said it could be a
“disastrous mistake” because it would
leave Iran “able to enrich uranium and
develop nuclear weapons, and having
effective control over the Strait of Hor~
muz”, Senator Roger Wicker, head of
the Senate armed services committee,
warned that the deal “would

Strait of Hormuz at any point in the
future “is a victory far deeper and more
strategic than any point-scoring mili-
tary achievement”. Hls one-word sum-
mary was: “Disaster.”

As well as potentially alleviating the
Islamic republic’s dire financial and eco-
nomic position, the agreement is hkely
to ult the regional balance of power in

not be worth the paper itis written on”.
The lsrathgovemment. whxch played
acrucial role in

tion.
As Dan Shapiro, a former US ambas-
sador to Israel, observed on X: “Iran has

to war, will be polite about any deal in
public — not least because Benjamin

violenceon Iran.

The grim reality is that, in the talks to
end the war, it is Tehran that has had the
leverage. Iran’s closure of the Strait of
Hormuz put intense pressure on the glo-
bal economy. As petrol prices have risen
in America, so Trump’s opinion poll rat-
ings have plummeted.

The result is that, at the time of
writing, the US seemed poised to
agree to adeal that — over the long term
— threatens to leave Iran in a stronger

hu must soon face the elector-
ate. But the reality is that the Israeli
leader sold the war asa unique opportu-
nity tosecure regime change in Iran.

He is now looking at the conflict end-
ing with the Iranian regime still in place
— more confident, more hardline and
with new financial resources to rebuild
its nuclear programme and its proxy
network throughout the Middle East.

Eli Groner, a former director-general
of Netanyahu's office, argues that the
knowledge that Iran can now close the

gained ifi leverage for the
future by demonstrating it can control
the strait, by attacking its neighbours
and US bases in the region and causing
significant damage, and by taking the
United States’ and Israel’s best punch
and survivi

Shapiro believes that, nonetheless,

There is a grim reality
that; in the talks toend
the war; it is Tehran that
has had the leverage

Trump is so boxed in that acceptinga
bad deal that opens the strait would be a
better option than continuing the war.
Given the mounting risks of a global
energy crunch and a worldwide reces-
sion, that is an understandable calcula-
tion. America also has recent memories
of wars — including Vietnam and
Afghanistan — that went on for far too
long, as the US struggled in vain to
improve a losing position.

1f and when Trump accepts a bad
deal, it will be because he has no viable
alternative. Senator Wicker’s proposal
was “to allow America’s skilled armed
forces to finish the destruction of Iran’s
conventional military capabilities and
then reopen the strait”,

But an effort to secure the strait by
military means would probably have
required the deployment of ground
troops and the acceptance of heavy
American casualties. Even then, the Ira-
nians would have been able to threaten
shipping with drones or missiles.

Trump’s occasional threats to unleash
“Hell” on the Iranian regime lacked
credibility — because of his obvious

reluctance to get involved in a ground
war and because of the danger of Iranian
retaliation against the Gulf states and
their energy infrastructure. In the jar-
gon of military analysts the vu]nerah
ity of the Gulf gave Iran * it

P
ors, like Google DeepMind’s Habermas
Machine, can help groups reach a con-
ensus, yet a 19th-century engineer
devised a process that still governs
many of the meetings that matter most.
In 1863, as the civil war raged across
America, a church meeting in New
Bedford, Massachusetts, opened with
prayer and collapsed into chaos. Henry

¢ Martyn Robert, a 25-year-old Union

army officer, had been nominated to
preside. Motions and tempers flew. By
nightfall, Robert had lost control of the

¢ group. He vowed never to chair another
: meetinguntil he had learnt how.

That humiliation seeded one of the

. most influential documents in Ameri-

can civiclife: Robert’s Rules of Order. First
published in 1876, 13 years after that
disastrous meeting, the manual has
been adopted by churches, unions,
boards, professional societies and
neighbourhood associations who want
orderly proceedings. Even in Britain,
where parliament follows Thomas Ersk-
ine May’s treatise on proceedings, there
are groups that rely on Robert’s rules.
The son of a Baptist minister who
opposed slavery, Robert grew up in a
me riven by disagreements. While he
ned the Union army, commissioned
n the Corps of Engineers, some of his
relatives fought for the Confederacy.
Robert saw fractures everywhere he
went. Without formal rules in place, the

How do you design
something to survive
aroom of people
certain they are right?

loudest voice seemed to prevail during
disputes. While railroads and tele-

graphs stitched the nation together, dis-
agreements pulled itapart.

Robert approached the idea of
proving meeting p dure and bro-

dominance”.

The US president — who compares
himself obsessively with former presi-
dent Barack Obama — liked to deride
the nuclear deal that the Obama admin- :
istration reached with Iran in 2015.
Trump has called it “one of the worst
and most one-sided transactions the
United States has ever entered into” and
claimed: “Never, ever, ever in my life
haveIseen any transaction so incompe-
tently negotiated as our deal with Iran.”

But Trump himself is now negotiating
an agreement that looks, in many
respects, worse than the one Obama
negotiated — partly because of the lurk-
ing knowledge that Iran can still close
the Strait of Hormuz, any time it wants.
That is some achievement from the :
master of theartof the deal.

gideon.rachman@ft.com

kering agreements with the same rigour
that he brought to the construction of
harbours and lighthouses, He anchored
it to the will of the assembly, then built
an order of precedence to facilitate
group work and curbamendments, with
a two-thirds vote required to limit
debate or override the minority.

Behind the mechanics lay amoral and
ocial contract. When a group met, the

. majority owed the minority a full hear-

ing — the right to debate, amend and
appeal. Once a decision was reached,
the minority then owed the majority its
acceptance, unless it could later rally
support to reconsider.

These rules might not guarantee wis-
dom or justice, but they offered stabil-
ity: a framework that allowed disagree-
ment to unfold without shattering the
group. That balance of protected rights
and legitimate outcomes sets delibera-
tive procedure apart from majority rule
or d

Three ways a new Labour leader could change the politics of growth

Jonathan
Portes

ho’s afraid of Andy

Burnham? Not just Sir

Keir Starmer. Some

investors in UK govern-

ment debt worry thata

Labour leadership contest would push

the party leftward — that Burnham

would abandon Rachel Reeves’ fiscal

caution, borrow more and test the limits

of market confidence. Cue attacks both

on socialist irresponsibility and the
malign power of the “bond vigilantes”.

But markets are wrong if they think a

new prime minister, whether Burnham

or anyone else, would have both the

motive and the capacity to relax policy

subslanUally Doing so would be eco-

Responsibility. Still less is it an argu-
ment for the failed austerity policies of
the early 2010s. It is because the UK’s
macroeconomic position, with a persist-
ent current budget deficit, inflation ris-
ingand pressure on the Bank of England
to raise interest rates, means a signifi-
cantl i policy Itina
sharp rise in long-term interest rates.
The UK should continue to borrow to
invest where investment raises future
growth: housing, transport, energy
infrastructure, schools, hospitals and
research. Cutting capital spending to
satisfy a short-term fiscal target would
be folly. But borrowing more for current

and political authority then a chaotic
retreat. If they ignored the fiscal arith-
metic, the outcome would be disastrous:
higher borrowing costs, weaker confi-
dence, a rapid political backlash and
probably aharsher i

later.

hits universities and care providers,

And it damages the fiscal position.

Migration has costs as well as benefits,

and dxstnbulmnal consequences as wel]
social ones. Buta seri

But that emphatically does not mean
that policy is in a straitjacket, without
scope for policies that are more radical,

Policy is emphatically not
ina straitjacket — there
is scope to be more

nomic strategy cannot ignore the large
fiscal costs of lower immigration.

A closer economic relationship with
Europe would be a growth policy.
Reducing trade frictions, improving
mobility for young people and profes-
sionals, restoring participation where it
makes economic sense and aligning reg-
ulations where divergence has no seri-
ous domestic benefit would support

spending would not solve the country’s radical and Prc gressive productivity andinvestment.
undcrlymg prublems weak grcwkh an The tax agenda is clear and reflects a
d pub- and pro-gs h: on immi- among ists —not a

lic services and demographic pressures.
It would simply increase the sensitivity
ofthe public finances to gilt yields.

Nor would it work politically. A new
prime minister would inherit a divided

lly self-

1i p.n ty,a scepucal elector-

defeating and almost certainly short-
lived. This is not because of the govern-
ment’s “fiscal rules” or the supposed
conservatism of the Office for Budget

ateand a fra;

If their first move were to loosen fiscal
policy without a robust plan, the result
would be a loss of economic credibility

gratmn. Europe; and tax in particular.

An ageing economy with rising
demands on health, social care and pen-
sions needs workers. It also needs stu-
dents, researchers, builders, carers,
nurses, engineers and entrepreneurs.
Cutting migration, which Starmer
bizarrely claimed as a policy success last
week, may be politically popular in the
abstract, but it reduces labour supply,

wealth tax, at best a lengthy undertak-
ing to raise relatively small amounts of
money, but a much broader agenda.
Reform housing taxation. Stamp duty is
inefficient and council tax is indefensi-
ble. Shift the burden from national
insurance and towards income tax,
including a fairer treatment of
unearned income, as Burnham’s poten-
tial rival Wes Streeting has proposed.

Fix the marginal tax rates for middle
and upper-middle earners. This would
raise revenue, improve incentives and
make the system more justifiable.

A new leader would need to change :
the politics of growth. Yes, more open
policies on migration and Europe and
a fairer tax system would be economi-
cally “left” of the present government. :
But they would improve the public |
finances and reduce the deficit. Of
course there are political risks. If pre-
sented simply as expedients to filla hole
in an OBR forecast, they will fail. Butas !
part of a coherent settlement — better
services, higher investment, fairer taxes
and stronger growth — they may at least
bearguable.

The gilt market should worry less :
about the next prime minister’s label
and more about the credibility of the
programme. “Leftwing” does not have
to mean fiscally loose. Done properly, it
could mean confronting the policies
that have made Britain poorer, smaller :
and harder togovern.

The writer is professor of economics and
public policy at King’s College London

The rules became so popular that they
now function as a default operating
system for meetings.

In smaller settings, of course, such
procedures can feel like overkill. That's
the vulnerability of any trusted system:
procedure can be captured by those who
know it best. The introduction of new
echnology doesn’t fix this; in some
ways, Al mediators risk deepening it by

: adding an invisible, uncontestable layer

that reshapes collective judgment.
Robert’s own instinct was to design
for the worst, not hope for the best. The
man who once lost control of a church
spent his later life buildinganother kind
of defence. After a hurricane flattened
Galveston, Texas, in 1900, Robert
helped raise the city on sand and build a
seawall. When a comparable storm
struck in 1915, the damage was far less.
The Rules of Order and the Galveston
eawall answered the same question:
how do you design something to survive

i the next tempest, whether astorm ora

room of people certain they are right?
Robert’s Rules does not eliminate
conflict. It calls it to order. It demands
we argue in the open, under shared
, rather than
our disagreements to tools that delxvcr
comfortat the expense of clarity.

The writer is a systems engineer and author
of ‘Wicked Problems: How to Engineer a

: Better World®



