
C
ourts can’t be a solution to every-
thing, the solicitor general of India
recently said. So is the case with laws.
The alleged dowry killing of Nikki

Bhati in Greater Noida flies in the face of the
laws prohibiting dowry and domestic vio-
lence. It forces us to ask why these laws have
failed to be a deterrent.

Both these laws are criticised when mis-
used to settle scores in a marital discord or
deemed ineffective when a life is actually
lost. These are, of course, no solution for fix-
ing a bad marriage because marriage should
be based on mutual affection and not social
considerations. The problem is that
such laws, particularly dowry pro-
hibition and the prohibition of child
marriage, have had little actual
effect. To illustrate, the dowry pro-
hibition law penalises both giving
and taking of dowry. It would be dif-
ficult to cite an example where the
party giving a dowry has been pros-
ecuted. While the alleged act of the
accused Vipin Bhati is undoubtedly
culpable, there are many aspects of the case
that need our attention as well.

Consider the statement of Nikki’s father,
who said that the family knew of the torture
and excesses that Nikki suffered at the hands
of her husband and in-laws in previous
instances and had brought the woman to the
parental house, but after the intervention of
their “samaaj” (caste community), sent her
back to her matrimonial home. The father
even questioned the utility of taking the mat-
ter to the authorities/courts when their
“samaaj was with them”. This is exactly why
these laws suffer from gaps with ground
realities. A woman has many custodians in
our society, except herself. Didn’t the father
contribute to her fate?

Consider her uncle’s statement: “My
brother sold his property, gave a Scorpio car
and ₹10 lakhs of jewellery. It was the biggest
marriage in our village”. While takers don’t
find it criminal and shameful to take dowry,
givers don’t realise giving dowry is encourag-
ing and culpably contributing to the crime,
even as the law punishes both acts. In fact,
until the woman is sacrificed in this give-
and-take, no one minds it much.

Laws alone can’t change much here, and
it would be delusional to expect the change

to come from society. The first step towards
changing the situation has to be taken by the
women themselves. It’s for them to seize
their own custody. No matter how much we
resist this understanding, marriage in India
has been reduced to a transactional event for
custody of a woman, shifting from the par-
ents to the husband/in-laws.

Dowry is the consideration for which the
two families exchange custody. These laws
have been tested for many years now: While
there has been considerable punitive suc-
cess, there has been little preventive success.
The fundamental problem is that marriage

has been entrenched as the central
axis of people’s lives, particularly
girls. Parents are in a hurry to
marry off their daughters. Other-
wise, what stops them from refus-
ing dowry demands? Sometimes,
parents of the women themselves
say things like “we will spend this
much and give this and that”. Many
women, too, take pride in lavish
marriages and extravagant gifts

given to their in-laws by their parents. Of
course, dowry is called “gift” — often termed
the woman’s share in parental wealth —
right until a crime like domestic violence or
dowry torture/killing happens or the mar-
riage sours.

Women must make their education and
career the central axis of their life, and their
families need to support them in this. They
need to aim for self-dependence rather than
marriage. They also need to exercise their
rights to find their place in the parental fam-
ily. While women in dissolved marriages
seek alimony and maintenance from their
husbands and their assets emphatically,
most women relinquish their share in paren-
tal property or coparceny property, though
that’s their birthright after the 2005 amend-
ment in Hindu Succession Act. Dowry is
often deemed the alternative for this share
by the parental family. Until women exercise
their rights within their parental family in
their own interest and enable and empower
themselves to be financially independent, the
problem may not be solved.

Seema Sindhu practises law at the Supreme

Court of India. The views expressed 

are personal

In the battle against dowry, 
women must exercise agency

Seema 
Sindhu

across other advanced markets in Europe,
where there is substantial demand and high
untapped potential. It is noteworthy that
while the European region accounts for nearly
one-third of the global merchandise imports,
it represents only 22% of India’s exports in
2024. Indian exporters could leverage the
recently signed free trade agreement in the
region with the European Free Trade Associa-
tion (EFTA) and the UK, for enhancing market
access in Europe.

A key reason for relatively limited market
access in the European region is the
non-tariff measures (NTMs). The EU
employs a higher number of NTMs
compared to the US, particularly in
sectors such as footwear, machinery,
electrical equipment, and food-re-
lated industries, which create higher
compliance costs for exporters.
There is a need for supporting Indian
exporters, particularly MSMEs, in
meeting these compliance costs for
enhancing market access.

There are also significant opportu-
nities in emerging markets across
Asia, Africa, and Latin America that
may be targeted by Indian exporters.
In fact, as per the IMF, import of
goods and services in developing
countries is anticipated to increase
by 4.8% during 2025-2026, signifi-
cantly outpacing the expected import

growth in advanced economies (at 2.3%). One
of the key barriers in accessing these non-tra-
ditional markets is the large and growing
trade finance gaps. Against this backdrop,
innovative trade finance solutions serve as an
effective tool for bridging trade finance gaps
and leveraging opportunities in non-tradi-
tional markets.

Beyond market diversification, financing
support would also be essential to enable
exporters, particularly MSMEs, to offer com-
petitive terms or scale up exports in competi-
tive markets such as the US and Europe in a
high-tariff environment. To that end, support
in the form of credit enhancement and inter-
est equalisation can help lower financing
costs for MSME exporters and aid in sustain-
ing their competitiveness and export volumes.

Indian businesses can also strengthen
value chain linkages through strategic over-
seas investments for diversification of the
manufacturing base. Recent developments
on the tariff front bring out a case for coun-
tries to actively pursue this as part of de-risk-
ing measures. Amid the rising tariffs, the role
of connector economies has gained promi-
nence. As per the IMF, since 2017, enhanced
Chinese exports or greenfield investments in
a “connector” country has been associated
with subsequent growth in the connector
country’s exports to the US. Accordingly,
during the trade war between the US and
China, the connector economies helped
reduce the impact on trade. On similar lines,
India could focus on enhancing value chain
linkages with relatively low-tariff countries
with the necessary political stability, legal
and regulatory environment, and manufac-
turing capabilities.
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supply chains will allow them to
shape resilient trade architectures,
while joint research hubs in AI,
quantum computing, and robotics
can anchor them in the coming digi-
tal-industrial revolution. Equally, as
data becomes the currency of the dig-
ital age, India and Japan must work
together on cybersecurity, trusted
data flows, and setting global stan-
dards that ensure innovation thrives
without compromising sovereignty.

Beyond economics, the financial
and human linkages need strength-
ening. Expanding yen-based swap
arrangements and portfolio flows
can create new sovereign financial
choices. Language training, student
mobility, cultural exchange, and
industry-linked training pro-
grammes for Indian youth in Japan
can fuse demographic strengths with
industrial needs, forging a living
partnership across generations. Civil
society and parliamentary exchanges
can further reinforce the political
will necessary for long-term coopera-

tion.
In Modi’s framing, India-Japan

ties are civilisational. Shared values
of democracy, openness, and respect
for sovereignty have given the part-
nership a moral ballast that goes
beyond contracts and corridors. The
story that began when Netaji sought
Japan’s support during India’s strug-
gle for freedom now finds expression
in a joint vision of a free, inclusive,
and open Indo-Pacific. This is not
nostalgia — it is continuity with pur-
pose.

The challenge before both nations
is to move from being good partners
to being co-architects of Asia’s
future. As Asia’s democratic anchors,
they carry a responsibility not only to
safeguard their interests but also to
ensure that the Indo-Pacific remains
open, plural, and fair. The world is
watching, and the region is listening.
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India and Japan have emerged as twin anchors of stability — promoting an 
inclusive, rules-based order where no single power dominates. PIB

T
rade is a key driver of economic
growth. After a prolonged period of
disruptions and volatility, global trade
regained momentum in 2024, outpac-

ing global output growth for the first time
since 2017. India mirrored this trend, with net
exports contributing positively to GDP growth
during 2024-25. However, there has been
renewed volatility, driven by the tariff
changes announced by the US since April
2025.

The latest executive order by the US, which
includes increased tariffs of up to
50% on select Indian goods, is set to
take effect from today. As per our
estimates, over 44% of India’s
exports to the US is expected to
remain insulated from the tariff
hike. This includes products that are
exempted from tariffs, such as phar-
maceuticals, petroleum products,
select electronics, minerals, etc.
Additionally, India is expected to
remain price-competitive in the US
market across 713 products, wherein
the unit value price of Indian goods
would remain lower compared to
the average unit value price of the
US’ imports of the product, despite
the tariffs. These products account
for about 13.9% of India’s merchan-
dise exports to the US and include
products across sectors, such as
machine tools, two-wheelers, leather goods,
cereals, etc.

Besides, the impact of tariff hikes on India’s
exports in the current year is also likely to be
eased by front-loading being undertaken by
Indian exporters. In fact, India’s exports to the
US have grown by over 22.3% year-on-year
(y-o-y) during April-June 2025, with eight out
of the top 10 exported product categories reg-
istering positive export growth during this
period. Among these, export of telecom
instruments recorded a substantial 191.5%
y-o-y growth, while electronic components
registered a 35.2% growth y-o-y during the
same period. India’s exports of marine prod-
ucts, electrical machinery, iron and steel
products, and readymade cotton garments
also recorded robust double-digit growth dur-
ing April-June 2025, indicating a possible
front-loading to avoid higher tariffs.

Nevertheless, the US tariff hike is expected
to negatively affect over 4,038 products,
where India’s price competitiveness is
expected to be significantly impacted. India’s
exports of these products accounted for over
56% of India’s merchandise exports to the US
in 2024. India’s exports of these products
could potentially decline by 17.0% during
2025. Some of the sectors expected to be
affected include machinery and mechanical
appliances, gems and jewellery, textiles, auto-
motive, articles of iron and steel, furniture,
and marine products, among others.

India’s overall exports to the US are likely
to sustain a y-o-y growth of 6.1% during 2025
on account of the front-loading. However,
there is a need for deeper strategic recalibra-
tions in India’s export profile to impart resil-
ience to exports.

It would be essential for Indian exporters to
consider diversification of export markets to
reduce dependence on the US. Indian export-
ers need to focus on expanding their footprint
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Making a case 
for transparency

New export markets as 
cure to US trade barriers

I
ndian exports to the US will now attract a 50% tariff,
among the highest for all of US’s trading partners.
Half of this 50% tariff is on account of India buying

crude oil from Russia which the Trump administration 
has described as a major funding of the “Russian war 
machine”. The move is blatantly unfair. It is China, not 
India, that is the biggest buyer of Russian crude. Trump 
has imposed no such tariffs on China. European 
countries still buy a lot of gas from Russia, and were 
among the major secondary buyers of Russian crude 
refined in India. The US itself has not suspended its 
necessary trade with Russia, which includes difficult to 
procure commodities such as uranium. If these 
examples were not enough to show how unfairly the 
US is treating India, reports say that US oil major 
Exxon is now talking to Russian oil companies to 
resume business, including production in Sakhalin, 
that was stopped after the Russia-Ukraine war in 2022. 
These reports, including in The Wall Street Journal, 
have said the talks were conducted in secrecy and 
Exxon had Trump’s approval to begin the dialogue.

What does all this entail for India? Geopolitics need
not adhere to propriety or justice. Countries must deal 
with the real world, good, bad or ugly, as it exists. 
Under Donald Trump, the US has shed away even a 
pretense of adhering to the rules-based order or being 
mindful of the interests of even its closest partners. 
India must accept this new reality, try to protect as 
much of its commercial and strategic interests vis-à-vis 
the US as it can, and seek diversification to compensate 
for what has been lost. It will take a deep synergy 
between the private sector and government to achieve 
this objective — but it is possible. 

T
he Supreme Court collegium’s decision to push
through the nomination of Patna high court
chief justice Vipul M Pancholi to the top court
despite a strong dissent note from justice BV

Nagarathna, and the Centre’s quick confirmation of the 
proposal just two days later, raises some questions 
over judicial appointments. 

This newspaper reported on Tuesday that the five-
member top court collegium, comprising Chief Justice 
of India Bhushan R Gavai and justices Surya Kant, 
Vikram Nath, JK Maheshwari and Nagarathna, took 
the decisions with a 4-1 split on justice Pancholi, even 
as the lone woman judge in the top court underlined 
that justice Pancholi’s appointment would not only be 
“counter-productive” to the administration of justice 
but would also put the credibility of the collegium 
system at stake. 

Justice Nagarathna flagged “serious and grave 
reasons” that could not be ignored, reviving questions 
over justice Pancholi’s July 2023 transfer from Gujarat 
to Patna. The transfer followed a prolonged standoff 
and the Union government had kept the collegium’s 
proposal pending for over nine months. Justice 
Nagarathna noted that a proposal for justice Pancholi’s 
elevation was first opposed by her amid reservations 
by justice Vikram Nath in May this year, but still 
resurfaced three months later. 

The controversy has shrouded the collegium’s 
decision in a cloud, and raised a few questions. What 
necessitated the 2023 transfer? Were there 
deliberations at the time? Why were representations 
made to then Chief Justice of India DY Chandrachud? 
Why haven’t they been made public? Why hasn’t 
justice Nagarathna’s dissent note been uploaded, as 
requested by the judge? Why was the proposal pushed 
through despite strong concerns and how did it get a 
quick confirmation? And, doesn’t the public deserve to 
make a full and informed judgement about a judge 
who is slated to become the chief justice someday?

This newspaper has lauded the top court for a 
number of steps taken recently to usher in greater 
transparency, be it the public declaration of assets or 
the details of recommendations made by the 
collegium. But the controversy around the recent 
elevation shows that unless greater strides are made, 
such steps might appear as half measures. The row 
has hit the court at a time when the collegium 
system is battling both political attacks from the 
executive and genuine criticism over its lack of 
representation and diversity, especially on counts of 
gender and caste. To stem the rot of controversy, the 
court should let the light shine on the totality of its 
elevation proposal, including its reasoning. After all, 
sunlight is the best disinfectant. 

P
rime Minister (PM) Naren-
dra Modi’s upcoming visit
to Japan is the continua-
tion of a journey that has
reshaped one of Asia’s old-
est friendships into one of

the most consequential partnerships
of the 21st century. Since his first visit
to Tokyo in 2014, PM Modi has stead-
ily strengthened India-Japan rela-
tions, with strategic trust and a
shared vision for the Indo-Pacific as
cornerstones.

Japan’s support to Netaji Subhas
Chandra Bose and the Indian
National Army during the freedom
struggle remains a powerful
reminder that this solidarity pre-
ceded India’s independence. 

After the war, India’s refusal to
endorse the San Francisco Peace
Treaty and its decision to restore full
sovereignty to Japan in 1952 created
a reservoir of goodwill that endures
to this day. Over the last decade, suc-
cessive Japanese prime ministers —
Shinzo Abe, Yoshihide Suga, Fumio
Kishida, and now Shigeru Ishiba —
have found in Modi a partner willing
to elevate symbolic goodwill into
practical cooperation.

The results are visible across
India’s landscape. Though modest
compared to Singapore, Japan’s $42
billion FDI carries strategic weight.
Japanese financing has powered
metro systems in various cities in

India, the ambitious Delhi-Mumbai
Industrial Corridor, and India’s first
bullet train project between Mumbai
and Ahmedabad. Urban renewal pro-
jects and smart cities now carry a dis-
tinctive Japanese imprint. Collabora-
tions in clean energy, skills, and tech-
nology have widened the horizon
beyond infrastructure. Crucially, Jap-
anese investment is not diffused but
aligned with India’s long-term priori-
ties: Make in India, Digital India,
Startup India, renewable energy, and
advanced manufacturing. This align-
ment gives the partnership durabil-
ity.

The Indo-Pacific has become the
true stage for this partnership. As
global geopolitics shifts eastward,
India and Japan have
emerged as twin anchors of
stability — promoting an
inclusive, rules-based order
where no single power
dominates. Both worry
about coercion in the mari-
time commons, about frag-
ile supply chains vulnerable
to geopolitical shocks, and
about technologies being
misused to entrench
monopolies. Together, they have
turned their shared concerns into
shared strategies. Through Quad,
they have given new shape to
regional cooperation, advancing ini-
tiatives in infrastructure, vaccines,
critical technologies, trade and
investment, and climate action. Their
naval exercises and defence dia-
logues have ensured that maritime
security in the Indian and Pacific
Oceans is not left unattended.

Personal chemistry has been a
crucial force multiplier. Modi’s bond
with Abe — built on mutual trust and
a common vision — gave the rela-
tionship extraordinary depth. Abe

saw India not just as a partner but as
indispensable to Japan’s future stra-
tegic posture, and Modi reciprocated
with equal warmth. Even as Japanese
domestic politics witnessed leader-
ship changes, India sustained
momentum, ensuring remarkable
continuity.

Yet the trajectory is not without
challenges. From Tokyo’s perspec-
tive, India’s regulatory complexity,
delays in project clearances, and lack
of long-term policy predictability
remain key concerns. Japanese
investors, accustomed to predictabil-
ity and timelines, often find India
daunting. From New Delhi’s side,
concerns linger about Japan’s slow-
ing economy, an ageing population

that constrains investment
appetite, and a diplomacy
that remains cautious under
the weight of pacifist poli-
tics. Trade liberalisation and
labour mobility are still con-
tested terrains. If this part-
nership is to fulfil its prom-
ise, both sides must find
ways to bridge these gaps,
turning friction into oppor-
tunities for reform. But, fric-

tion does not diminish promise — if
anything, it sharpens the urgency for
a new phase of collaboration.

As the Indian PM prepares for his
two-day visit beginning Friday, the
opportunity lies in charting the
course hereafter. The focus must
now shift from projects to platforms
of global leadership. Targeted Japa-
nese investments in semiconductors,
defence electronics, and rare earth
technologies can secure a shared
technological future. Joint ventures
in hydrogen, offshore wind, and bat-
tery storage can position both coun-
tries at the forefront of the global
green transition. Building diversified

India & Japan: Anchors of 
Asia’s democratic future
Shared values of 
democracy, openness, and 
respect for sovereignty 
have given the India-Japan 
partnership a moral 
ballast
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The sheer number of soldiers or 
the size of weapon stockpiles is no 
longer enough. Cyber warfare, AI, 
UAVs and satellite-based 
surveillance are shaping the wars 

of the future

De-risking India’s exports 
from the US tariff regime
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back as the 1990s, he coined ‘Wall Street 
Treasury Complex’ as a term to denounce 
excessive financial liberalization via overly 
free capital flows forced upon countries such 
as Korea and Indonesia. He identified this as 
a root cause of the Asian financial crisis of 
1997. He went on to argue that this world-
view was the result of a revolving door 
between Wall Street and the US Treasury as 
well as the International Monetary Fund and 
the World Bank: “They wear similar suits, 
not just similar ties.” This observation 
proved prescient because the over-finan-
cialization of Western economies was not 
only behind the Great Financial Crisis of 
2007-08, but remains a pressing concern.

Bhagwati’s experience watching India’s 
Planning Commission at close quarters dec-
ades ago makes him worry about industrial 
policy initiatives such as ‘Make in India.’ He 
is concerned that too many Indian bureau-
crats remain reluctant liberalizers. 

Back in the Licence Raj days of the 1960s, 
Bhagwati recalls listening to a bureaucrat 
denouncing the waste of national resources 
on the manufacture of products such as lip-
stick. Always impish and incisive, there is a 
trademark giggle before he delivers the pun-
chline. He recounts he could not help but 
smell the Brylcreem in the bureaucrat’s hair.

The reassuring news from academia’s fore-
most champion of free trade is that the world 
trading system is in much better shape than 
expected. He dismisses the view that the EU 
has been cowardly in its trade discussions 
with the US. He argues that EU leaders are 
being “pragmatic” by “waiting and watch-
ing,” which is sensible when “you are facing 
an opponent who is bobbing up and down 
and in different directions.” Happily, Bhag-
wati says the global trading system today is 
too integrated for the world economy to suf-
fer as it did a century ago when the Smoot-
Hawley tariffs were signed by president Her-
bert Hoover in 1930.

While it is too early to calculate the costs, 
retailers in the US as well as exporters to the 
US have thus far sacrificed margins to keep 
a lid on price increases. Last week, however, 
Walmart’s CEO Doug McMillon warned that 
the retailer was routinely seeing cost hikes 
by suppliers that would be passed on to 
shoppers. Costs have risen each week, he 
said, and this was expected to continue into 
the year’s third and fourth quarters. Tariffs 
are expected to cost an average household 
an additional $2,400 this year, the Yale Bud-
get Lab calculated recently.

The irony may be that as America’s devel-
oped trade partners comply with unreasona-

J
agdish Bhagwati, the great trade econo-
mist, begins his conversation by remi-
niscing about a Canadian professor, 
Harry Johnson, who was an early influ-

ence on him because the professor’s lectures 
were a brisk tour de force of international 
economics. As a student, he didn’t under-
stand all of it, Bhagwati says, but Johnson’s 
enthusiasm for the subject was infectious. 
To this day, any conversation with Bhagwati, 
now 91 and retired from Columbia Univer-
sity, is both educational and entertaining. 
Ask which metro stop is closest to his apart-
ment and one not only receives directions 
but also a story, told in a way that is more 
comic than tragic, about R.K. Laxman. On a 
visit to Bhagwati’s home decades ago, the 
legendary cartoonist missed the correct sub-
way stop and wandered bewildered through 
a dangerous neighbourhood. 

Ever since the new US administration 
decided to unilaterally impose tariffs on the 
rest of the world this year, the global trading 
system has become a rough neighbourhood. 

have started with low-end assembly, 
but has focused on moving up the value 
chain bit-by-bit to reach a position 
where it controls both the technology 
as well as strategic materials needed. 

In Prisoners of Geography: Ten Maps 
That Tell You Everything You Need to 
Know About Global Politics by Tim 
Marshall, the big takeaway for me was 
China’s control of the world. It made my 
heart run cold. One, of course, knew of 
China controlling many areas of mining 
and materials in Asia and Africa, but 
from this book it was clear that it has 
a presence everywhere from South 
America to the Arctic Circle. You might 
think you are buying a ‘Made in Europe’ 
bag or garment, but it was likely made in 
a Chinese enclave or township in Italy. 

China is a huge consumer market and 
in past trade stand-offs, one weapon the 
Chinese government had was to restrict 
market access. But that was not enough 
for the kind of control it wanted over 
the global economy. It was also impor-
tant to control supply lines. Its control 
over rare earths is an example. 

China started prospecting for rare 
earths and mining them decades ago. It 
even ran into a glut situation that drove 
a research push. Between 2000 and 
2016, the Chinese Academy of Sciences 
published 2,018 papers on rare earths 
(The Economist). Turning off access to 
these at will gives China immense lever-
age over the world.

Also, China is not content only with 
control over raw materials. To give an 
example, BYD sold more electric vehi-
cles (EVs) in the first half of 2025 than 
the next four brands combined, two of 
which are Chinese anyway. This, in a 
period that saw Tesla sales volumes 
decline. Seven of the top 10 EV brands 
are Chinese (data source: Autovista24).

Here we are talking about critical 
high-tech fields, not the mass consumer 
market where Chinese products are 
dominant anyway.

As for India, our trade deficit with 
China has gone up from about $37 bil-
lion to almost $100 billion over the last 

decade. Meanwhile, our exports to 
China have not grown at all.

Yes, we did ban a few dozen Chinese 
apps some years ago, but seem to be 
looking to China now to bail us out from 
our trade tussle with the US.

Around 2020-21, China decided to 
further laser focus on certain high-tech 
areas: “In order to achieve break-
throughs in advanced technologies, 
including artificial intelligence (AI), 
quantum computing, blockchain, neu-
roscience, biotechnology, robotics and 
semiconductors to ensure its techno-
logical self-reliance and power its econ-
omy, R&D investment will rise to 7% 
annually and China’s leaders intend to 
spend as much as half a trillion dollars 
every year, or 4% to 6% of GDP,” writes 
Dexter Tiff Roberts in ‘Xi Jinping’s 
politics in command economy’ (Atlantic 
Council). Of course, this was to be 
accompanied by a few other changes, 
including a crackdown on Big Tech and 
foreign firms and a move back to more 
state enterprises. China’s R&D spend is 
estimated to be 20-25 times India’s.

Five years later, the results are clear. 
China dominates technology, raw mate-
rials, ports, supply chains and final 
products. While we congratulate our-
selves on Indian-origin CEOs, Chinese 
students who study abroad overwhelm-
ingly return to China for opportunities 
to both do research and build busi-
nesses in their home country. 

China now holds most of the aces in 
any negotiation. Ultimately, it is about 
this raw power, not any woolly notion 
of righteousness. As Rajinder Krishan 
wrote, “Ramchandra keh gaye Siya se, 
aisa Kalyug aaega… jiske haath mein 
hogi laathi, bhains wahi le jaayega” 
(loosely translated as Ramchandra told 
Sita that a lawless era will come when 
whoever has the stick will get his way). 
That is, the law of the jungle.

We in India have to think of our long-
term interests and what we can do to 
secure them. Till then, we may wail and 
flail, but we will have to put up with any 
perceived unfairness.

I
 see plenty of commentary in the 
Indian media about how the US tariff 
proposals are unfair. Some even point 

out that China imports more Russian 
crude than India. And of course China’s 
trade surplus with the US is several 
times that of India. 

Why then is the US turning the 
screws on India? 

This is only the latest symptom of the 
relative bargaining power of countries. 
International bargaining, especially 
with someone like Trump, is only about 
relative strength, not ‘fairness.’ And 
China has worked over the years with a 
long-term focus on strengthening itself 
as a rival to the biggest economies in the 
world, while simultaneously making 
itself indispensable to their working. 

Let us look at why China hates to be 
even spoken of in the same breath as 
India—and rightly so.

The stark difference between China 
and India is clear from this statistic: 
Even if China stops growing and India’s 
GDP compounds at 7% per annum (this 
has historically happened only once for 
seven years out of eight in 2003-10), it’ll 
take about 25 years for India to catch up. 
And this is a make-believe calculation, 
as China’s economy won’t stop growing 
anytime soon. 

But the point is not about just the size 
of the Chinese economy, but also its 
strategic positioning. In every area 
where China has operations, it may 

It is about relative clout and Beijing’s domination of key inputs and products has given it leverage
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Why Jagdish Bhagwati isn’t overly worried about trade 
RAHUL JACOB

E
ven as we celebrate an above-average 
monsoon this year, there is a flip side: 
the death and destruction that torren-
tial rains have brought in their wake 
in some parts of India, especially areas 
that are ecologically fragile and least 

able to deal with it, such as our Himalayan belt. 
August started with the distressing news of a 
flash flood and landslide that flattened the 
village of Dharali in Uttarakhand. Subsequent 
days have seen a spate of reports of varying 
gravity from across the country, with heavy 
rainfall wreaking havoc in hilly regions. Jammu 
is the latest example. As we are still some weeks 
away from the monsoon’s retreat, we cannot 
rule out the possibility of further scares of this 
nature. According to the India Meteorological 
Department (IMD), North India has recorded its 
wettest monsoon since 2013, a year remem-
bered for the Kedarnath flash flood. In the first 
25 days of this month, the North had 21 events 
of extremely heavy rain, the highest since the 
IMD began collating this data in 2021 and 50% 
more than in the same month last year, which 
was the region’s wettest August in 28 years. 

No doubt, climate change has much to do 
with the rising frequency of extreme weather 
events—not only in India, but also globally. 
Recall July’s flash floods in Texas, US, that took 
at least 135 lives. According to the United 
Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, 
climate-related disasters almost doubled from 
1980-1999 to 2000-2019. In the words of UN 
Secretary General António Guterres, “Climate 
change is the defining issue of our time… every 
day we fail to act is a day that we step a little 
closer to a fate that none of us wants—a fate 
that will resonate through generations in the 
damage done to humankind and life on earth.” 

Sadly, the US withdrawal this January from the 
Paris pact of 2015 has squashed all hope of 
global cooperation on this front. Today, it is 
each country for itself. This means we must 
redouble our efforts to mitigate the effects of 
global warming through better monitoring of 
atmospheric conditions and greater prepared-
ness for inclement weather that may leave a 
trail of devastation. What worsens matters is 
that we largely have only ourselves to blame. It 
is well-known that the Himalayas are sensitive 
to rising heat levels that lead glaciers to retreat 
and make cloud bursts likelier, leaving hilly ter-
rain increasingly prone to landslides and water 
barrages. Unchecked construction, often in vio-
lation of the law, hydropower and road projects 
in fragile zones and relentless tourist pressure 
have all aggravated the problem. According to a 
statistics ministry report, EnviStats 2025, India 
recorded 3,080 human deaths due to extreme 
natural events in 2024-25, the highest in a dec-
ade and a 17% rise from 2,616 in 2023-24. The 
absence of an extensive network of automatic 
weather stations and weak real-time tracking of 
risks results in late responses and an inability to 
alert or evacuate people in advance. 

However, lives could be saved with better 
early warning and disaster response systems. 
Our National Disaster Management Authority, 
set up after the 2004 Asian Tsunami, has been 
upgraded and its focus expanded. Also, Isro’s 
NISAR satellite project with Nasa is expected to 
monitor climate change in ways that could help 
map risks and forecast disasters. But we also 
need longer-term plans for the restoration of 
fragile ecological zones and creation of natural 
buffers around all development projects. In all, 
we need speedier relief and rescue efforts to 
minimize the loss of lives. 

Natural disasters: Don’t 

let them blindside India 

As our vulnerabilities to extreme weather events inevitably increase, we need better risk 

monitoring, far greater preparedness and quick relief efforts to minimize the loss of lives
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The standard way to 
judge the interest rate

policy of a central bank is 
by looking at three 
parameters: the inflation 
gap, the output gap and 
the desired real rate of 
interest.

The third parameter— 
also called the natural or 
neutral rate of interest—is 
the most puzzling. It is 
broadly the real interest 
rate at which an economy 
grows at potential while 
inflation is near the official 
target. 

Raghuram Rajan often 
says India needs a real 
interest rate of 2%. 

The annual report of the
Reserve Bank of India 
released on Thursday cites 
a study by economists at 
the central bank showing 
that the natural rate of 
interest “has moved in the 
range of 0.5-4% over time, 
and seems to have 
declined since 2010 
gradually to about 2% 
now”.

It is close to zero in the
west, thanks to secular 
stagnation there. 

The big question: Will 
the natural rate of interest 
climb again once 
economic growth picks up? 

QUICK EDIT

Neutral 
gear
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Urbanization 2.0: Smart cities
B Y  P R E T I K A  K H A N N A
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The government on Thursday
released a list of 98 cities

selected for the smart cities
project aimed at kick-starting the
next wave of planned urbanisa-
tion in India. 

“The work on smart cities mis-
sion that started about a year ago
reached a major landmark today
(Thursday) with off icial
announcement of the smart city
nominees. I am happy to release
the names of 98 smart city aspir-
ants that were chosen by the
states and Union territories after
the first stage of competition,”
said minister for urban develop-
ment and parliamentary affairs
M. Venkaiah Naidu.

Experts welcomed the rollout
of the project, but cautioned that
the key will be in implementa-
tion. 

“Selection of smart cities is the
first step. The major challenge is
to provide quality urban services
such as 24x7 water supply, sani-
tation, drainage, solid waste
management, sewage treatment.
Looking at the finances of urban
local bodies, which are far from
healthy, the provision of these
services will be challenging. Lev-
ying of user charges to recover
the cost of provision of these
services will be crucial to main-

TURN TO PAGE 7®

Giving a big push to urbanization, the central government on 
Thursday released a list of 98 cities nominated for its smart 
cities mission. Key focus areas of the mission include provision of 
clean water supply, sanitation and solid waste management, 
efficient mobility and public transport, affordable housing and 
governance. Here is a look at the cities nominated. 

Note: Jammu and Kashmir has asked for more time to decide on the potential cities; 12 cities have been 
shortlisted from Uttar Pradesh against 13 cities allocated for the project 

THE NEXT WAVE

Himachal Pradesh

SMART CITY

Uttar Pradesh

Uttarakhand 

Odisha

Andaman and 
Nicobar Islands 

Gujarat

Kerala

Karnataka

Maharashtra

West Bengal

Haryana

Rajasthan
Delhi 

Assam

Arunachal 
Pradesh 

Andhra 
Pradesh

Telangana 

Madhya Pradesh

Chhattisgarh 

Jharkhand 

Dadra And 
Nagar Haveli 

Daman 
and Diu 

Bihar

Manipur Meghalaya

Tripura

Puducherry

Mizoram

Nagaland 

Sikkim

Goa

Lakshadweep 

Chandigarh 
Punjab

Tamil Nadu 

Jammu and 
Kashmir

Source: Ministry of urban development
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Lower inflation, faster resolu-
tion of distressed assets and

ensuring banks have enough
capital to make provisions will
be the top macroeconomic pri-
orities for the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) in the immediate
future, governor Raghuram
Rajan said in the central bank’s
2014-15 annual report.

Rajan termed the following
three areas as “work in progress”
and described them as chal-
lenges in the current macroeco-
nomic environment.

“First, economic growth is still
below levels that the country is
capable of. Second, inflation
projections of January 2016 (as
of early August 2015) are still at
the upper limits of RBI’s inflation
objective. Third, the willingness
of banks to cut base rates—
whereby they forego income on
existing borrowers in order to
attract more new business—is
muted,” Rajan said in his over-
view at the beginning of the
annual report.

In the report, the central bank
said the growth outlook for the
Indian economy is improving

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Rajan lists lower 
inflation, tackling 
distressed assets 
as top priorities
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Sequoia Capital has invested
nearly $90 million across six

deals in Indian pharmaceutical
and healthcare firms over the 
past year as it continues to
increase its exposure to the fast-
growing sector.

The storied Silicon Valley-
based venture capital (VC) firm 
has been the most active VC
investor in the pharmaceutical
sector during this year, according
to Grant Thornton India Llp. 

Data from VCCEdge, the
financial research platform of
VCCircle, shows that 2015 has
been the most active year for

Sequoia in terms of investments
in pharmaceutical and health-
care firms by the number of
deals and value. 

 Two of these deals got the
government nod this week.

 On Tuesday, the foreign
investment promotion board
(FIPB) approved Sequoia’s `125 
crore investment in Akumentis
Healthcare Ltd. It also cleared a 
follow-on investment of `72
crore by the firm along with FIL
Capital Investments (Mauritius)
II Ltd in Celon Laboratories Ltd. 

“We started looking at pharma
in 2011. We scanned the envi-
ronment and we came up with a
list of companies we would like 
to invest in and over the last
three-four years we have exe-

cuted a good part of that strat-
egy,” said Abhay Pandey, manag-
ing director at Sequoia Capital 
India Advisors.  

According to Pandey, the
pharma sector in India is large,
growing and profitable.

“There were several high-
quality people who were moving
out of big pharma firms and set-
ting up their own meaningful
and valuable businesses in
pharma. Our business is about
going after entrepreneurs who 
are targeting large markets and
who can build large valuable
businesses with small amount of
capital,” added  Pandey.

Apart from the two deals
cleared this week, the firm has
invested in MedGenome Labs
Pvt. Ltd, La Renon Healthcare
Pvt Ltd, Curatio Healthcare India
Pvt Ltd and Koye Pharmaceuti-
cals Pvt Ltd.

In July, Sequoia invested $20
million in MedGenome, a Ben-
galuru-based diagnostics and
research services firm. MedGe-
nome offers genomics-based
diagnostics solutions to hospitals
and doctors as well as genomic
research services to pharmaceu-
tical and biotech companies and
academic research institutions in
India. This and the investment in
Akumentis Healthcare have been
the biggest deals for Sequoia in
this segment.

Akumentis,  which was
founded in 2010, focuses on
niches in women’s healthcare—
infertility management, gynae-
cology, obstetrics and osteoporo-
sis treatment. 

TURN TO PAGE 2®

ACTIVE INVESTOR

Sequoia increases 
pharma bets in India

THE BACKLOG 
At the end of 2014, 59,645 cases involving R3.74 trillion were pending, up from 47,933 cases and R1.78 
trillion at the end of 2013.

Amount disposed (R cr)

2011

2012

2013

2014

12,122

9,125

11,194

12,594

54,061

41,205

47,933

59,645

21,155

16,078

21,495

29,378

No. of cases disposed off Amount pending (R cr)No. of cases pending 

146,180

130,815

178,899

374,983

Source: Dept of Financial Services

INSIDE

Pending cases pile up at debt recovery tribunals
Pending cases at debt 
recovery tribunals have 
more than doubled, stay-
ing in step with bad loans 
across the banking sector, 
underscoring how ardu-
ous the process of recov-
ering dues will be.  >P8
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The National Democratic
Alliance (NDA) on Thurs-
day moved to make work-

ers an ally in its reform agenda. 
Talking politics, it unveiled a

feel-good labour reform agenda
which, among other things,
commits  to a  mandator y
national minimum wage, under
which skilled workers in devel-
oped states will stand to earn a
minimum of `20,000 per month.

It also decided to extend
social security benefits to the
staff manning flagship develop-
ment schemes such as the
National Rural Health Mission,
Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan and Inte-
grated Child Development Serv-
ices. All these workers will be eli-
gible for health care and provi-
dent fund benefits under
government rules.

“The minimum wage will see
a revolution in India. Workers
will get a respectable wage,”
petroleum minister Dharmendra
Pradhan told reporters after the
meeting of the Group of Minis-
ters (GoM) headed by finance
minister Arun Jaitley.

The GoM was convened to
strike a compromise with com-
bative trade unions, which are
opposed to several proposed
labour reforms and planning a
nation-wide strike on 2 Septem-
ber. Pradhan is one of the five
ministers in the GoM. Repre-
sentatives of all central trade
unions participated in the dis-
cussions over the last two days.

The representatives main-
tained they would respond to
the government’s proposal only

after consultations with their
unions on Friday. However, it
was evident that there was a
division of opinion among
them—some of them  favoured
the package proposed by the
government while others wanted
to press ahead with the strike. 

“We are happy that the gov-
ernment is talking to trade
unions extensively and ready to
concede  many of our points. We
have to work for the interest of
workers and not indulge in
labour politics,” said Virjesh
Upadhyay, general secretary of
the Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh,
an aff i l iate of  the ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). 

A.K. Padmanabhan, president
of the Centre of Indian Trade
Unions, an affiliate of the Com-
munist Party of India (Marxist),
said he was not happy at all and
the government is “only talking
about debate and discussion
without giving any concrete pro-
posals”. 

The government is also con-
sidering amending the Bonus
Act to allow all employees of a
company drawing a salary of up
to `21,000 per month to be eligi-
ble for a bonus whenever one is
announced. This will be more
than double the existing eligibil-
ity ceiling of `10,000. At the
same time, it  is also considering
almost tripling the ceiling on
bonus payout from `3,500  to
`10,000. 

“This was under negotiation
for last eight-nine years, since
2006-07, and we are finally going
ahead with the plan. A cabinet
note on it will be moved by our
ministry,” labour secretary
Shankar Aggarwal said.

The NDA will also be advising
all state governments to consult
the centre as well as labour
unions before amending labour
laws. 

The move comes in the back-
drop of criticism that labour rep-
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FEEL-GOOD PACKAGE

NDA woos 
workers with 
fresh sops
Reform plan includes 
mandatory national 
minimum wage and 
extension of social 
security benefits
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Sequoia Capital's investments in pharma and healthcare since August 2014

GROWING INTEREST

Akumentis Healthcare

Celon Laboratories*

MedGenome Labs

La Renon Healthcare

Curatio Healthcare

Koye Pharmaceuticals

Total

Source: VCCEdge, Foreign Investment Promotion Board
*Joint investment with 
FIL Capital Investments (Mauritius) II Ltd

20
(in $ mn)

92

20

15.6

15.4

11

10
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Sensex intraday movement on Thursday

26,016.7
9.15am

26,231.19
3.30pm

MARKETS: Sensex rebounds, logs 
second biggest gain of 2015 >3

PLAIN FACTS: Where are India’s factory jobs? >6

CORPORATE: Spouse is  ‘immediate relative’, 
clarifies Sebi on insider trading >12

INTERNATIONAL: US economy grew more than 
forecast in second quarter >24

As a species, we’ve somehow 
survived large and small ice 

ages, genetic bottlenecks, 
plagues, world wars and all 

manner of natural disasters, 
but I sometimes wonder if 

we’ll survive our own 
ingenuity.

DIANE ACKERMAN

is a Mint columnist and a 

former Financial Times foreign 

correspondent.
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in the book, he wrote, “If I exchange some of 
my toothpaste for one of your toothbrushes, 
we will both have whiter teeth, and the risk 
that we will have our teeth knocked out by 
this exchange is negligible.”

With the delightful mischievousness that 
has long characterized his writing as well as 

conversation, Bhagwati 
observed that the British 
NGO Oxfam, and others 
like it, all too frequently 
expressed opinions on eco-
nomics and globalization 
without understanding 
much about either. “Caus-
ing harm to poor countries 
cannot have been the 
intention of Oxfam, yet the 
road to hell is paved with 
good intentions,” he wrote. 
“Oxfam knows a little, but 
not enough about trade 
policy. Mission creep, even 

by non creeps, is not a good idea.”
In Bhagwati’s arguments for free trade 

and the efficiencies it brings, he has been 
critical of developing countries that have 
average tariffs much higher than those in the 
developed world. Impartially taking down 
self-serving economic ideologues, as far 

ble demands, their economies may hold up 
better by comparison. Bhagwati says that 
exporters in Japan and the EU are suffering 
“terms of trade” pressures as firms cut mar-
gins to stay competitive. But, by not trying to 
retaliate, neither will European and Japa-
nese consumers suffer price hikes across the 
board, nor will their com-
panies get addicted to tariff 
protection and form lob-
bies that would make it dif-
ficult to reduce tariffs later. 
This is too often the case in 
the US today and has long 
been true in India.

Bhagwati’s powerful yet 
pithy defence of globaliza-
tion has never seemed 
more relevant than it does 
in 2025. His punchy book, 
In Defense of Globalization, 
published two decades 
ago, took aim at the pom-
posity and posturing of an assorted cast of 
characters, ranging Wall Street and Oxfam 
to former World Bank president James 
Wolfensohn. His book used elegant every-
day analogies to argue the case for free trade, 
a strategy today’s politicians should adopt 
instead of running scared of populism. Early 

The trading 

system is well 

integrated and 

very few nations 

have fallen into 

the trap of 

protectionism

Why the US plays fast and loose 
with India but never with China
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T
he United Nations Statistical Commis-
sion adopted the System of National 
Accounts 2025 (SNA 2025) earlier this 
year. The changes incorporated 
reflected much of the discussions 
around GDP and National Accounts 

since 2008, starting with the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi 
Commission in 2008. These changes are more 
than a tweak to the statistical framework. They sig-
nal an acknowledgment of the importance of 
debates around inequality and the environment. 
For decades, GDP has been the lodestar of eco-
nomic progress. But GDP tells us little about what 
is happening to our natural wealth or how that 
income is distributed among households. The 
2025 revision makes both these blind spots harder 
to ignore.

For India—with its ambition of becoming a 
developed nation by 2047—this is not an arcane 
statistical matter. It is a chance to place sustainabil-
ity and inclusiveness at the core of how we narrate 
our economic story. And, importantly, India is not 
starting from scratch: over the past 15 years, across 
two different governments, the country has built 
an impressive foundation that aligns closely with 
the directions now formalized in SNA 2025.

Counting the natural resources we deplete and 
what we create: The new framework’s most signifi-
cant change is the treatment of natural resources. 
For the first time, depletion of subsoil resources 
like coal, iron ore, oil and gas is explicitly recorded 
as a cost of production, rather than just a decline in 
asset stock. This means that if India extracts coal or 
iron ore, the value of the depletion will directly 
reduce net domestic product (NDP), which meas-
ures economic output by subtracting depreciation 
on assets from gross domestic product (GDP). 

This change is profound. For resource-rich 
states like Jharkhand, Odisha, Chhattisgarh and 
Goa, it implies that headline gross state domestic 
product (GSDP) may no longer tell the full story of 
wealth creation if it ignores what is lost in natural 
capital. Accounting for depletion will sharpen 
debates on royalties, compensation mechanisms 
and fiscal transfers. It also strengthens the case for 
linking extraction revenues with sustainability 
funds that benefit future generations.

At the same time, renewable resources are now 
to be recognized as assets. Solar radiation, wind 
flows, hydro potential and geothermal energy 
should be part of the national balance sheet—
valued through expected future rents. For India, 
with its rapid expansion in renewable capacity 
(over 190GW today), this raises the profile of clean 
energy not just as climate action but as wealth 
creation. Countries that invest in renewables will 
see their balance sheets strengthened.

These recommendations are a continuation of 

the roadmap outlined by the Expert Group on 
Green National Accounts (Dasgupta Committee, 
2013). The ministry of statistics and programme 
implementation has been building on these rec-
ommendations since 2018 through its annual 
EnviStats India series, which includes physical and 
monetary accounts for forests, minerals, energy 
and water, and has also piloted ecosystem and 
marine accounts. Thus, some of the elements for 
complete resource accounting are already in place; 
what will be needed is a work plan to integrate and 
align this with the work of the National Accounts 
Division. It would be good if the forthcoming base 
revision signals its recommendations on these 
changes. 

Distributional accounts or who gets what: Another 
major innovation in the 2025 SNA is the inclusion 
of distributional and household accounts as part of 
the recommended framework. Until now, GDP 
and national income were published as aggregate 
totals, with inequality analysis left to separate 
reports drawn from surveys. SNA 2025 proposes 
thematic accounts that show how income, con-
sumption, saving and wealth are distributed across 
household groups—by quintiles, income classes or 
socio-economic categories.

For India, where inequality debates have sharp-
ened, this could be transformative. Linking 
national accounts with household surveys (like 
the NSS and PLFS), tax data and administrative 
records will allow policymakers to answer not just 
‘how much did the economy grow?’ but also ‘who 
benefited from that growth?’

The new framework also emphasizes household 
production beyond the market. Unpaid household 
and care work, long excluded from GDP, are rec-
ommended for inclusion in the extended accounts. 
For India, where women spend disproportionately 
high hours on unpaid care, this is critical evidence 
for framing gender-sensitive policy. The Time Use 

Surveys of 2019 and 2024 already provide a statis-
tical foundation for making women’s invisible 
work visible in national statistics.

Here too, the ministry has laid important 
groundwork. The Periodic Labour Force Survey 
(PLFS), launched in 2017, provides regular esti-
mates of employment, earnings and household 
characteristics; the All India Debt and Investment 
Survey (AIDIS) offers insights into household 
wealth distribution; the recently completed 
Household Consumption Surveys give insights 
into the distribution of consumption expenditure. 
A proposed nationwide survey on income will add 
to this information. So far, the integration of these 
sources with the National Accounts System (NAS) 
has been partial. We need a concerted effort to 
align survey micro-data with NAS aggregates and 
publish distributional accounts on a regular basis.

At this stage, we must develop a work plan to 
accommodate SNA 2025 recommendations in the 
NAS. The base revision exercise underway is an 
important element of this work. What is perhaps 
even more important is to develop a strategy to 
better communicate these improvements and 
their implications. I have previously written about 
how India is falling behind in the statistical narra-
tive debate, where the public discourse continues 
to harp on older failures and does not acknowledge 
many of our recent innovations. As illustrated 
above, our statistical system has been working 
systematically to anticipate and meet global rec-
ommendations. However, we must coherently 
convey these achievements and developments to 
arrest criticism. A clear strategy for this becomes 
even more important in the current age of 24/7 
commentary. 

These changes are not just about statistical 
housekeeping. They are tools to ensure that as we 
march towards Viksit Bharat by 2047, we will not 
erode our natural wealth or leave citizens behind.

Improve GDP measurement for a  
well-rounded view of India’s rise
Aligning our national accounts with UN suggestions will help us track natural resources and income distribution far better
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F
or a beaten-down European car 
industry, the news that Xiaomi is on 
its way must feel like a death knell. 

The Chinese phone-maker’s first electric 
vehicle (EV), the SU7 sedan, has been a hit 
in its home market. With the looks of a Por-
sche Panamera at the price of a Toyota 
Camry, it earned rave reviews from Jim 
Farley, CEO of Ford, and sells for as little as 
$30,000. Xiaomi will start shipping the car 
to Europe from 2027, its president told 
investors last week, adding that fans in the 
UK and Germany are already importing 
models on the grey market. An SUV-styled 
companion, the YU7, has been selling out 
in China.

It’s an alarming prospect. European 
automakers’ China businesses have strug-
gled for several years, while EU tariffs seem 
to have done little to dim the appeal of 
imported Chinese EVs. Xiaomi is at times 
worth more than Volkswagen, BMW and 
Mercedes-Benz put together. So is domes-
tic market-leader BYD. 

Is there any hope for the continent that 
invented the automobile? Well, yes. But 
the continent’s carmakers can’t afford any 
missteps.

The first lesson is Chinese carmakers 
aren’t quite as scary as the hype. With taxes 
included, the average SU7 in the first half of 
the year sold for about $40,000. That’s 
pretty close to what you’d pay for a US-built 
Tesla Model 3, a peer competitor whose 
base models come in at $35,000 including 
EV tax credits, and $42,500 without them. 
The US giant also matches its Chinese 
rivals in terms of profitability. Exclude the 
value of government subsidies and regula-
tory credits, interest income and other 
non-operating businesses, and BYD and 
Tesla made roughly the same profits from 
operations last year—$4.9 billion for BYD, 
$4.3 billion for Tesla (though BYD sold 
twice as many vehicles). 

Why, then, are legacy carmakers strug-
gling? A big factor is that they are still slow-
walking the switch from internal combus-
tion engines (ICE) to electric drivetrains. 
On paper, the R&D budgets Europeans are 
using to shift to batteries far outstrip their 
Chinese rivals. The $23 billion dedicated 
by VW alone last year was about the same 
as the entire listed Chinese auto industry.

But that overstates how much money is 
going into the only bit of the market that’s 
been growing since 2017: EVs. There’s still 
plenty of capital being ploughed into the 
declining engine business, limiting the 
amount dedicated to the future. About a 
third of VW’s R&D spending goes into 
combustion engines, and that will continue 

for the foreseeable future. Mercedes will  
redirect spending back to its engine divi-
sion after disappointing EV sales. That 
looks fatally myopic, considering the 24% 
jump in European EV sales so far this year.

That leads to the second part of the 
problem. Automakers put about 10% to 12% 
of their revenues each year into R&D and 
capital investment as a long-term bet on 
growth. If sales volumes are increasing, the 
spending will be easy to bear. If they fall, 
however, it gets spread over a shrinking 
number of vehicles. Western automakers’ 
post-pandemic strategy of selling a smaller 
number of more costly but profitable ICE 
cars has been disastrous. Sales volumes at 
VW and Mercedes last year were down 18% 
and 29% respectively, relative to 2019. As a 
result, each car has to bear a rising sum of 
depreciation and amortization costs. Such 
per-vehicle expenditures ran at $3,600 for 
VW last year; at China’s Geely Automobile 
Holdings, it was just $600. 

But there’s still hope for Western car-
makers. Most of the Chinese EVs wowing 
Europeans with their sleek styling were 
developed by designers poached from 
Europe’s own car industry—BYD’s Wolf-
gang Egger, an Audi and Lamborghini vet-
eran, SAIC’s Jozef Kaban, who worked on 
the Bugatti Veyron supercar. Kai Langer, 
responsible for BMW’s EV line-up, 
announced a move to Xiaomi earlier this 
month. That talent can be wooed back.

There are also promising new models 
already in the works—from VW and Ren-
ault’s Cupra and Dacia brands, to Ford’s 
promise of a ‘Model-T moment’ led by a 
$30,000 electric pickup. The first of VW’s 
planned fleet of battery factories will start 
within months, providing cheap power for 
new models in the ID range priced well 
under $30,000 and due to go on sale from 
next year. BMW has arguably been the 
most successful legacy carmaker to go in 
for electrification, with nearly one in five of 
its sales in the first half of the year fully 
electric, rising to about one in four if you 
include plug-in hybrids.

As recently as 2020, even BYD sold 
more engine-powered cars than electric 
ones. It’s not too late for European rivals to 
catch up—but first, they have to decide 
whether they want to accelerate towards a 
battery-powered future or keep grinding 
their gears in reverse. ©BLOOMBERG

Carmakers in reverse gear can 
hardly take on EVs from China

Legacy automakers must give up on combustion engines to compete

Plenty of capital is still being ploughed into  

vehicles that burn fossil fuels. ISTOCKPHOTO
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calling the shots albeit under the guise of 
collective action.

Note that a key objective underlying the 
shift from the governor-centric pre-FIT 
regime to a rate-setting MPC was to benefit 
from more diverse opinions. But this is 
near-impossible in the present system. The 
MPC should, therefore, be reconstituted so 
that the governor, like the Fed chair—who 
is only one of 12 voting members on the 
Federal Open Markets Committee that sets 
rates in the US—has only one vote. In the 
event of a tie, as with the Fed, the status quo 
should prevail.

Lastly, under the present framework, the 
Reserve Bank is required to submit a report 
to the government when the FIT ceiling is 
breached for three consecutive quarters. But 
it is not required to make its communication 
public. So, when the ceiling was breached 
for five consecutive quarters from the fourth 
quarter of 2021-22 to the fourth quarter of 
2022-23, the Indian public was kept in the 
dark. In keeping with RBI’s move towards 
greater openness, this too must change. 

On balance, the FIT regime has served us 
well. But to paraphrase former British prime 
minister Winston Churchill, “Never let a 
good crisis [or review in this case] go to 
waste.” Make it better! 

work to nudge the economy towards further 
improved macroeconomic outcomes in the 
best interest of all stakeholders.”

This is a good beginning; a welcome 
change from the central bank’s usual ivory-
tower approach. Remember, the first review 
in 2021 was done away from the public eye. 
But it is not enough. RBI must try and reach 
out to a wider audience on the lines of ‘Fed 
Listens’ events in the US, where Fed officials 
engage with a wide cross-section of the pub-
lic, including the hoi polloi, to hear how its 
monetary policy affects their daily lives.

This time around, RBI has sought public 
feedback on four key questions. One, should 
monetary policy target headline inflation, as 
presently mandated under the flexible infla-
tion targeting (FIT) regime introduced in 
2016, or core inflation (headline inflation 
stripped of volatile elements such as food 
and fuel). Two, whether the current 4% tar-
get is optimal for balancing growth with sta-
bility in our fast-growing economy. Three, 
whether the tolerance band of 2-6% needs to 
be revised—narrowed, widened or dropped 
altogether. And last, whether the target rate 
of 4% should be scrapped and only a range be 
maintained.

The discussion paper is clear where RBI’s 
preferences lie: status quo on all four issues. 

C
aution is the hallmark of central banks 
across the world. That perhaps 
explains why the US Federal Reserve, 

which has just completed its five-yearly 
review of its monetary policy framework, and 
the Reserve Bank of India (RBI), which is in 
the process of doing so, have opted largely in 
favour of the status quo.

The Fed, in its Revised Statement on 
Longer-Run Goals and Monetary Policy 
Strategy released on 22 August, declared its 
intent to continue with its 2% inflation target. 
Likewise, RBI, in its Discussion Paper Review 
of Monetary Policy Framework released a day 
earlier, argues strongly in favour of retaining 
the core principles of the existing framework.

In parallel with the Fed’s desire to “give 
the public a clear sense of how the Fed 
thinks about monetary policy, given that 
such understanding is important both for 
transparency and accountability, and for 
making monetary policy more effective,” 
RBI sees the review as “an opportunity to 
revisit some of the basic tenets of the frame-

Monetary policy framework: Let’s go from good to great
MYTHILI BHUSNURMATH 

is a senior journalist and a 

former central banker.  

discussion paper says, but what it leaves 
unsaid. For one, it is silent on the obvious 
contradiction in the present framework 
wherein the Monetary Policy Committee 
(MPC) takes rate decisions but has no say on 
how RBI manages liquidity. The result is that 
we often find one working at cross purposes 

with the other. There have 
been instances when the 
MPC raised rates, but then  
RBI opened its liquidity 
tap, negating the impact of 
the rate action. Since RBI is  
currently reviewing its 
Liquidity Management 
Framework, it would be 
good to incorporate it into 
the Monetary Policy 
Framework.

That is not all. The 
present composition of the 
MPC—three members 
from RBI and three exter-

nal members, with the governor given the 
casting vote—also deserves a rethink. As 
borne out by past experience, RBI staffers 
are unlikely to disagree with the governor. 
And with the latter given the casting vote in 
the event of a tie, what we have today is a de 
facto replay of the past, with the governor 

So, it argues for retaining headline rather 
than core inflation as the policy target, advo-
cates keeping it at the present 4% level and 
recommends leaving the margin unchanged 
at plus or minus 2% of that target. The good 
thing is that having made its preferences 
clear, the paper presents both sides of the 
case, leaving it to the 
reader to make a judge-
ment.

In the case of targeting 
core rather than headline 
inflation, for instance, 
there is merit in the paper’s 
take that since food is a sig-
nificant share of the con-
sumption basket for many 
Indians, it is meaningless 
to target core instead of 
headline inflation.

Moreover, the weight 
assigned to the food com-
ponent is anyway expected 
to decline once India’s consumer price index 
(CPI) is recast on the basis of the more up-to-
date Household Consumption Expenditure 
Survey 2023-24, as against the 2011-12 sur-
vey that’s still in use, an exercise that is 
already underway.

The problem is not so much with what the 

Today’s regime  

and its inflation 

target are fine 

but how policy 

decisions are 

made could be 

improved upon 
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India’s education system shows deep cracks — and that hard-
ly bodes well for a nation aspiring to be a knowledge power.
The CMS Education Survey, part of  the 80th round of  National
Sample Survey (NSS), shows that state-run schools remain pi-
votal, accounting for 55.9% of  total enrolments. Their role is
even greater in rural areas, where two-thirds (66%) of  stu-
dents are enrolled, compared with 30.1% in urban areas. Yet,
in otherwise price-sensitive Indian households, the contrast
in spending is stark: while the average annual cost of  educa-
ting a child in a private school is `̀25,000, the figure drops to
`̀2,863 in state schools. But the most worrying trend — nearly
30% of  students still rely on private coaching.

The steady decline in state school enrol-
ment — from about 74% in the late 1970s to
barely 51-56% today — is an ominous sign,
as it risks prompting the state to retreat
further from investing in education. This
slide reflects the perception that state
schools can’t adequately meet students’
needs. What’s required is a serious effort

to make them the default choice for parents, rather than the
option of  last resort. But the problem runs deeper. The inade-
quacy of  teaching in state schools has driven many parents to-
ward private schools, yet, these too often fall short. This doub-
le failure has fuelled the rise of  private coaching. Around 30%
of  students have relied on coaching since 2022.

This situation cannot be allowed to drift for long. Without ur-
gent redressal — strengthening schools, ensuring quality tea-
ching and curbing dependence on coaching — the consequen-
ces will be stark. No nation can hope to thrive if  its schools ke-
ep failing its children.

Coaching Mustn’t
Replace Classrooms Bell Curves  R Prasad
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Since 2015, 1.2 billion people have gained access to safely managed 
sanitation services. Coverage has increased from 48% to 58%. Sixty-
four countries had already achieved universal access (>99%) to at least 
basic sanitation services (safely managed + basic). A global snapshot:

Progress in Sanitation Services
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India is applying its recent experiences with trade frag-
mentation to drive local manufacturing. The idea is to ma-
ke manufacturing globally competitive. A host of  infrast-
ructure and policy issues that have hobbled manufacturing
have been addressed, and GoI is committed to making it ea-
sier to do business. The country is emerging as a manufac-
turing export base for industries such as automobiles and
electronics. Some products are designed for the Indian mar-
ket and then exported once they establish themselves local-
ly. This applies across industries from food to finance that
benefit from virtuous localisation. McDonald’s vegetable
protein slice is a recent example of  innovation for the chal-
lenges the Indian market poses for global food companies.

The size of  India’s market makes localisation critical.
Idiosyncrasies of  the market can work as an entry barri-
er, but on the flip side, once a global brand establishes its

presence in India, it opens growth op-
portunities through customisation.
The real gains are to be made when
products crafted in India are expor-
ted. The learnings from the Indian
market are invaluable in prying open
more growth markets in the develo-
ping world. This gives India a distinct

advantage in positioning itself  as an export hub for both
advanced and emerging economies.

Policy is pursuing higher value addition in emerging
sectors such as semiconductors and sustainable energy.
These sectors do provide visibility to Indian manufactu-
ring, but there is a fat tail to Indian exports that is built
with local know-how. These are typically frugally engi-
neered products that can take on higher-priced competi-
tion. The objective is to climb the value chain without lo-
sing the competitive advantage. Investments in innova-
tion — McDonald’s plant-based protein slice is a collabo-
ration with a state research laboratory — can extract
greater export value. The value proposition lies in ser-
ving protein to a population that is deficient in that food
group. If  it is made and sold in India, chances are the pro-
duct can be sold in many parts of  the world as well.

Take a Slice Out Of
McD’s Protein Slice
Virtuous localisation can boost mfg and exports

After 27 years of  intense diplomacy, the
UN recently launched Global Mecha-
nism (GM) for Cyberspace. Built on the
July 11 Open-Ended Working Group
(OEWG) consensus, it’s a new, perma-
nent international forum to advance
responsible state behaviour in cyber-
space, focusing on norms, international
law, capacity building and confidence-
building measures.

The path to GM has been anything but
smooth. The Group of  Governmental
Experts (GGE) process, which domina-
ted cyber diplomacy from 2004 to 2017,
achieved significant milestones. How-
ever, GGE processes, with their restric-
ted memberships, had limited manda-
tes. The more inclusive OEWG process,
initiated in 2018, proved transformation-
al. OEWG allowed all 193 UN member-
states to participate and enabled a wide-
ranging consensus, including GM.

What made consensus possible was a
shared recognition that cyberthreats
transcend traditional boundaries, as
well as geopolitical and ideological dif-
ferences. Cybercriminals operate with
impunity across borders without reg-
ard for political systems. These shared
vulnerabilities created incentives for
cooperation even among strategic
competitors.

India is uniquely positioned to shape
GM’s trajectory. As the world’s largest
democracy, a major tech power, and a
country with autonomous capacities,
positions and interests, India possesses
the diplomatic capital, technical exper-
tise and strategic vision to make GM
effective.

India’s approach to the OEWG process
exemplified diplomatic capabilities and
attitudes that could make it a natural
leader in GM. Throughout negotiations,
India advocated for inclusive governance,

robust capacity-building mechanisms
and balanced approaches to digital sov-
ereignty that respect national autonomy
and international cooperation.

India’s domestic digital transformation
further enhances its international cre-
dibility. India’s world-class IT sector has
an established track record. The success
of  Digital India and DPI initiatives —
from Aadhaar to UPI — demonstrates
India’s practical experience with large-
scale digital governance. These achieve-
ments provide tangible examples for
other developing countries.

GM’s success will largely depend on its
ability to address persistent digital divide
that limits many countries’ participati-
on in cyber governance. India can lead
these capacity-building efforts, drawing
on its experience, both as a major tech
producer and a developing economy that
has successfully navigated digital trans-
formation challenges.

India’s IT sector, with its global reach
and expertise, ranging from software
development to cybersecurity services,
provides a substantial foundation for its
technical assistance programmes that
have trained tens of  thousands in the
‘global south’.

The country’s emphasis on frugal in-
novation and locally appropriate tech-
nologies offers sustainable models for
helping other developing nations build
cyber capabilities without excessive de-
pendence on expensive external soluti-
ons. Its educational infrastructure —
including its world-renowned IITs and
extensive technical training program-
mes — provides platforms for delivering

Shielding will yield

Letters to the editor may be addressed to

editet@timesofindia.com

The Next Step in
Arranged Marriages
Indian parents have always been way ahead of  everyone el-
se — Victorian British parents from the landed gentry in-
cluded — in arranging arranged marriages. Even in 2025,
parents deciding their offspring’s life partners (however
long one decides to define ‘life’) is far more common than
weekend feature stories on relationship apps make them
out to be. So, if  there’s one demographic that can turn gay
arranged marriage into a full-blown thing, it’s Indian pa-
rents. These are the same folks who can find a groom for
their daughter using only a birth chart, a caste filter and
the chap’s position in the green card queue.

Once a WhatsApp forward claims homosexuality was in-
vented by some mythological figure, they’ll go full throttle.
Matrimonial ads will evolve: ‘Seeking well-settled boy for
our son. Must be Manglik, vegan and emotionally availab-
le.’ Aunties will adapt faster than iPhone updates. Kitty
parties will become queer compatibility summits. ‘My nie-
ce is gay and a software engineer. Yours is gay and a dentist.
Perfect match! Both can afford a duplex in Noida.’ And let’s
not forget the wedding itself. Two grooms, three choreog-
raphed sangeets, and one uncle who still thinks it’s a joint
bachelor party. The priest will catch on, cousins will cheer
and parents will cry — with joy, because the lehenga bud-
get was saved on matching sherwanis.

The genius of Indian parents in this
arena can get oh-so progressive

JUST IN JEST

DAAJI

AJournal of  Health Psychology
study of  148 people found that in
those with a forgiving nature, the
link between stress and illness
nearly disappeared. This is what
the Jain festival of  Paryushan has
emphasised for centuries. It is ob-
served for eight days, reminding
us that forgiveness is a way to re-
lease the burdens that weigh on
the heart. We come closer to our
true nature through restraint,
reflection and prayer.

Unless we forgive, hurt lingers,
and impressions carry forward.
Most of  the hurt we feel begins
with misunderstandings. But
when emotional residue is clear-
ed, even if  the mind recalls, we
have risen above it. A forgiving
heart is free, a grateful heart is
content, whereas a vengeful heart
is restless.

Meditation, cleaning and prayer
support this inner change. With
regular practice, the heart beco-
mes simple and pure, filled with
humility and sincerity. A heart
soaked in gratitude towards God
no longer needs to forgive, for it
holds no grudges. In such a heart,
there is no pride to be wounded.

Mahavir taught that forgiveness
is the highest virtue and the path
to liberation. Paryushan allows
us to walk that same path in our
lives. Forgiveness frees us, but love
unites us. It lets the heart become
achannel of  peace for the world.

Forgiving is
Freedom
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R
eforms are in the air. At the
ET World Leaders Forum
(WLF) last week, the PM vo-
wed to unleash an ‘arsenal
of  reforms’, building on his

I-Day pledges.
The first port of  call for this must be

the fintech sector. With an 87% adopti-
on rate, Indians are rapidly embracing
change catalysed by JAM. The most
conspicuous marker is UPI, which clo-
cked 1,868 cr transactions worth over
`̀24 lakh cr in April. Adoption is climb-
ing up the financial pyramid — by some
industry estimates, the book value of
assets in the digital lending segment
could exceed $500 bn by 2030.

For that to happen, India must shift
from a regulation-heavy approach to
one that fosters innovation and compe-
tition. Sanjay Malhotra hit the ground
running by issuing a framework for re-
gulations, which makes RBI account-
able to imperatives of  ease of  business
and ease of  living.

RBI should consider five key ref-
orms in the next 12 months to seize the
moment:
uSimplify regulation Malhot-
ra recently noted there are

about 8,000 regulations, of  which 5,000
are redundant. Success in cutting this
clutter will hinge on guiding principles
that middle management applies, and
on ensuring redundancies are repealed
— not reissued in another form. The
guiding principle for new regulations
should be that unless RBI can demons-
trate that a proposed rule is the least-
cost way to achieve its objective, it sho-
uld not be released for consultation.

Too many existing rules — most no-
tably KYC mandates — were adopted
without recognising that regulated en-
tities would pass operational costs of
compliance on to end-users. Take pay-
ment aggregators: they collect payme-
nts for multiple merchants and trans-
fer the money into merchant bank ac-
counts. They do not hold customer ac-
counts themselves, and banks or lend-
ers already perform identity checks
when opening merchant accounts.

Yet, current rules for cross-border
payment aggregators — and a propos-
ed rule for aggregators more broadly
—require these intermediaries to dup-
licate full customer identity checks un-
der RBI’s 2016 KYC guidelines. The re-
sult: higher costs that burden small fir-
ms. If  RBI is serious about simplifica-
tion, scrapping such regressive, cost-
inflating rules should be a priority.
uAllow NBFCs to issue UPI credit
linesAlthough retail credit has grown
rapidly since the 2000s, India’s house-
hold credit-to-GDP ratio is about 42%,
well below China’s (60%) and the US’
(69%). Closing that gap will require bold
but calibrated reforms.

One promising step would be
to let NBFCs offer credit lines on

UPI. Since 2023, RBI has allowed com-
mercial banks to do so, and more rec-
ently extended the facility to small fin-
ance banks. Banks still treat UPI cre-
dit as a channel product for their cus-
tomers. That narrow approach und-

ercuts UPI’s wider potential — a plat-
form that could deepen credit access if
NBFCs were brought in. Allowing
NBFCs to offer UPI credit lines would
let them replicate that outreach.
uBring NUEs back to the tableAat-
manirbhar Bharat will need a resilient
retail payments sector that serves both
domestic and cross-border use cases.
While UPI and its parent NPCI have be-

en bellwethers, additional infrastruc-
ture is essential to reduce the single-
point-of-failure risks.

RBI proposed the New
Umbrella Entity (NUE)
framework in 2018
to reduce concen-
tration risk in
retail payments.
It must revisit it.
Even if  NUEs
are not radically
more innovative
than existing real-
time products like
IMPS or UPI, they would still bolster
systemic resilience by adding optiona-
lity and easing NPCI’s load.

They also provide a more nuanced
way to address the ‘nested’ concentra-
tion risk within UPI — namely, the do-
minance of  a few third-party applica-
tion providers (TPAPs). Enabling new
payment system operators to compete
with NPCI would expand platform
choice, give smaller TPAPs alternative
channels to scale, and dilute the hold
of  a handful of  dominant players.
uNo-action letterFintechs are expe-
rimenting with many GenAI use cases.
It is imperative that regulatory sand-
box policies offer incentives so that
some of  these experiments can ‘enter
production’. No-action letters (NALs)
are official assurances that regulators
won’t take enforcement action against
certain businesses or activities for a
specified period, under defined condi-
tions. The aim: encourage innovation.

However, RBI’s sandbox framework
does not include an NAL option. Intro-

ducing them will
give businesses

a clear, safe space to
innovate without fe-
arof  immediate leg-
al consequences.
u Enact a digital
bank licensing Al-
though GoI and RBI
have introduced sch-
emes and policies to
promote credit for gr-
oups that are under-
served and have crea-
ted frameworks like
TreDS to help small

business- es, India trails other
countries when it comes to household
credit as a share of  GDP, and small bu-
siness credit as a share of  GDP.

Most existing lenders, including ban-
ks, are unwilling or unable to serve sm-
aller groups — either because it isn’t
profitable or because their funding
costs make affordable lending to small
businesses and retail customers unvi-
able. The result: financial inclusion re-
mains constrained.

NITI Aayog’s ‘Digital Banks’ report
recommends a proportionate roadmap
for licensing digital banks, suggesting
that RBI rely on a regulatory sandbox
approach.

By implementing these reforms, Ind-
iacan create a more dynamic, inclusive
and resilient financial system that is pre-
pared to meet the challenges of  tomor-
row. This is an opportunity for us to lead
in financial innovation and stability.

The writer was G20 sherpa, GoI

Trim Fat, Tone Up Muscles
Time for a raft of reforms to make fintech sector leaner, more inclusive and resilient to risks

It’s a dangal out there

Amitabh Kant

GIGO: Great Input,
Greater Outcome
Apropos ‘The Great GDP Swindle’
by Swaminathan S Anklesaria
Aiyar (Aug 27), outcome-based
GDP methodology will mean a
shift from measuring transacti-
ons to measuring impacts on hum-
an well being, productivity and
sustainability. This is analogous
to NEP 2020 where inputs (hours
of  teaching) were replaced by
outcomes (learning levels, skills
acquired). So, if  the cost of  edu-
cation rises 10% but the learning
outcome rises 20%, the sector’s
real growth will be higher than
the nominal. Satellite accounts,
outcome-adjusted value of  servi-
ces, quality-adjusted deflators
and indices of  well being and
productivity approaches can be
followed. Although difficult to
implement, the writer’s idea calls
for development of  national ac-
counts based on outcome, along
with introduction of  traditional
GDP and sector-wise outcome-
adjusted deflators.
N D Mathur
Jaipur

Leaders, Be Not
Of Mythian Age
This refers to the Edit, ‘Future
India Needs Younger MLAs, MPs’
(Aug 27). Revanth Reddy’s propo-
sal to lower the minimum age for
contesting elections from 25 to
21 years is a timely step towards
aligning political representation
with India’s youthful demogra-
phic. With 20-24-year-olds consti-
tuting roughly 10% of  the popu-

lation, it’s para-
doxical that they
can vote but
must wait years
before standing
for office. To-
day, legislatures
are dominated
by older politi-

cians, out of  sync with the medi-
anage of  28. Introducing young-
er voices would invigorate poli-
tics with fresh perspectives, pri-
oritising long-term issues like
the environment. Amending the
Constitution to lower the age sig-
nals a commitment to a vibrant,
future-ready India.
K Chidanand Kumar
Bengaluru 

Post reading the Edit and ‘Space,
the First Frontier ‘We’ Crossed’
(Just In Jest) on the same page,
one wonders if  our leaders are
crossing frontiers or crossing
wires. A ‘youthful’ Union min-
ister, better known for the slang
GMSK, now wants us to believe
that Hanuman was the original
gagannaut. A former CM-turned-
minister swears that India had
vimaans long before the Wright
brothers even looked at the sky.
As if  this mythological race was-
n’t enough, a cultural adviser has
demanded that textbooks portray
Krishn not as maakhan chor but
as a rebel. History is being rewrit-
ten, science is being mythologi-
sed, and even the Vedas are be-
ing ‘pre-written’. At this rate, the
only frontier our future may cross
is straight back into the past.
N Nagarajan
Secunderabad

Chat Room

If  Shanghai’s pace wears you
down, Meet the Bund offers a
restorative escape where Fuji-
an cuisine — the quiet genius
of  China’s 8 culinary traditi-
ons — takes centre stage. Both
the flagship at Bund Finance
Centre and its refined sibling,
Meet the Bund Skyline on the
56th floor of  Raffles City, lean
on the same ethos: layered flav-
ours crafted with restraint.

The setting strikes a balance
between nostalgic and mod-
ern — brass chandeliers glint-
ing over a relaxed, low-lit din-
ing room. Service is gracious
without fuss, guiding diners
through Fujian’s repertoire

of  soups, broths and slow-ste-
amed delicacies. A standout
is the umami-rich duck essen-
ce, and Hetian chicken in wine-
infused brine dazzles with sil-
ky skin and depth of  flavour.

Must-try plates include bak-
ed Lipu taro, glutinous rice
with red mud crab, and clams
in chicken stock. Each dish sh-
owcases balance and finesse,
proving that Fujian cooking
thrives on nuance, not excess.
Sustainability also threads
through the menu, with thou-
ghtful reimagining of  classics
that honour tradition while
avoiding wasteful practices.

The tea pavilion is another
highlight, pairing light bites
with Fujian’s finest brews whi-
lethe skyline unfurls beyond.
It’s the kind of  place where
time slows, and Shanghai feels
alittle less overwhelming.

Meet the Bund
Shanghai

STEP UP TO 
THE PLATEGuarding the Cyber Pass

capacity-building at scale. The country
has also leveraged cyberspace to scale
models for distance learning and digital
education.

India has consistently articulated inter-
ests of  the ‘global south’. It is well known
that developmental priorities have fall-
en victim to great power competition.
Access to tech and resources is threaten-
ed by fragmented international cooper-
ation on cyber issues. Diverging norma-
tive approaches to internet governance
along geopolitical lines often lead to the
marginalisation of  these existential
developmental concerns.

GM’s establishment could potentially
mark the emergence of  new beginnings
in international cyber governance. A per-
manent multilateral institutional frame-
work specifically designed to address
the unique challenges of  cyberspace is a
noteworthy innovation with consider-
able promise and requires support and
nurturing.

GM’s true test lies ahead in implemen-
tation. Political agreements must trans-
late into behavioural change, voluntary
norms require compliance mechani-
sms, and capacity-building program-
mes must deliver tangible results. The
attribution problem — determining res-
ponsibility for cyberattacks — remains
technically and politically complex.
Geopolitical tensions are undermining
trust and cooperation.

Cyber technologies are just one among
asuite of  intersecting critical and emer-
ging technologies. India’s priorities in
tech during its leadership of  G20 and the
vision of  human-centric globalisation
articulated by the PM provide an intel-
lectual framework for conceptualising
international governance frameworks
in emerging technologies, including cy-
berspace. India’s forthcoming steward-
ship of  the AI Impact Summit will pro-
vide further concrete inputs.

As cyberthreats continue to evolve and
new technologies reshape the digital
landscape, the need for effective inter-
national cooperation in emerging tech-
nologies will only grow. India’s moment
to lead is here and now.

Shringla is former foreign secretary, GoI,
and Bhattacharjee is a commentator

on digital policy issues

Harsh V Shringla &
Subimal Bhattacharjee

Banks treating UPI credit as a
channel product for their custom-
ers undercuts UPI’s wider potential
to deepen credit access if NBFCs
were brought in

RBI proposed the
New Umbrella

Entity (NUE) frame-
work in 2018 to

reduce concentra-
tion risk in retail

payments. It must
revisit it
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With Trump’s 50% tariff  kicking in, India must devise both
short- and long-term strategies to counter the impact. As the
above editorial highlights, with labour-intensive exports

slated to take a hit, New Delhi must use this moment to place new
thrust on domestic manufacturing. In that context, Maruti Suzuki's
electric car and battery manufacturing plant in Ahmedabad is a signi-
ficant step. Not only will the plant produce Maruti Suzuki’s first global
battery electric vehicle, the e-VITARA, it will also export the model to
over 100 countries from India, including to Europe and Japan.

This is a great example of  how India can potentially become a
hub of  global EV manufacturing and export. True, Maruti Suzuki

has a long history in this country as well as the legacy 
infra to bet on India for its global foray
into EVs. But there’s no reason other
automakers can’t be enticed to India
for their global expansion. Vietnamese
EV-maker VinFast opened its first
overseas plant in Tamil Nadu earlier

this month with plans to eventually source or manufacture most 
of  its components locally. Instructively, the factory came up just 
17 months after signing of  MoU. In contrast, VinFast’s American
factory in North Carolina has blown past several deadlines and 
doesn’t plan to begin operations before 2028, six years after it was
first conceived. Tamil Nadu’s incentives mattered. 

But critical to India’s EV push are batteries. The Ahmedabad 
Maruti Suzuki plant will produce hybrid battery electrodes with
80% domestic production by value. But more needs to be done to 
indigenise the entire supply chain of  battery manufacturing, from
sourcing and processing minerals to delivering finished batteries
for EVs. Also, with the shortage of  lithium-ion reserves, there needs
to be a serious ramp-up in R&D into alternatives such as sodium-ion
batteries. The point is to move quickly and give domestic auto 
manufacturing a big boost. 

Time To EVolve
India can become a global e-vehicle hub with 

right incentives & mastery over batteries

It is easy to blame Trump for the 
problems our economy will face in the
coming months – as his 50% tariffs 
hit exports from our labour-intensive
sectors like seafood, textiles, gems 
and jewellery, leather products, handi-

crafts and agri-products. He has been an unexpected
Black Swan event not just for India, but also close allies
like EU and Japan.

Even without Trump, some form of  a jobs crunch in
India was inevitable, not least because of  the advent of
AI, which is impacting even software services jobs. 
The super-high US tariffs themselves are unlikely to 
remain for a substantial length of  time – for they are 
closer to sanctions and may impact US interests 
through higher inflation. 

What matters for India is not the short-term 
macro-economic impact of  the tariffs (which 
could be around 0.5-1% of  GDP), but its 
repercussions for jobs and the resultant 
knock-on impact on domestic politics. 

Elections are due in Bihar in a couple of
months. Next year will see even more contentious
elections in West Bengal, Assam, Tamil Nadu
and Kerala. Jobs, or rather the lack of  them, will
be bigger issues than political accusations over
“vote chori” in 2026. 

It’s not as if  Modi govt is unaware of  the 
political impact of  Trump’s tariffs. Speaking on
Independence Day, PM promised GST reforms
(by Diwali), and cash benefits for those joining
the job market for the first time. These include 
payment of  `̀15,000 in two instalments for those 
taking up jobs for the first time, and ̀̀ 3,000 per month
for employers creating new jobs. These measures,
along with the huge income tax relief  offered to tax-
payers before the Trump tantrums began (today, 
incomes up to `̀12L are tax-free) will boost domestic
spending and, indirectly, domestic jobs.

What should worry different govts, and not just the
one at the Centre, is the immediate fallout on existing
jobs and the ones that would have come about with 
normal economic growth. Even if  the tariffs are reduced,
their ripple effects will linger long after the event. 

Reason: companies shed labour whenever there is a
crisis, but even after the crisis, they will be tardy about
adding labour. For, by then, more automation and 

productivity options will become available. Markets
lost during a crisis may also be hard to recover.

Importantly, the political threat to jobs predates
Trump. There has been great reluctance to reform 
the labour markets, which would have made it easier to
hire more workers. Fear of  political repercussions has
also prevented the four new labour codes (on wages, 
social security, occupational safety, and industrial 
relations) from being activated. 

Instead, there has been more kow-towing to 
vested interests. A pension reform dating back to the

Vajpayee-Manmohan era, NPS, has been partially 
rolled back for govt employees. It has been made more
lucrative in the form of  UPS, with negative consequences
for national and state budgets. When spinelessness is
the norm in confronting major lobbies in the labour
and agricultural sectors, the possibility of  generating
the next wave of  jobs is low.

The lesson Modi govt needs to learn is simple: if  
reforms are endlessly delayed, other developments 
make them less useful when actually implemented. For
example, once upon a time industry leaders demanded

easier hire-and-fire laws in order to employ labour. 
Today, automation has enabled companies to substitute
labour with capital and technology, and most additional
hiring is happening on a contractual basis. 

Even in services like mobility, logistics, quick-com-
merce and retail, which have seen phenomenal growth,
the jobs are contractual, both in terms of  employment
status and their longevity. Most jobs are now gigs.

This is a political challenge for BJP. But there is a
window of  opportunity between the Bihar elections
and the raft of  elections due in 2026, most of  which 
(barring Assam) are in states governed by the opposi-
tion. There are both short-term and long-term reforms
that can be undertaken during this window of  political
opportunity, if  GOI gathers the courage to act.

● In the short term (the next six months), companies
dependent on exports to US should be given loan 
support and grants to retain workers on their 
rolls for a few months, and subsidies and marketing
support to find new markets. 

Resources may not always be the problem
here. Under the Companies Act, 2% of  net 
profits are to be used to bankroll corporate 
social responsibility projects. A redefinition of
CSR to include payments to workers who may 
be temporarily laid off  is one way to finance the
above support. Big companies can be asked to 
expedite payments to their small and medium
vendors, with govt subsidising the interest costs
of  such cash flows.

● For the long term, labour reforms are as
important as reforms in other factor markets.
Deregulation and delicensing are a must in 
several sectors. States and local bodies, which is
where most of  the enterprise friction points 

reside, must be incentivised and coerced to bring
down ‘regulatory cholesterol’ – so that businesses

can focus on business rather than regulators.
Modi has huge political capital still with him. He

must rope in the opposition if  he can. But if  not, he
must get his own BJP and NDA chief  ministers to form
a coalition of  reformist govts to force the pace of
change. What is the use of  being called authoritarian
and not using that power to get your own troops to do the
right thing by the country?

If  Trump’s tariffs are the result of  his domestic 
political posturing, India’s response can be driven by
the same political impulses to reform and counter the
threat to jobs and exports.

R Jagannathan

Will Politics Get Trump-Tariffed?
High US duties will worsen an already existing jobs crunch. With Bihar polls soon 
& big state polls next year, there’s a political aspect to this. But Modi has enough 

political capital to execute key reforms that’ll create more jobs

Uday Deb

MARGARET MEAD

Never believe that a few caring people can’t change
the world. For, indeed, that’s all who ever have

A thought for today

There is a thin line that separates
confidence from arrogance.
Confidence is porous, open to air

and light. Arrogance calcifies into a
shell. Confidence grows with learning,
while arrogance hardens into certainty.
The difference is not always visible, but
it becomes clear the moment a question
enters the room.

Questions are the natural solvent of
pride. They loosen what has become
stiff. They remind us that no matter how
high the pedestal, gravity still applies.
When you are asked a question, you are
being invited to revisit your own truth.
That invitation can be unsettling. 
People in authority often reject it, not
because the question is flawed, but
because it threatens the fragile armour
they mistake for strength.

I have seen this often in boardrooms,
classrooms, even in living rooms. The
most dangerous sentence in any of
these places is, “That is a silly 
question.” It is not the question that is
silly. It is the refusal to acknowledge
that another perspective exists.
Confidence says, “Let us
consider.” Arrogance says,
“Do not bother me.”

Children know better.
Their days are filled with
why, how, when, what if.
Their questions are not
rhetorical devices but
lifelines. Each one is an act of  humility, a
confession that the world is too vast to be
managed alone. That is why their 
questions disarm us. They reveal the
pretence of  adulthood. When a child asks,
“Why is the sky blue?” the right answer is
not a lecture in physics. It is wonder.

you a real question. Not a trap, not a test,
but a true inquiry. For a moment you
slowed down. You listened more deeply.
You put aside the armour of  performance.
That moment itself  was grace.

Questions and silence are siblings.
Both clear the noise. Both remind us that
the ego is not a fortress but scaffolding,
temporary and fragile, built to be taken
down so that we may rebuild again.

So when a question unsettles you, do
not swat it away. Hold it gently, the way
you hold a seashell to your ear. Listen
for the ocean inside it. For in every
question lies a hand tugging softly at
your sleeve. Take that hand. It does not
shrink you. It only reminds you that to
be human is not to defend certainty, but
to remain curious, open and alive. 

Because in the end, it is not answers
that keep us alive. It is the courage to
keep asking.

Our spiritual traditions also honour
this truth. Socrates never tired of  
asking questions, because he believed
wisdom was not a well to be filled but a
river to be entered again and again. In

Zen practice, the koan is not meant to
be answered. It is meant to unsettle

the self  that insists on neat
solutions. The Bhagwad Gita
begins with a question from
Arjun, paralysed by doubt,
and it is only through his
asking that wisdom flows.

Yet in modern life we
prize answers more than

questions. The quick reply, instant
solution, clever sound bite. Answers
inflate the ego, while questions deflate it
just enough for humility to enter. 
To sit quietly with a question, is to let
the self  breathe.

Think of  the last time someone asked

Humility Of Questions: A Cure For Ossified Pride
Partha Sinha

History will remember Trump’s 50% India tariff  as a case of  
irresistible force meeting immovable object. While he couldn’t
weaken India’s resolve, Trump may have forced a strategic

rethink here, and a larger pragmatic realignment in the East. The
picture will be clearer after Modi’s upcoming visits to Japan and 
China – fourth and second largest economies, respectively. What is
clear, meanwhile, is that India needs to act fast to save its textile, shrimp
and other export-oriented industries that employ millions.

Relative to India’s $4tn GDP, the loss of  roughly $40bn worth of  
exports on account of  punishing tariffs might seem insignificant.
But this misreads the situation. The sectors hurt most by US tariffs
are all labour-intensive. As an example, 3mn jobs could be lost in 
Tamil Nadu’s textile industry alone. TN accounts for 28% of  India’s
textile exports and employs 7.5mn workers in just this sector. Early
this year, Modi had talked about trebling India’s textile exports 

earnings from `̀3L cr to `̀9L cr, with a 
corresponding increase in jobs. Now, the
plan is in jeopardy and existing units face 
a crisis. Other big employers like gems 
and jewellery, chemicals and seafood 
sectors are also in for a rough ride.

While states and Centre have promised
support to these industries, including 
finding new markets for them, that will 
take time. After all, unlike fighter planes,
shirts and shrimp aren’t sold at the 
govt-to-govt level. Orders from new clients 
could take weeks or even months, and 

the challenge is to ensure these export-oriented factories continue
running in the interim without benching or sacking staff. 

One way is to heavily tariff  imports in the affected sectors, so that
apparel from Bangladesh and Vietnam, for example, loses appeal in
the Indian market. But India should shun this Trumpian approach.
Instead, downstream industries and citizens should consider import
substitution now. Modi has been urging all to buy Indian, and 
domestic demand can certainly keep the lights on in the export hubs.
For a few months – until Trump retreats or new export markets are 
found – businesses should prioritise domestic sourcing over super
profits, and consumers should also value the made-in-India label.
This is not protectionism but acknowledgement of  the role UP’s 
carpet-weavers, Bihar’s foxnut farmers and Andhra’s shrimp farmers,
among others, have played in earning dollars for India. It’s time to 
pay them back, and ensure their homes are not dark on Diwali.

Swadeshi Diwali
Tariffs have clouded festive season for workers in

export hubs. Here’s how rest of us can help

We’ve really taken the Mickey out of  Mao. As for Karl Marx, he’s
been treated so funnily, he might as well be Harpo. Why, leftist
ideology seems to have been Putin its place even in the land 
where a predecessor’s brave experiment with ‘perestroika’ 
sadly soon reverted to ‘glasnyet’. So, should we exult over the
new global mantra of  ‘Right is Might’? Yes, if  you lived through

the brutal insurgency inspired by Charu Majumdar in late 1960s’ West Bengal.
Or if  you’ve followed the ‘Rise, Crush, Rise, Repeat’ trajectory of  Naxalism 0.1.
Aren’t violent ultras viresthe Constitution? We should be glad that ultra-thinned
Gadchiroli/ Bastar can now experience more pleasurable excitements.

However, mine is a worried ‘no’ about its urban counterparts. Who exactly
are these ill-defined ‘danger log’? Why do I keep thinking of  Senator McCarthy’s
‘red under every bed’ witch-hunt of  the 50s? Or the ‘better dead than red’ mantra
of  Liberty Prime, the fictitious giant combat robot that in the Fallout video game

series is created by US army as a superweapon against China?
Baap re, should even insignificant me fear the midday knock? 
Because a dusty ‘Das Kapital’ might still be lurking on my book-

shelves?
Because my phone would reveal several WhatsApps sent 

to Maoist ideologue Kobad Ghandy before realising that they
weren’t to my caterer with the same first name? 

Because my laptop harbours some warm reference to 
‘Uncle Ho’? He’d wowed us in our Cal college years when strident wall slogan
‘Aamar naam Vietnaam’ vied with ‘China’s Chairman is Our Chairman’ and
‘Naxalbari amader bari’ (our home). 

Well, not a machete-wielding militant, but everyone worth her acne, should
be a communist in her youth.

Alas, left has always been handed a bad deal, from cleanliness to compli-
ments; ‘sinister’ originally meant ‘left’; in the Bible, that’s the side where 
demons reside. You must put your ‘right foot forward’, else you get ‘left behind’. 

But, hey, balance is as essential to democracy as to parades. Brigades march
‘Left, right’. So should nations which salute free thought. 

***
Alec Smart said: “Free speech needs to be freed from politicking.”

Left in language
Bachi Karkaria

Why is English so ‘rightwing’?

erratica
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Group Captain Shubhanshu Shukla’s
18-day stay aboard the International
Space Station as part of  Axiom-4 
mission was historic on multiple 
counts. It represented India’s growing
stature as a participant in global space

exploration. 
Shukla’s flight was the result of  a new strategic

partnership – in 2023, India and US agreed to jointly
send an Indian astronaut to ISS. This collaboration 
reflects how far India-US space ties have come from 
the time India faced technology denial regimes. Today, 
Nasa treats Isro as a partner in cutting-edge projects,
underscored by India signing the US-led Artemis 
Accords for moon exploration. 

Shukla’s role on Ax-4 was operationally and scienti-
fically significant. He and his crewmates conducted
over 60 experiments, many designed by Indian scientists,
ranging from growing Indian food crops (moong beans
and fenugreek) in microgravity to studying
hardy microbes like cyanobacteria and
tardigrades in space. 

Shukla’s experiments yielded 
practical insights for India’s upcoming
Gaganyaan programme, improving
understanding of  life-support, space
medicine and astronaut health in 
orbit. It will also help Isro refine 
training protocols, spacecraft systems
and emergency procedures with real-
world astronaut feedback. 

The mission has “sparked interest and
growth” in India’s nascent space start-up sector, under-
lining how a collaborative venture can also energise 
domestic industry.

Shukla’s ISS foray is just one facet of  India’s 
broader international engagement in space technology
that’s grown remarkably in recent years. Isro has 
transitioned from a largely indigenous programme 
into one that actively partners with major space 
agencies globally. Nasa-Isro collaboration extends well

beyond the astronaut mission. 
The two co-developed Nisar satellite, the first 

joint Earth observation mission featuring Isro’s radar
and Nasa’s radar on a single platform. Nisar will 
continuously map Earth’s land and ice, helping both 
countries, and the world, monitor climate change and
natural disasters. 

India’s cooperation is not limited to US alone. Isro
has longstanding ties with other spacefaring nations.
With France’s CNES, India is developing a thermal

imaging satellite mission called Trishna to
study Earth’s resources. With Japan’s Jaxa,

Isrois planning a Lupex (Lunar Polar Explora-
tion) mission featuring a 250kg rover to search

for water ice on Moon, leveraging combined 
expertise in lunar exploration. 

India also works with European Space Agency
(ESA) that launched its Proba-3 spacecraft satellites 
on an Indian PSLV rocket. Such collaborations are 
win-win: India gains access to niche technologies and
international datasets, while partner nations benefit
from Isro’s cost-effective engineering and reliable
launch services. 

The result is a web of  space alliances that reinforce

India’s diplomatic relationships. In the 21st century, 
offering to share outer-space capabilities, from launching
a foreign satellite to training alongside Nasa, has 
become a tool of  diplomacy.

India’s stature as a global space player has risen 
in a short time. Modi emphasised pursuance of  India’s
space goals with Atmanirbharta. In the Cold War era
India’s lone manned spaceflight (Rakesh Sharma in
1984) was enabled by a Soviet mission, when Isro was
importing technology.

Today India provides launches and satellite data to
other countries and is an equal partner to advanced
agencies. A telling statistic is that over 400 satellites from
34 countries have been launched using Indian rockets to
date, a revenue-generating enterprise for Isro and a sign
of  international confidence in Indian boosters.

Whether it’s putting Singaporean, European or
African micro-satellites into orbit, Isro’s commercial
arm has turned India into the world’s go-to launchpad.
India’s Space Policy 2023 opens the sector to private
startups, with over 300 space startups in play.

India has balanced international cooperation 
with self-reliance and indigenous achievements. The 
country’s track record of  space successes speaks for 
itself. Despite a modest budget, Isro has delivered
world-class results that earned global respect, such as
Mangalyaan that made India the first Asian nation 
to reach Mars orbit, on its very first attempt, and
Chandrayaan-3 in 2023 where India became the first
country to ensure a soft landing on Moon’s south 
polar region. With programmes like Navic, India’s
own GPS system, and missions like Aditya-L1, a 
solar observatory, India keeps deepening its range of
capabilities in space exploration.

If  Gaganyaan’s crewed flight succeeds by 2027, India
will become only the fourth country – after Russia, US
and China – to independently send humans to space
with home-grown technology. Likewise, by mastering
complex missions like lunar landings and Mars orbits,
Isro has joined an exclusive club, gaining it a voice in 
international rule-setting for space. India is no longer 
a peripheral player but is shaping the future of  space 
research and commercial space markets.

‘Group Captain Shukla’s flight was historic on many counts’
Rajya Sabha member & ex-foreign secy writes what an Indian aboard ISS 

means for India’s space ambitions as well as its diplomacy
Harsh Vardhan Shringla

GSLV-F16 carrying Nisar (left) & PSLV-C59 with
ESA satellites of Proba-3 spacecraft (right) 

Every rational
creature has all
nature for his
dowry and
estate. It is his, if
he will. He may

divest himself of it; he may creep
into a corner, and abdicate his
kingdom…but he is entitled to the
world by his constitution.

Sacredspace

Ralph W Emerson
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