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T
he Election Commission of India’s (ECI)
press note on Saturday, following revela-
tions that Election Commissioners Sukh-

bir Singh Sandhu and Vivek Joshi had recorded 14
objections to decisions under Chief Election
Commissioner Gyanesh Kumar, reads like dam-
age control to manage perceptions. It concedes
their complaints, but only administrative ones.
Agenda will be circulated before meetings, and
the minutes afterwards, while o�cers’ foreign
trips will require the ECI’s approval. It also impli-
citly admits the �awed implementation of the
Special Intensive Revision (SIR). Electoral Regis-
tration O�cers (EROs) are to launch a “special
drive” to enrol anyone “whose name has got left
out”. But there is no remorse for an exercise that
struck lakhs of genuine electors o� the rolls in
West Bengal and has marauded from State to
State. Those deleted are simply asked to reapply
as though they were new applicants. There is no
answer to Mr. Sandhu’s question on who author-
ised 16.1 lakh appeals to remove voters whom
judicial o�cers had included in West Bengal.

India’s institutions have largely held, except in
dark periods such as the Emergency, when an ex-
ecutive emboldened by legislative strength ran
roughshod over the Constitution and a shame-
lessly permissive judiciary let it do so via ADM Ja-
balpur. The ECI under Mr. Kumar has overseen
the removal of more than 13 crore names from
draft rolls through the SIR which, as this daily has
repeatedly argued, shifts the onus of enrolment
from the state to the elector, deletes names be-
fore it veri�es and imposes onerous conditions
for re-entry. It got away with this because the Su-
preme Court declined for months to decide
whether the exercise was constitutional. When it
�nally ruled on May 27, the SIR was already a set-
tled fact in Bihar, West Bengal and other Phase 2
States. The judgment, reminiscent of ADM Jabal-
pur’s deference to the state, engaged the SIR in
theory and not in practice. It read a provision for
exceptional, targeted revisions as a licence for a
State-wide sweep. While it assured voters already
on the rolls that they were still presumed eligible,
the SIR made them prove it all over again. And it
brushed aside its 1995 ruling that every removal
must be individually reasoned. Events since then
indicate the damage done — over nine in 10 ap-
peals decided by West Bengal’s tribunals have
restored deleted voters months after the Assemb-
ly polls; and in one third of Delhi’s seats, the draft
rolls have fewer electors than those who voted in
2025. The ECI’s press note changes very little.
The ECI must be reconstituted by a selection
committee that does not give the government an
overriding majority. Anything less would be a
travesty of institutional democracy.

In need of an overhaul
ECI’s response is mere damage control,

the SIR’s ill-e�ects must be undone

O
n the surface, Chinese President Xi Jinp-
ing’s Washington visit appeared to be
more about ceremony than substance.

President Donald Trump rolled out the red car-
pet, personally welcoming the Chinese leader at
the base where he landed. The last time that a U.S.
President accorded such an honour to a foreign
leader was when John F. Kennedy welcomed Brit-
ish Prime Minister Harold MacMillan in 1962. Mr.
Trump also laid out a grand state dinner at the
White House, inviting some of the biggest names
in tech and business in the U.S. Beyond the optics,
the concrete outcomes from the Trump-Xi talks
were modest. The most immediate one was an
agreement for both leaders to meet twice this
year at the APEC summit in Shenzhen and the
G-20 in Miami, marking an unusual four meetings
in one year, with Mr. Trump having visited Beijing
in May. Both sides also agreed to operationalise a
board of trade and investment. No new trade
agreement was reached, although both have ex-
tended for another two months the trade truce
agreed to at Busan last year as well as an arrange-
ment for a $30 billion reciprocal tari� reduction.
China rea�rmed its commitment to buy $17 bil-
lion worth of agricultural products annually, but
o�ered no new ones. Other long pending issues
such as semiconductors, rare earths and U.S.
arms sales to Taiwan appear deferred for now.
Both did, however, announce the establishment
of a new dialogue on Arti�cial Intelligence and the
opening of a channel for incidents, amid growing
concerns over the consequences of an unregulat-
ed AI race.

The modest outcomes from the Xi visit should
not obscure the broader shift that recent U.S.-Chi-
na engagement has underlined. The agreement
between the world’s two biggest powers to pur-
sue what they call a constructive relationship of
strategic stability based on fairness, respect and
reciprocity points to a new equilibrium. Their re-
lationship certainly remains beset by serious
structural challenges and will remain one marked
by rivalry. At the same time, both sides appear
eager to set a �oor to ensure a rivalry that is more
managed, stable and predictable. Countries in the
region will be watching closely how this may tem-
per an “America First” Washington’s appetite to
push back against China in waters far from home.
New Delhi will need to carefully watch this evolv-
ing new equilibrium. The recent U.S. tari� threats
aimed at India have o�ered a stark contrast to the
measured language with which Washington has
been engaging Beijing. For long, a strand of In-
dian strategic thinking has been predicated on the
assumption that U.S. strategy in the region was
centred on the idea of a relationship with India as
a bulwark against Chinese in�uence. That as-
sumption increasingly appears open to question.

New equilibrium
As the U.S. and China recalibrate ties,

implications for other nations are huge

I
ndia stands at a critical demographic
crossroads. With one of the world’s largest
youth populations, the country possesses
an immense economic advantage. Yet, a

youthful population becomes a genuine
demographic dividend only when young citizens
are educated, skilled, gainfully employed and
provided with meaningful opportunities.
Otherwise, that demographic promise risks
turning into social disillusionment.

China, despite its comparable population, is
moving in the opposite demographic direction.
Decades of low fertility have accelerated the
ageing of its population. India, by contrast,
possesses an extraordinary reservoir of young
people entering the workforce. The central
question is whether the country can create the
economic opportunities and infrastructure
needed to harness this potential.

The aspiration-reality gap
The smartphone revolution has intensi�ed this
challenge. A young person in a town or remote
village can now see within seconds how the rest
of the world lives, studies, works and travels.
Global possibilities are visible on high-de�nition
screens, even as tangible opportunities remain
painfully out of reach.

This has created a widening divide between
aspiration and reality. The horizons of young
Indians have expanded far faster than the
institutions and economies around them. Access
to higher education has widened, yet meaningful
employment opportunities have not kept pace. A
college degree is no longer a guarantee of a job,
leaving many without �nancial security or the
dignity that comes with economic independence.
When heightened aspirations collide with limited
opportunities, frustration inevitably follows,
often �nding expression in protests over
recruitment, examination irregularities,
examination and test paper leaks, unemployment
and systemic failures.

Kashmiri youth share these aspirations but
carry a compounding historical burden. Decades
of con�ict, political uncertainty and economic
isolation have deepened their sense of insecurity
and constrained their opportunities. Too often,
young Kashmiris have been viewed through a
narrow security lens, as potential liabilities rather
than national assets. 

Yet, Jammu and Kashmir, like the rest of India,
has a large young population with its own
aspirations. Its youth seek the same basic things
as young people elsewhere: economic

independence, dignity, opportunity and a future
in which they are not permanently viewed with
suspicion.

Jammu and Kashmir possesses an exceptional
combination of natural wealth and geographic
signi�cance. Its rivers o�er substantial
hydroelectric potential, its mountains contain
valuable mineral resources, and its landscapes
sustain a major tourism economy. Yet, its most
underutilised strategic asset may be its location.

Focus on Kashmir’s historic crossroads
For centuries, Kashmir was never a cul-de-sac. It
was a thriving crossroads. Historic caravan routes
linked Kashmir and Ladakh with Central Asia,
Tibet and the broader Indian subcontinent. These
routes carried far more than merchandise. They
connected people, ideas, philosophies, literature,
cultures and skills. The arrival of Mir Sayyid Ali
Hamadani, revered as Shah-i-Hamadan, is deeply
embedded in Kashmiri history and is traditionally
associated with the arrival of Persian and Central
Asian craftsmen who enriched Kashmir’s
celebrated handicraft traditions. The historical
lesson is clear: connectivity creates economic
ecosystems.

Today, Indian strategic thinking needs to look
beyond the immediate constraints posed by the
Line of Control with Pakistan and the Line of
Actual Control with China. Where political and
security conditions permit, India needs a
pragmatic framework to gradually restore Jammu
and Kashmir and Ladakh to the role they
historically occupied: that of a bridge connecting
South Asia with Central Asia and the wider
Eurasian landmass.

For this, India needs a diplomatic road map
alongside its infrastructure road map. Reopening
traditional routes towards Pakistan or Central
Asia cannot happen without sustained
engagement with neighbouring countries. With
Pakistan, the objective should be to explore
con�dence-building measures and trade
connectivity wherever feasible. With China, India
should pursue practical dialogue on
trans-Himalayan connectivity wherever economic
interests and security concerns can be
reconciled.

This transition could begin with a phased
connectivity strategy. India should identify
historically important trade corridors that could
eventually be revived as modern economic
corridors, beginning with those where security
and diplomatic conditions are most conducive.
This does not mean opening every route at once.

Pilot corridors could be developed and expanded
progressively on the basis of experience.

Security cannot be ignored in any such
endeavour. But security and connectivity need
not automatically be treated as opposing
objectives. Properly regulated connectivity can
create greater economic interdependence and
potentially provide stronger incentives for
stability.

The same principle should guide India’s
approach to Central Asia. Jammu and Kashmir
and Ladakh could become India’s northern
economic gateway, giving Indian businesses
greater access to Central Asian markets while
bringing investment, tourism and commerce to
the region. The bene�ts would extend far beyond
Kashmir.

A road to opportunity
A functioning land corridor creates opportunities
at every stage, from construction, transport and
warehousing to hospitality, manufacturing,
agriculture, logistics, �nance, technology and
services. Unlike air connectivity, whose economic
bene�ts are concentrated around a limited
number of nodes, a trade corridor can generate
economic activity across a wider geography
through which it passes.

Most importantly, it could give the young
people of Jammu and Kashmir and Ladakh
something far more valuable than another
promise. It could give them wings to �y towards
new horizons.

India’s demographic advantage is a window of
opportunity, not a permanent condition. We
cannot a�ord to allow a generation to grow up
watching possibilities on smartphones while
encountering closed doors in the real world.

For Jammu and Kashmir, the answer may lie
partly in reopening doors that history once kept
open. The Silk Road was never only about silk. It
was about the movement of goods, people, ideas
and possibilities.

It is time to view Kashmir not merely through
the prism of con�ict, but through the lens of
enterprise, connectivity and integration. Former
Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee spoke of
abandoning beaten paths and searching for new
ways to address di�cult issues. The ancient roads
across the Himalayas do not belong merely in
history books. Reimagined as modern economic
arteries, they could become pathways to
opportunity, giving the next generation not
another reason to wait, but a road towards a
better future.

Kashmir as India’s gateway to Eurasian opportunity

Mehbooba Mufti 

President, Jammu
and Kashmir Peoples
Democratic Party
(PDP)

Reconnecting
Kashmir’s
historic routes
could unlock
economic
opportunities
for its youth

S
paceX’s reported e�orts, in July 2026, to
remove Chinese-made components from its
supply chain capture a new phase in the

restructuring of global production. The challenge
is no longer simply where a product is assembled.
It is increasingly about what lies several layers
beneath the �nal manufacturer — and whether
�rms can identify, replace and verify suppliers
embedded deep within complex production
networks. Moving a factory may be relatively
straightforward; removing an industrial
ecosystem from the production process is not.

The other side of de-Sini�cation
Here lies a less noticed paradox. The ecosystem
problem is not con�ned to foreign �rms seeking
to reduce their exposure to China. Chinese
companies expanding overseas increasingly
confront it from the opposite direction. While
foreign �rms struggle to disentangle themselves
from Chinese suppliers and capabilities, Chinese
�rms must decide how much of the industrial
ecosystem that supports their competitiveness at
home can be carried abroad and how much must
be recreated locally.

This di�culty is compounded by the fact that
China’s industrial ecosystem is not standing still.
Even as foreign �rms seek to reduce their
dependence on China, China is building
capabilities in areas where it has historically
relied heavily on foreign technology.
Memory-chip maker CXMT is illustrative. It has
emerged as the world’s fourth-largest producer of
DRAM chips, although it continues to trail global
leaders in advanced memory technologies and
remains dependent on access to foreign
chipmaking equipment. Attempts to reduce
exposure to China are therefore taking place
against a moving target: Chinese �rms are
simultaneously working to reduce their own
external dependencies.

The reverse challenge becomes visible when
Chinese manufacturers venture overseas. They
too confront a form of de-Sini�cation, although
from the opposite direction. Their
internationalisation increasingly involves more
than establishing �nal-assembly plants. The

competitiveness of companies such as BYD and
Xpeng rests partly on dense networks of
component makers, engineering capabilities and
production relationships developed within China.
Moving a factory abroad therefore creates a
choice: take existing suppliers along, cultivate
new local suppliers, or combine the two. Each
route carries di�erent costs — and produces a
di�erent degree of genuine localisation.

The challenge beyond factories
BYD’s expansion in Europe illustrates one
response. As it builds manufacturing capacity in
Hungary, the company is also developing
relationships with European suppliers. Xpeng has
chosen another route, contracting Canadian
automotive supplier Magna to assemble its
vehicles in Austria. The two approaches di�er,
but they expose the same underlying problem:
producing outside China is easier than
reproducing outside China, the ecosystem that
made production in China e�cient in the �rst
place.

What makes these ecosystems di�cult to
unwind or reproduce is that they consist of more
than identi�able suppliers. They embody
accumulated relationships between �rms,
specialised skills, tooling and production
knowledge, logistics networks, and the ability of
suppliers to respond quickly when designs or
production volumes change. Many of these
advantages are built through repeated interaction
rather than formal contracts. This is why
replacing an individual Chinese supplier does not
necessarily eliminate dependence on the wider
Chinese production system — and why
transplanting a Chinese factory abroad does not
automatically transplant the capabilities
surrounding it.

Seen from this perspective, de-Sini�cation has
a less obvious, two-sided character. Foreign �rms
attempting to reduce their exposure to China
confront the depth of China’s integration into
their production networks. Chinese �rms going
global confront the di�culty of reproducing
abroad the ecosystem on which their
competitiveness depends. One side is trying to

disentangle itself from an ecosystem; the other is
trying to make that ecosystem portable. Both
discover that changing the location of production
is easier than changing the capabilities and
relationships that sustain it.

What India needs to note, must build
This distinction matters particularly for India.
The reorganisation of production is already
creating openings. Japan’s TDK has expanded its
battery production in Haryana, deepening an
Indian manufacturing base that it has been
developing as part of its broader China-plus-one
strategy. Murata Manufacturing, another
Japanese electronic-component maker, is
expanding its manufacturing presence in India.
These investments show that India is beginning to
receive parts of production ecosystems
previously concentrated in China. But making the
most of this opening requires more than
attracting individual factories. India needs
domestic suppliers capable of meeting
demanding cost, quality and delivery standards,
alongside reliable logistics, skilled workers and
access to critical inputs. The test is whether new
investments progressively deepen linkages with
Indian �rms and bring specialised capabilities
and intermediate production into the domestic
economy. The same principle should inform
Chinese investment: its value should be judged
partly by the capabilities and supplier networks it
develops locally. India’s opportunity is to convert
the movement of factories into the gradual
accumulation of an industrial ecosystem of its
own.

The emerging geography of global production
will therefore be shaped by more than decisions
over where to locate factories. It will depend on
whether the ecosystems behind those factories
can be dismantled, transferred or rebuilt.
De-Sini�cation may be visible in new factory
locations and investment announcements, but its
real test lies deeper within the production
system. Factories can cross borders relatively
quickly; industrial ecosystems, built through
accumulated capabilities and relationships, are
far less mobile.

The paradox of de-Sini�cation in global production

G. Venkat Raman 

Professor, Humanities
and Social Sciences,
Indian Institute of
Management, Indore,
Madhya Pradesh

De-Sini�cation is
reshaping
factories, but
industrial
ecosystems
remain harder
to move

A credibility crisis

The Election Commission of
India (ECI)’s decision to
undertake a special drive to
help those left out of the
SIR and make changes in its
functioning is clearly a
response to the
investigation by The Indian
Express and the brickbats
that followed from the
Opposition. But it would be
premature to see this as a
change of heart. The ECI’s
handling of various issues
so far has raised serious

bureaucrat does not
weaponise a constitutional
body in a vacuum. There
appears to be a conspiracy
to engineer poll outcomes
from behind the scenes. If
constitutional institutions
are compromised, those
responsible must face legal
consequences to restore
trust.

R. Sivakumar,
Chennai

seek their resolution. Their
failure to do so also raises
questions about
accountability within the
institution entrusted with
protecting the integrity of
the electoral process.
Kanhaiya Pandey,
Giridih, Jharkhand

The exposure of 14
instances of objections to
unilateral decisions
concerning electoral rolls
points to an assault on our
democracy. However, a

questions about the
working of the electoral
machinery. Concerns over
ERONet access, changes to
Form 6 and the exclusion of
eligible voters cannot be
treated lightly. Yet,
recording dissent alone
cannot end the
responsibility of
constitutional functionaries.
If such irregularities were
considered serious, the
Commissioners ought to
have pursued the available
institutional mechanisms to

troubling that such
independent institutions
respond more to those in
power than to the
Constitution, their
conscience and the
collective will of the
citizens.
V. Nagarajan,
Chennai

The reported dissent of two
Election Commissioners
over the functioning of the
electoral-roll revision
process raises serious

questions about its
independence and
sensitivity to public
concerns. As a
constitutional body, it was
expected to function with
the fierce independence
seen during T.N. Seshan’s
tenure. Instead, a
widespread perception
prevails that it has become
vulnerable to political
pressures. As a
septuagenarian voter who
values honesty and
sincerity, I find it deeply

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.

f1ccf833-44c4-4575-b5cd-33fe76bd21c0

f1ccf833-44c4-4575-b5cd-33fe76bd21c0



M ND-NDECM
YK

THE HINDU 

7Monday, September 28, 2026
Delhi Opinion

Manikaran (Kulu), Sept. 27: Hotwater springs
that local people bathe and wash in and use to
cook food might one day help light up their
homes. “We are looking for steam in the area”,
says Mr. Zahir Alam, Chief of the drilling
operations of the Geological Survey of India
project at Manikaran.

“Once we hit steam, it can be harnessed to
produce electricity”. 

The geo-thermal project has been under way
for over a year now and the workers have bored
about a dozen holes, up to 200 metres deep, in
Manikaran and neighbouring Rasoi, but with
little luck. Researchers in snow-laden areas of
Ladakh have been able to grow cauli�ower and
strawberries by using heat from these springs to
maintain optimal temperature in hothouses,
known as greenhouses.

Elsewhere, they have been used in place of
electricity to operate refrigeration plants.

Scientists o�er four possible explanations for
the age-old natural phenomenon: underground
radioactivity, some strong chemical reaction,
movement of the earth’s crust, or the water
coming into contact with magma — red-hot
rocks in the earth’s womb.

But the local people have another tale handed
down to them over the centuries. 

Lord Shiva’s consort, Parvati, once, it seems,
dropped a necklace bead into a pond, where the
serpent god, Vasuki, gulped it. Shiva naturally
asked Vasuki to return the ornament, and when
the latter refused, the Lord glared at the pond in
such rage that the water in it began to boil. Poor
Vasuki quickly turned over the bead. He was
perhaps spared further agony, but the water in
the area is still bubbling. Hot springs burst forth
almost wherever one digs. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO SEPTEMBER 28, 1976

Electricity from Hotwater
Springs

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S

Colombo, Sept. 27: An amazing story gained
considerable credence in Colombo to-day that
the Treasury was o�ering two rupees for every
cent bearing 1924 date. It was believed that in
making cents at the mint, a quantity of gold was
mixed with copper. Many people called
demanding rupees two. The story was circulated
either as legpull or for the purpose of getting
money from credulous persons. Some boutique
keepers made a pro�t in selling 1924 cents.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO SEPTEMBER 28, 1926

Rs. Two for a copper

T
he gang-rape of a 17-year-
old girl on September 21 by
three men who posed as

police personnel at Astha Kunj
Park near Kalkaji Mandir in South-
east Delhi and social media videos
from Bihar’s Jamui and Samastipur
showing harassment of girls, have
once again raised concerns about
women’s safety in public spaces
and the need for prompt and strin-
gent preventive and punitive
measures.

Legislative changes over the
years, especially since the 2012
Nirbhaya rape case in Delhi, have
introduced tougher punishments
and set timelines for disposal of
rape cases. 

However, an analysis of rape
cases from the reports of the Na-
tional Crime Records Bureau
(NCRB) shows that the country still
has a long way to go in ensuring
justice in a time-bound manner.
(This analysis does not include
rape cases �led under the Protec-
tion of Children from Sexual Of-
fences Act, which are reported
separately by the NCRB). 

The country’s conviction rate of
less than 30% of rape cases is al-
ready low, and analysis showed
that even for those cases that re-
sult in conviction, the wait is usual-
ly long. 

Chart 1 shows the number of
cases of rape registered every year
since 2018. This translates to an av-
erage of 84 cases per day and near-
ly three cases per hour. 

Further data show that roughly
2% of the cases that were sent to
trial ended in conviction within
the same year. 

This is quite low even if one
were to assume that the cases that
went to trial towards the end of the
year could spill over to the subse-
quent year despite following legal-
ly mandated deadlines. 

Though the number of new cas-
es has fairly remained the same,

the pendency in the courts has
consistently grown over the years,
as shown in Chart 2. 

Chart 3 illustrates how only a
small fraction of cases entering the
system result in conviction after
trial within the same year. The
chart shows data for 2024, the lat-
est year for which the NCRB has re-
leased the data. 

Nearly 40,000 cases were taken
up for investigation in 2024, which
included the 29,536 rape cases re-
ported that year. The rest were
predominantly cases pending
from the previous year and a hand-
ful of cases that were reopened. 

Of these cases in the investiga-
tion pool, about 25,000 (63%)
were chargesheeted, while the rest
ended up in the categories of
pending police investigation,
transfer of the case to another in-
vestigative agency, or disposal by
the police if they found that the in-
vestigation did not warrant further
proceedings. 

Trial backlog
When the chargesheeted cases
went to trial, they added to the
lakhs of cases that were already in
the trial backlog, bringing the total
rape cases in the trial pool to
2,06,777 cases. Nearly 90% of
these remained pending at the end
of the year. 

Of the rest of the 20,587 cases
disposed of by the judiciary, nearly
68% were acquittals, 8% were dis-
charged, and the remaining 24%
ended up in convictions. 

Only 421 of those cases resulted
in convictions — which is just 2% of
those taken up for trial that year
and less than 1.5% of the total rape
cases �led that year. 

A look at the previous years also
revealed similar patterns. 

In 2023, only 2.3% of cases that
went to trial ended up in convic-
tion, while these �gures for 2022
and 2021 respectively were 1.9%
and 1.2%, which emphasise the
need for additional measures
beyond the legislative amend-
ments to ensure time-bound deliv-
ery of justice. 

Long wait for justice as pendencies in rape cases mount
Rape cases have remained steady since 2018, but pendency has grown, with less than 2% ending in conviction in the same year as the trial

Sambavi Parthasarathy

DATA POINT

O
n August 5, the
Supreme Court,
in G. Ganesh v.
State of Tamil

Nadu and Others, reiterated
that the police must register
an FIR upon receiving any
information about a missing
‘person’. The court clari�ed
that the expression ‘person’
did not refer only to missing
children but included every
person. 

The Supreme Court in
May issued certain
directions which inter alia
included setting up a special
portal by the Ministry of
Home A�airs (MHA)
dedicated to human
tra�cking, registration of an
FIR without waiting for any
preliminary enquiry or
leaving it to the guardians or
family of the missing person
to �rst search for him/her,
activating the anti-human
tra�cking units (AHTUs) of
districts, restoring the
recovered child to the
rightful guardian in
accordance with law and
Aadhaar veri�cation or
issuance of an Aadhaar card. 

Presumption for children 
The directions issued in G.
Ganesh are no di�erent from
the directions issued by the
Supreme Court in Bachpan
Bachao Andolan (BBA) versus
Union of India and Others in
January 2013, in which the
court was dealing only with
‘missing children’. The court
then issued two directions.
The �rst related to
mandatory recording of FIR
so that police authorities are
activated in taking steps to
trace the child. Second, the
court asked each State to set
up a Special Juvenile Police
Unit at every police station
in accordance with the
provisions of the Juvenile
Justice (Care and Protection
of Children) Rules, 2007. 

In May 2013, when
Madhya Pradesh expressed

some doubt with respect to
the provisions of Section 154
CrPC (now Section 173
BNSS), which relates to
information in cognisable
cases, the court said that
there will be an initial
presumption of either
abduction or tra�cking,
unless, in the investigation,
the same is proved
otherwise. 

Second, at least one
specially trained police
o�cer at each police station
was directed to be
designated as a Juvenile
Welfare O�cer as per
Section 63 of the JJ Act,
2000. In case a missing child
is not recovered within four
months from the date of the
FIR, the matter is to be
forwarded to the AHTU.

While, in the case of a
missing child, the
presumption of a cognisable
o�ence to set the law in
motion is understandable,
as a child’s consent has no
relevance in law, such a
presumption may be
problematic when an adult
leaves the house of his or
her own volition.

Adults have agency 
It is a matter of common
knowledge that many adults
leave their homes to live
together as partners or get
married without the consent
of their parents. But in some
cases, couples have been
killed (in the name of family
honour) after being found,
with or without the
assistance of the police. 

It is also undisputed that
initially every such case is
reported as a missing-person
case. If an FIR is registered
in every case, it will become
the duty of the police to
trace such couples or an
adult and hand them over to
their parents. A person may
leave information indicating
his or her willingness before
leaving, but the police would

still trace them to verify it.
Thus, consenting couples
may still face unnecessary
police investigation.

The case of G. Ganesh
involved a
one-year-and-10-month-old
child who went missing
from Chennai in 2011,
following which a ‘child
missing’ case was registered.
The case was transferred
�rst to the Central Crime
Branch and then to a Special
Investigation Team, but the
child remained untraced for
14 years. The petitioner
alleged that the MHA
guidelines issued in June
2013 for missing children
were not followed and that
the case was not transferred
to the AHTU after four
months. The Madras High
Court dismissed the petition
in March 2025, holding that
the police had made all
e�orts to trace the child and
that the 2013 guidelines
were not applicable in 2011.

There was no occasion
for the Supreme Court to
suo motu take up the issue of
missing adults. The May
judgment also does not
indicate that the States were
heard on the issue. While
the court’s intention to deal
�rmly with human
tra�cking cannot be
doubted, not allowing even
a small window for the
police to conduct a
preliminary enquiry is
di�cult to fathom. A week
or fortnight could allow the
police to �lter cases where
there is credible information
that the person reported
missing was neither
abducted nor tra�cked. A
blanket presumption of
kidnapping or tra�cking in
every case of a missing
adult, without any evidence,
is against the spirit of the
statute. To that extent, the
court needs to review its
direction mandating the
registration of an FIR.

The pitfalls of mandatory FIRs

RK Vij 

is a former IPS o�icer

A week or
fortnight could
allow the police
to �lter cases
where there is
credible
information that
the person
reported
missing was
neither
abducted nor
tra�cked

O
n June 12, the
Supreme Court
dismissed the
petition �led by

Congress leader Meenakshi
Natarajan challenging the
Returning O�cer’s decision,
rejecting her nomination for
the Rajya Sabha election
from Madhya Pradesh. The
Returning O�cer held that
Natarajan had failed to
disclose, in her Form 26
a�davit, a pending criminal
complaint against her and
had thereby suppressed
material information. 

The criminal complaint,
instituted in 2025, alleged
that Natarajan failed to take
appropriate action against a
party leader accused of
misconduct. The case raises
important questions about
the scope of the disclosure
obligations imposed on
electoral candidates and the
constitutional remedies
available when nomination
papers are rejected. 

History of legislation 
The statutory obligation
requiring electoral
candidates to disclose their
criminal antecedents is of
relatively recent origin.
Parliament in 2002 inserted
Section 33-A into the
Representation of the People
Act, 1951, or ROPA. The
legislative amendment was
prompted by the top court’s
landmark decision in Union
of India v. Association for
Democratic Reforms (2002),
where the court held that
mandatory disclosure
neither imposed an
additional quali�cation for
contesting elections nor
con�icted with the scheme
of the ROPA. Rather, it
advanced the electorate’s
right to make an informed
choice and strengthened the
purity of the electoral
process.

Pursuant to the
judgment, the Election

Commission was directed to
mandate disclosure of
speci�ed criminal
antecedents, assets,
liabilities and educational
quali�cations through an
a�davit. The government
subsequently introduced
Sections 33-A, 33-B, 75-A and
125-A into ROPA and
amended the Conduct of
Election Rules, 1961,
prescribing Form 26 as the
a�davit to accompany every
nomination paper.

Form 26 was initially
aligned with Section 33-A; a
signi�cant departure
occurred in 2018. Paragraph
5 of the Form was amended
to require disclosure of all
pending criminal cases,
whereas Section 33-A
mandates disclosure only of
those cases involving
o�ences punishable with
imprisonment of two years
or more in which charges
have already been framed by
a competent court. 

It is this apparent
divergence between the
parent statute and delegated
legislation that lies at the
heart of the present
controversy.

Disclosure mandate
The disclosure requirement
is operationalised through
Rule 4A of the Conduct of
Election Rules, 1961, which
requires every candidate to
�le an a�davit in Form 26
along with the nomination
papers. Rule 4A, however, is
merely a procedural
mechanism for
implementing Section 33A
and thus, it cannot become
an independent source of
substantive obligations. Yet,
the 2018 amendment to
Form 26 appears to do
precisely that. Paragraph 5
now requires disclosure of
all pending criminal cases,
regardless of whether
charges have been framed. 

The constitutional

question, therefore, extends
beyond Natarajan’s
candidature. Can delegated
legislation, under the guise
of prescribing the manner of
disclosure, enlarge a
substantive statutory
obligation?

Constitutional remedies
While describing Article 32,
Dr. B.R. Ambedkar famously
called it the “heart and soul”
of the Constitution.
However, while dismissing
Natarajan’s challenge to the
rejection of her nomination,
the top court relied upon
the Constitution Bench
decision in N.P. Ponnuswami
v. Returning O�cer (1952),
which held that Article
329(b) bars judicial
intervention in electoral
disputes once the election
process has commenced,
leaving an election petition
as the exclusive
post-election remedy. 

Natarajan’s case exposes
the limits of that doctrine.
Should the constitutional
remedies under Articles 32
and 226 remain unavailable
even where the Returning
O�cer’s decision is alleged
to be manifestly arbitrary or
patently without
jurisdiction? Ponnuswami’s
rationale was to prevent
judicial intervention from
interrupting the electoral
process, not to insulate
totally perverse
administrative decisions.

Although Natarajan has
been granted liberty to
challenge her rejection
through an election petition
under Section 100 of ROPA,
the broader constitutional
question survives. It may be
time for the Supreme Court
to revisit Ponnuswami and
clarify whether
constitutional courts should
remain powerless even in
the face of patent
arbitrariness during the
electoral process.

Form 26 and the statutory mandate

Vanshaj Azad

is an advocate based

in New Delhi.

Presently, he is

working as a Law

Clerk-cum-Research

Associate at the

Supreme Court of

India

The case raises
questions about
the scope of 
the disclosure
obligations
imposed on
candidates and
constitutional
remedies
available when
nomination
papers are
rejected
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Number of people
rescued during 
�oods in Chhattisgarh 

5,000
Nearly 5,000

people were

rescued in

the last two days after heavy rains swelled

rivers in Chhattisgarh, officials said on

Sunday. The administration has set up 43

relief camps in urban and rural areas of the

Bastar district. The Indravati river level

rose to 12.56 metres by 8 p.m. on Saturday,

4.26 metres above the danger mark. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

People who died 
in separate mass
shootings in S. Africa

27
The first massacre occurred

late Saturday night near

Johannesburg. The second

happened in the early hours of Sunday

near Cape Town. No arrests had been

made in the two shootings, which came

just five days after another mass shooting

near the city of Durban killed at least 11

people. Shootings are the most common

form of homicide in South Africa. PTI

Palestinians killed 
by Israel in Gaza 
since October 2023

74,016
While a

ceasefire

that took

effect on October 10 last year has halted

the heaviest fighting, Israeli strikes have

continued in what the military described

as responses to threats or attacks. Since

the ceasefire, 1,145 Palestinians have been

killed, said the Ministry, which is part of

the Hamas-led government. PTI

Missing trainee
teachers honoured by
protesters in Mexico

43
Thousands of protesters wore

red and carried symbolic

coffins at a demonstration in

Mexico City on Saturday, demanding

answers about the 43 trainee teachers who

went missing 12 years ago. Prosecutors

initially said officers delivered the teacher

trainees to drug cartel hitmen, who killed

them. Independent human rights experts

have rejected the conclusion. AFP

People rescued from
child tra�cking racket
in Arunachal Pradesh 

51
According to Namsai

Superintendent of Police Sange

Thinley, sustained investigation

and coordinated operations led to a

significant jump in rescued children from

19 during the initial phase to to 51,

including four adults. During the initial

crackdown, the police rescued 19 children,

most of them below eight years of age. PTI

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

O
n September 23, an Indian
Express investigation revealed
an unprecedented rift within
the three-member Election

Commission of India (EC), with Election
Commissioners Sukhbir Singh Sandhu
and Vivek Joshi recording 14 objections
over 10 months against Chief Election
Commissioner Gyanesh Kumar, regarding
alleged unilateral changes to rules, voter
additions/deletions, and centralised data
access, without the Commission’s full
approval. 

The report also found that 97 eligible
voters from Goa were excluded from the
electoral roll after the centralised ECINet
software prevented ground-level Electoral
Registration O�cers (ERO) from reversing
decisions. More concerningly, the
consequences extend beyond the loss of
voting rights. Reportedly, several State
schemes use electoral rolls to establish
eligibility, including the Goa Mediclaim
Scheme. The scheme covers
super-speciality treatments unavailable in
government hospitals, such as dialysis,
angioplasty, open-heart surgery,
transplants, chemotherapy and cochlear
implants, and is available only to State
voters. This issue has once again cast a
spotlight on the ‘right to vote’, the
foundational processes of India’s electoral
machinery, and the genesis of India’s
‘universal adult su�rage’ (UAS).

What shaped adult su�rage in India? 
India’s constitutional promise of the ‘right
to vote’ di�ers signi�cantly from that of
many Western democracies. Re�ecting
the �awed belief, espoused by thinkers
like J.S. Mill, that voting should be
reserved for the “enlightened”, countries
like the U.K. initially restricted the
franchise to male property owners.
Universal male su�rage emerged only in
1918, and women were granted the ‘right
to vote’ a decade later in 1928. In the U.S.,
although the 15th and 19th Amendments
extended voting rights to African
Americans (1870) and women (1920),
systemic barriers such as poll taxes and
literacy tests continued to disenfranchise
many for decades thereafter.

In sharp contrast, India’s choice of
immediate, universal inclusion ensured
‘democratic equality’ from the outset,
bypassing the prolonged and often violent
struggles seen elsewhere. Article 326 of
the Constitution granted every adult
citizen the ‘right to vote’, regardless of
gender, caste, religion, education, or
property. This commitment to a robust,
inclusive democracy found further
constitutional reinforcement in a series of
Supreme Court judgments, notably
starting with Kesavananda Bharati v. State
of Kerala (1973), which established
democracy as part of the ‘basic structure’
doctrine. For this ideal to function
meaningfully, people should be able to
freely decide the fate of their government. 

This inclusive vision was
operationalised through two key laws: the
Representation of the People Act, 1950,
which governs the preparation and
revision of electoral rolls; and the 1951
Act, which regulates election conduct,
candidature, and electoral o�ences. The
EC has repeatedly introduced
administrative innovations to realise this
‘constitutional promise’. 

Notably, the then Chief Election
Commissioner Sukumar Sen, faced with
the task of enrolling 173 million largely
illiterate voters, turned a logistical hurdle
into a democratic breakthrough by

introducing election symbols, making
UAS practically accessible. 

In India, the EC has the responsibility
to reach the last citizen, wherever they
may be, to actualise their ‘right to elect’. 

What is the legal status of right to
vote?
The legal status of the ‘right to vote’ in
India has long been debated, and whether
it is classi�ed as a statutory,
constitutional, or fundamental right
determines how easily it can be changed,
how it is enforced, and the level of legal
protection it receives. Although Dr. B.R.
Ambedkar and K.T. Shah proposed
including it in the Constitution’s
fundamental rights part, the Constituent
Assembly’s Advisory Committee
ultimately rejected the idea. Importantly,
a Constitution Bench of the Supreme
Court in Kuldip Nayar v. Union of India
(2006) held that the ‘right to elect’ is a
statutory right under Section 62 of the
RPA, 1951, and not a fundamental or
constitutional right.

Though a two-judge Bench in Rajbala v.
State of Haryana described the ‘right to
vote’ as a constitutional right in 2015, the
larger bench ruling in Kuldip Nayar
prevails. Again, in Anoop Baranwal v.
Union of India (2023), the top court
declined to pronounce on the issue,
noting that it had already been settled by
the �ve-judge Bench in the Kuldip Nayar
judgment. However, in his dissent, Justice
Ajay Rastogi asserted that the ‘right to
vote’ is an expression of Article 19(1)(a)
and re�ects the essence of Article 21. Yet,
as this view remains a minority opinion,
the ‘right to elect’ continues to be
recognised as a statutory right.

Nevertheless, even though it is not a
fundamental right, courts have regarded
the ‘right to vote’ as an inseparable part
of democracy, anchoring their reasoning
in the idea that it enables citizens to shape
governance, making it a “democratic
imperative” vital to the Indian republic’s
survival. 

Why do we need accurate poll rolls?
Free and fair elections rest on accurate
electoral rolls under the RPA, 1950.
Inaccuracies — such as mass omissions,
ineligible inclusions, duplicates, or
incorrect entries — undermine the “one
person, one vote” principle by enabling
impersonation, disenfranchisement, or

dilution of votes, ultimately distorting the
people’s mandate. Therefore, the EC is
empowered under Section 21 of the 1950
Act to prepare and revise these rolls to
ensure integrity. The Chief Election
Commissioner and Other Election
Commissioners (Appointment,
Conditions of Service and Term of O�ce)
Act, 2023 lays down how the EC must
transact its business. Section 17 requires
the Commission’s business to be
conducted in accordance with the Act,
while Section 18 provides that its
procedure and allocation of business may
be regulated by unanimous decision. It
further requires business to be transacted
as far as possible unanimously, but where
the CEC and other Commissioners di�er,
the matter is decided by majority. 

Deriving its authority from Article 324,
the EC serves as the constitutional
guardian of elections, with powers of
superintendence, direction, and control.
A key duty is preparing accurate electoral
rolls, guided by Section 19 of the RPA,
1950, which mandates that any citizen
aged 18 or above, “ordinarily resident” in
a constituency and not disquali�ed, is
entitled to be registered. “Ordinary
resident” implies a genuine, continuous
presence, not a temporary stay. 

While discrepancies may arise, courts
have consistently held that only
substantial and systemic errors that
demonstrably “materially a�ected” the
election outcome can compromise the
sanctity of the electoral roll. Minor
mistakes or isolated disenfranchisement
are insu�cient. 

Yet the recent Goa episode complicates
this comfortable “substantial versus
isolated” binary that courts have relied
on. The Indian Express report revealed
that 97 eligible voters were dropped from
the rolls, not through electoral fraud but
because the ECINet software architecture
itself denied EROs the authority to reverse
erroneous deletions. What makes the
episode damning is not merely the
exclusion, but the apparent
unresponsiveness that followed. The
EROs reportedly �agged the anomalies to
the Commission by email, yet the
corrections were not restored. This is not
the isolated clerical error that courts have
historically forgiven; it is a systemic
failure baked into the software’s design,
compounded by administrative inertia. 

While the right to inclusion or

objection in electoral rolls is conferred on
individuals, not political parties, the court
in Lakshmi Charan Sen v. A.K.M. Hassan
Uzzaman (1985) observed that in a largely
illiterate and politically unaware
electorate, parties should take steps to
ensure eligible voters are included, and
ineligible ones are removed. Given India’s
party-based Parliamentary system, such
vigilance will help in preserving ‘electoral
integrity’. 

What lies ahead? 
The revelations against the EC lend fresh
urgency to the argument that the ‘right to
vote’ ought to be elevated from a
statutory guarantee to a fundamental one.
If the body constitutionally tasked with
safeguarding the franchise can itself be
riven by disputes over unilateral action,
leaving the citizen’s only recourse to the
EC’s internal correction mechanisms, or
to a statutory right that the Parliament
could dilute at will, is precarious. 

Many scholars argue that the ‘right to
vote’ cannot be regarded as merely a
statutory right, as it �ows from Article
326, and any legislation regulating it must
conform to the parameters prescribed by
Articles 325 and 326. It is therefore
necessary to ensure that the legislature
does not impose irrational or
unreasonable restrictions on the ‘right to
vote’, particularly since “free and fair
elections” and “democracy” are basic
features of the Constitution. 

Justice Rastogi’s dissent in Anoop
Baranwal, over the legal status of the
‘right to vote’, o�ers doctrinal ground for
a larger Bench to revisit the question that
the majority in Kuldip Nayar considered
settled. 

Elevating the ‘right to vote’ to
fundamental status would not diminish
the EC’s authority to purify rolls; it would
instead subject that authority to the
heightened standard of judicial review
reserved for fundamental rights, ensuring
that the drive to centralise electoral
administration is always weighed against,
rather than allowed to override, the
citizen’s claim to be counted. In a
democracy where software now mediates
the relationship between the voter and
the ballot, the constitutional status of the
‘right to vote’ can no longer remain a
matter of legislative grace.
(Kartikey Singh is a lawyer based in New
Delhi.)

Should voting be a fundamental right?
A recent Indian Express report revealed an unprecedented rift within the EC over alleged unilateral changes to rules, voter additions/deletions, and centralised data

access, prompting a re-examination of the argument that the ‘right to vote’ ought to be elevated from a statutory guarantee to a fundamental one

Enabling democracy: Courts have regarded the right to vote as an inseparable part of democracy, as it enables citizens to shape governance. R. ASHOK
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India’s choice of immediate,
universal adult su�rage
ensured democratic equality
from the outset. Article 326 of
the Constitution granted every
adult citizen the ‘right to vote’

�

An Indian Express report
revealed that 97 eligible voters
from Goa were dropped from
the rolls because the ECINet
software denied EROs the
authority to reverse erroneous
deletions. This is not an
isolated clerical error, but a
systemic failure, compounded
by administrative inertia

�

If the body constitutionally
tasked with safeguarding the
voting rights can be riven by
disputes over unilateral action,
leaving the citizen’s only
recourse to the EC’s internal
correction mechanisms, or to a
statutory right that the
Parliament could dilute at will
is precarious

Kartikey Singh
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X

QUESTION 1

What was her birth name before her
parents renamed her after a
character (Latika) from one of her
father’s plays?
X

QUESTION 2

What is the significance of the song
Paa Lagoon Kar Jori for the 1946
film Aap Ki Sewa Mein?
X

QUESTION 3

Name the music director who
backed her, after she was rejected
for a having a ‘thin voice’, famously
remarking that filmmakers would
“fall at her feet” to get her to sing?
X

QUESTION 4

What is common to the songs: Beeti

Na Bitai Raina (Parichay), Roothe

Roothe Piya (Kora Kaagaz) and

Yaara Seeli Seeli (Lekin)?
X

QUESTION 5

Under what name did she compose
music for Marathi films in the 1960s?
X

QUESTION 6

Name the Lata rendition penned by
Kavi Pradeep and composed by C.
Ramachandra that brought PM
Jawaharlal Nehru to tears in 1963.
X

QUESTION 7

She sang the thumri Kanha Main

Tose Hari for the only Hindi film of
which celebrated director who also
composed the music?
X

QUESTION 8

In which year was she awarded the
Bharat Ratna?

Questions and answers to the previous daily

quiz: 1. This Ministry is responsible for the
administration of the National Film Awards. Ans:

Information and Broadcasting

2. The only actress to be honoured for her
performances in two di�erent films at the same time.
Ans: Kangana Ranaut

3. Mammootty has won four National Awards so far.
He shares this achievement with another actor. Ans:

Amitabh Bachchan

4. This person has won the maximum number of
National Awards under the ‘best feature film’
category. Ans: Satyajit Ray

5. In 2024, some prestigious categories were renamed.
The award for best debut film was under the name of
a former Prime Minister and the award for best
feature film on national integration under the name of
a famous actor. Ans: Indira Gandhi; Nargis Dutt

Visual: The subject of the first Indian motion picture
and the man who made the motion picture. 
Ans: Raja Harishchandra; Dadasaheb Phalke

Early birds: K.N. Viswanathan | Tamal Biswas |
Mohan Lal Patel | C. Saravanan | Sunil Madhavan

THE DAILY QUIZ

Test your knowledge of the life and career of legendary singer Lata Mangeshkar on 
her 97th birth anniversary

X

Visual question: In which city is this installation located at a
placed named ‘Lata Chowk’? SANDEEP SAXENA

Please send in your answers to 

dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

V.V. Ramanan

What is the meaning and origin of the
expression ‘dire straits’? (R.
Sivakumar, Erode)
First, let us deal with the pronunciation of
the two words. ‘Dire’ rhymes with
‘higher’, ‘�re’ and ‘tyre’, while ‘strait’ is
pronounced like the word ‘straight’. The
phrase is pronounced ‘dier - STRAIGHTS’
with the stress on the second word. When
you say that you are ‘in dire straits’, it
means that you are in deep trouble; you
are in such a bad situation you are
unlikely to �nd a solution to your
problem. It is a situation which causes
you a lot of worry or concern. 

When the monsoon failed for the
second consecutive year, farmers were in
dire straits.

The team was in dire straits when their
best batsman broke his foot while
�elding. 

America’s war with Iran has made
people across the world familiar with the
Strait of Hormuz — which Donald Trump
would like to rename ‘Trump Strait’. The
word ‘strait’ is normally used to refer to a
narrow body of water �owing between
land masses. This narrow stretch of water
connects two large bodies of water — the
Strait of Hormuz, for example, connects
the Persian Gulf with the Gulf of Oman.
The expression ‘dire straits’ comes from
the world of shipping, and it was mostly
used to highlight the di�culty or
challenge posed while navigating the
narrow waters of a strait. With the
passage of time, the expression took on a
broader meaning. Today, it is mostly used
to talk about any kind of di�culty. The
word ‘dire’ originally meant ‘fearful’ and
‘boding ill’, but today the term is mostly
used to mean ‘serious or extreme’.

The people a�ected by the recent
�oods are in dire need of help.

What is the di�erence between ‘shout
at’ and ‘scold’? (R. Rukmani,
Chennai)
One normally ‘scolds’ people that one has
a close relationship or familiar with.
When you scold someone, you normally
do it because you wish to change or
correct their existing behaviour. When
you do this, you may choose to speak in
your normal voice or increase your
volume.

The teacher scolded the children for
not doing their homework.

‘Scolde’, from which we get ‘scold’,
was used as a noun in informal contexts
to refer to an abusive and quarrelsome
person. With the passage of time, the
legal term ‘common scold’ began to be
applied to women who were a public
nuisance — women who argued loudly
with their neighbours and abused people
in public. It was only in the 14th century
that ‘scold’ began to be used as a verb to
mean ‘to �nd fault with’. 

When you ‘shout at’ someone, you
always do so by speaking loudly; there is
no attempt here to correct the behaviour
of the person. You are very upset about
what the person has done, and are merely
giving vent to your anger. 

Hemant shouted at the taxi driver for
his rash driving.
upendrankye@gmail.com

I was scolded
for forgetting
my homework
The school’s infrastructure was in

dire straits due to lack of funds

S. Upendran

KNOW YOUR ENGLISH

The story so far: 

O
n September 15, a small group
of protesters assembled near
San Francisco’s Moscone
Center, the venue for

Salesforce’s annual tech event, calling for
an end to any and all contracts between
the company and the U.S. Immigration
and Customs Enforcement (ICE), as
thousands of attendees passed by them to
watch CEO Marc Benio�’s keynote.
Though Big Tech �rms have long sought
out U.S. government contracts, speci�c
links to ICE are now sparking employee
discomfort, customer protests, and calls
for boycotts.

What is ICE and why is it
controversial?
ICE was established as a federal law
enforcement agency, with a mission to
protect the U.S. from cross-border crime
and illegal immigration, after the country
witnessed the heinous terrorist attacks on
September 11, 2001.

The agency has received billions of
dollars in funding during U.S. President
Donald Trump’s second term, and
dramatically ramped up its presence.
Arrests have spiked, along with the use of
violence against citizens.

Untoward law enforcement incidents in
Minneapolis are a case in point. In
January, writer and mother Renée Good,
37, was killed by a federal immigration
o�cer in the city. Days later, nurse Alex
Pretti, 37, was killed by Customs and
Border Protection (CBP) o�cials while
intervening in an ICE operation. Even
though there have been reports of
multiple detained foreigners dying in ICE
custody, the killings of two American

citizens triggered bipartisan outrage and
protests.

ICE says that it “does not detain
unaccompanied children — except in rare
instances.” But a report by the New York
Times in February revealed that the
agency was detaining hundreds of
children. Another report by Marshall
Project, a not-for-pro�t news organisation,
said that over 6,200 children were
detained by ICE during Mr. Trump’s
second term.

Does U.S. Big Tech work with ICE?
Large tech companies often seek
high-pro�le government contracts with
federal agencies as they provide regular
revenue streams and boost their
reputation. The partnerships range from
allowing advertisements for the agency’s
recruitment e�orts to directly ful�lling
ICE’s online and o�ine needs.

But tech �rms are divided in how they
support ICE. While defence-focused data
analytics �rm Palantir is proud of its
business relationship with ICE, customer
relationship management tech �rm
Salesforce has adopted a more cautious
and centrist approach.

Palantir’s contract with the U.S.
government began under the Obama
administration in 2011, and has continued
through four administrations.

“Palantir is enabling ICE to utilise our
platform to better track the immigration
lifecycle and serve our national security
while promoting e�ciency, transparency,
and accountability. By improving data
integration and data-dependent
work�ows, our software can help ICE
more e�ectively and reliably perform its
core functions,” Palantir said in a blog
post.

Salesforce, on the other hand, per CEO

Marc Benio�’s Dreamforce keynote, said
that all 50 U.S. States and 15 cabinet
agencies use the company’s service.

Salesforce’s arrangement with federal
agencies has been a cause of concern for
its employees since 2018, according to
several media reports. More recently, in
February, over 1,400 Salesforce
employees wrote a letter calling on Mr.
Benio� to stop promoting Salesforce AI
contracts to ICE, and to push back against
the rising presence of ICE agents in the
U.S. “We are deeply troubled by recent
press reports describing Salesforce
pitches of AI technology to U.S.
Immigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE) to help the agency ‘expeditiously’
hire 10,000 new agents and vet tip-line
reports,” stated the employees’ letter, as
reported by CNBC.

Mr. Benio� had also previously cracked
a joke about ICE agents tracking foreign
employees during a company event, as
per a 404 Media report.

Robin Washington, Salesforce’s
President and Chief Operating and
Financial O�cer, stressed that the
company valued equality and trust, in
response to The Hindu’s questions on
anti-ICE protesters.

“I think anytime you attract 50,000
people, to Salesforce, you’re going to have
people that come with di�erent
perspectives and viewpoints. Our goal
here is to put on a very future-forward
opportunity for people to understand our
vision, which is ‘AI meets the number one
AI CRM’ [Customer Relationship
Management] and we hope that everyone
will participate and learn from that,
whether they’re a protestor or a
stakeholder, you know — we try to create
an environment where it’s safe for
everyone to come and bring their voice,”

Ms. Washington told The Hindu.
She explained that Salesforce had

multiple vehicles through which
leadership could engage directly with
employees who had di�erent
perspectives.

Are tech boycotts e�ective?
Immigrant advocacy platforms have
called for boycotts against tech
companies including Amazon and
Microsoft for allegedly providing cloud
services to ICE. Boycott calls have
targeted Apple for removing anti-ICE
apps, as well as Google, LinkedIn, Meta,
Spotify, and YouTube for allegedly
running ICE-related recruitment ads on
their platforms. Other tech companies on
boycott lists include AT&T, Comcast, Dell,
Clearview AI, IBM, and X.

Non-technology companies have also
faced �ak for feeding and housing ICE
agents, apart from helping them operate
charter �ights and private prisons.
However, the sheer number of companies
with both direct and indirect ICE links
complicates boycott e�orts. Even so, the
public reporting surrounding ICE
spending means that everyday citizens
can access the facts that they need to hold
their local companies accountable.

“Salesforce has a history of showing up
for our communities. As a Bay Area tech
leader, Salesforce has an opportunity to
use its in�uence to defend democracy,
refuse to pro�t from family separation,
[and] to push the tech industry to follow,”
stated part of a �yer that protesters
handed out to The Hindu on the �rst day
of the Dreamforce event.

This month, the NBC news outlet cited
a senior U.S. o�cial to report that ICE
agents arrested around 50,000 people in
August.

How Big Tech companies contribute to
anti-immigration crackdowns
As the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) increases its presence, Big Tech �rms are facing both internal and external pressure to take

a stronger stance against the controversial agency

CACHE

Expanding dragnet: ICE has received billions of dollars in funding during U.S. President Donald Trump’s second term, and dramatically ramped up its presence. REUTERS 

Sahana Venugopal
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T
he Telecom Regulatory Authority of India
(TRAI) has once again tightened rules against
spam calls, or unsolicited commercial

communication (UCC). The regulator is no longer
relying primarily on consumers to identify spam after
they receive it. Telecom operators are being required
to use Artificial Intelligence and Machine Learning
(AI/ML) platforms to detect suspicious calling
behaviour.

Under the new rules, telecom operators
must identify Calling Line Identifications
(CLIs) with a high probability of being used
for UCC and share this intelligence across
networks. If operators flag five or more CLIs
associated with a sender within 10 days, they
can initiate KYC re-verification, physical
verification, bar outgoing services, and for
repeat violations, disconnect telecom
resources. The other important change is
bringing application-to-person (A2P) calling
explicitly into the regulatory net. Entities
using autodiallers, robocalls or
pre-recorded/artificial voice systems, must
declare their use and the CLIs they will
employ. Undeclared A2P calls will be treated
as UCC. More importantly, the regulator can
now levy a termination charge on the
originating access provider for A2P calls. At
the same time, regulated commercial and
authorised calls are exempt.

These measures build on a regulatory
o�ensive that has gathered pace over the past
two years. But spam calls remain a problem.
TRAI’s complaint data show UCC complaints
rising from 10.83 lakh in 2022 to 13.63 lakh in
2023, 19.39 lakh in 2024 and 31.09 lakh in
2025. In April-June, consumers filed 10.85
lakh UCC complaints, of which 5.53 lakh were
actionable. But operators’ AI systems flagged
22.9 billion calls and 1.4 billion SMSes as
suspected spam in the quarter. The numbers
suggest that the success of regulations cannot
be judged simply by the number of notices,
disconnections or complaints. TRAI needs a
better measure: how many unwanted calls
actually reach consumers before and after
regulatory intervention. AI also introduces a
new uncertainty. How accurately can an
algorithm distinguish a spammer from a
legitimate high-volume caller? TRAI should,
therefore, publish the accuracy of its AI
systems, including false positive rates and
safeguards available to legitimate senders.

The problem is compounded by the fact
that spam operators can adapt. Once a
number is identified, callers can switch CLIs,
distribute tra�c across multiple numbers,
automate calls or alter calling patterns. TRAI’s
decision to focus on multiple CLIs associated
with a sender rather than individual numbers
recognises this problem. It has already begun
moving enforcement upstream, instead of
relying only on customer complaints after a
spam call has been made. The next stage must
be to translate AI-led detection into reliable
prevention. TRAI should push for stronger
caller ID authentication, real-time
network-level blocking of high-confidence
spam, better detection of SIM farms and
number rotation, and continuous intelligence
sharing across operators.

Spam traps
TRAI’s AI-led initiative needs fine-tuning

MONDAY - SEPTEMBER 28, 2026

Promoter power?
While the Tata Sons boardroom saga
seems destined for the courtroom,
promoter-led businesses continue to
o�er reminders on where authority

ultimately resides. A case in point
unfolded last week at an editors’
meet for a new commercial vehicle
venture. 
The CEO, laying out the business
roadmap, spoke of breaking even in a
couple of years. Before he could
move on, a promoter stepped in and
publicly reset the goalpost: break
even next year. It was a brief
intervention, but one that caught
attention in the room. The message
was unmistakable. The CEO may run
the company, but the promoter was
setting the timeline. In India Inc,

professional managers often steer
the ship, yet promoters still decide
how fast it must sail and make it clear
who the boss is.
Praise for SEBI
The Association of Investment
Bankers of India’s recent conclave,
along with its Board meeting, turned
out to be a good platform for the
industry to acknowledge the good
work of SEBI, particularly with CAS
(closing auction session) turning out
to be a bull in the China shop. With
representatives of SEBI strategically
placed in each panel discussion, the

industry speakers started their
speech saying “SEBI o�cials are
here..” and ended with “due credit to
the good work of the regulator”.
Hopefully, by this time, the
regulators would have mastered the
art of reading between the lines by
now.
Give me the bill
In a panel discussion with State
Finance Ministers at the SBI Banking
& Economics Conclave, the
moderator highlighted the pain point
faced by all industries. It is not longer
power shortages or non-availability

of credit. With enough liquidity in the
system, banks are eager to provide
loans. The main grouse of industries
is that State governments do not
clear bills on time, she said, referring
to delayed disbursal of subsidies to
EV-makers in Maharashtra. Assam
Finance Minister Jayanta Malla
Baruah interjected, saying the State
is ready to disburse subsidies but we
don’t receive any bills. “I hope
industries come forward and avail
subsidy benefits,” he said, drawing
laughter among the audience. 
Our Bureaus

BELOW THE LINE

T
he Reserve Bank of India’s
Retail Direct Scheme was
designed to democratise
access to India’s government

securities market. 
A few years on, data show that the

scheme has indeed expanded retail
participation. The most visible success
lies in the sharp expansion of market
activity. Primary market participation
has increased from roughly ₹1,200 crore
in October 2022 to over ₹8,400 crore by
March 2026. Even more striking is the
growth in the secondary market, where
volumes have surged from under ₹200
crore to over ₹8,000 crore. 

This near 40-fold rise reflects the
impact of the RBI’s policy push,
particularly the integration of retail
investors into the Clearing Corporation
of India Ltd and the provision of direct
access to the NDS-OM platform. Retail
investors are no longer passive
subscribers; they are increasingly active
participants in trading.

However, beneath this expansion lies
a clear shift in investor preferences. In
the primary market, Treasury Bills
initially dominated, with their share
rising from 56.7 per cent in 2022-23 to a
peak of nearly 69-70 per cent in 2024-25,
before moderating to around 63 per cent

by 2025-26. Central Government
Securities (CGS), in contrast, have
declined in share — from 27.4 per cent to
just 9.3 per cent over the same period.
State Government Securities (SGS)
have followed a similar trajectory, falling
from 12.4 per cent to nearly 6 per cent.

NUANCED PICTURE

Yet, the holdings data present a more
nuanced picture. Central government
securities continue to form a stable core
of retail portfolios, with their share
declining more gradually — from about
35.7 per cent to 26.4 per cent. This
indicates that while the share of CGS
under fresh issuances has slowed,
investors are largely holding on to
investments already made. 

Treasury Bills, on the other hand,
show a sharp decline in holdings — from
nearly 50 per cent to just about 10.8 per
cent — confirming their role as
short-term instruments, rather than
long-term portfolio assets.

The most significant transformation
is visible in Floating Rate Bonds (FRBs).
Their share in primary market
participation has risen from nearly 2 per
cent in 2023-24 to 17.8 per cent by
2025-26. 

More importantly, their share in
holdings has surged from negligible
levels to an overwhelming 46.7 per cent.
In absolute terms, FRB holdings have
increased from under ₹100 crore in early

periods to nearly ₹1,500 crore in March
2026. This reflects a decisive shift in
investor behaviour. In an environment
of rising, uncertain interest rates, retail
investors are clearly favouring
instruments that o�er returns linked to
market benchmarks, thereby
minimising interest-rate risk. The RBI’s
decision to expand access to FRBs under
the Retail Direct Scheme has played a
crucial role in enabling this shift.

The most concerning trend is the
declining relative importance of SGS.
While their absolute holdings have
increased — from about ₹166 crore to
over ₹515 crore — their share in the
primary market has halved, dropping
from 12.4 per cent to around 6.1 per
cent. 

The decline is even sharper in the
secondary market, where their share has
fallen from 8.5 per cent to just 1 per

cent. In contrast, secondary market
liquidity is overwhelmingly
concentrated in CGS, making them far
more attractive for trading. For retail
investors, who value ease of entry and
exit, this creates a strong bias.

A KEY INSTRUMENT

SGS are a key financing instrument for
sub-national governments, supporting
expenditure on infrastructure, health,
and social development. While the
absolute volumes of SGS traded in retail
direct are a very small fraction of total
SGS/State Development Loans traded in
the secondary market, their falling share
under retail direct suggests that the
solution is not limited to investor
awareness, but evolving market design
and liquidity.

The next phase of reform must,
therefore, focus on deepening the
market. Enhancing liquidity in SGS,
improving price transparency, and
strengthening investor outreach will be
critical. The success of Floating Rate
Bonds demonstrates that when product
design aligns with investor needs,
adoption can be rapid and substantial. A
similar approach may be needed to
revive interest in under-represented
segments.

Panda is Assistant Professor at IIM-Raipur. Banka is an
IES o�cer in the Ministry of Finance. Views expressed
are personal

Changing trends in retail participation in G-Secs 

Pradiptarathi Panda
Abhinav Banka

RBI. Enhancing retail participation

Enhancing liquidity in State Govt securities, improving price transparency and strengthening investor outreach will help 
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Fight against cancer must begin with early screening
Cities that host major international medical conferences can expect their
own healthcare sector to come under attention. As a popular venue for
such “mega-events”, Hong Kong is no exception. These events are also an
opportunity for the host to proclaim its achievements. Secretary for
Health Lo Chung-mau did so at the World Cancer Congress, held in Hong
Kong for the first time last week. Lo told delegates the city had cut its rate
of cancer-related deaths by more than 40 per cent over the past three
decades. He said that over the past 10 years, the annual decline in the
age-standardised cancer mortality rate was 2.8 per cent for men and 1.7
per cent for women. “This is a remarkable achievement, showing that
Hong Kong is really making significant life-saving progress against cancer,”
he said. (HONG KONG, SEPT 27) 

OTHER VOICES. 

Ensure broad understanding from the public on insurance
Public pensions are a vital foundation for supporting people’s lives in
retirement. The payment of premiums also a�ects people’s daily lives. If the
system is to be revised, discussions must be conducted carefully to ensure
understanding among the public. The Health, Labor and Welfare Ministry is
considering limiting eligibility for the national pension system’s “category 3
insured persons” scheme, which mostly covers full-time homemakers who are
financially dependent on their salaried husbands. The ministry plans to
implement this change as part of pension system reform in 2030. Category 3
allows spouses with an annual income of less than ¥1.3 million who are
dependents of salaried employees or civil servants enrolled in the employees’
pension insurance systems to receive a pension without having to pay
premiums themselves. (TOKYO, SEPT 27)

F
or the last few weeks, Tata
Group companies have been in
the news. Together, they are big
even by international

standards. Their market capitalisation is
currently around $270 billion.

Also, they are not a normal
conglomerate as around 66 per cent of
their shares are held by four charitable
trusts that enjoy tax exemptions which
other such trusts don’t. That aside,
because it’s a few trusts — four to be
precise — which e�ectively control the
group, splitting has been avoided despite
its enormous financial size.

But given its vintage of around 135
years, splits should have occurred long
ago. That’s how e�cient commerce
works. Very large size and e�ciency
don’t go together. That’s why there is
virtually no large group anywhere in the
world that hasn’t split when it became
too big. The list is way too long to put
down here.

The key thing is the timing of
breakups, but timing depends on many
factors. So, to my mind, at least the
question is not why, but why now? To
which you may well ask, why not now?

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

Conspiracy theories aside, we need to
ask for how long the Tatas can avoid the
inevitable and if the Group is ripe for a
di�erent structure of corporate
governance. The answer, as usual, will
depend on who you ask. The RBI will
have one answer. The department of
company a�airs will have another, only a
slightly di�erent one. The stock market
will have a third. Competitors will have a
fourth. The Tata legatees will have a
fifth. And so on. All answers are valid,
but none of them is su�cient in itself.

And what would economists say?
Over the years, they have approached
the phenomenon of firms, or a group of
firms splitting up, from several angles. It
turns out that there are both pluses and
minuses. But the key takeaway is that
context matters in all this. On the
positive side, we have the arguments
about reducing ine�cient resource
allocation within the group. This is
crucially important because the top
management often makes mistakes (or
acts in a mala fide way) on where to put
money. This logic was used for the
insistence on ‘unbundling’. But this term
is no longer in favour.

Unbundling was necessary because
finance needed more precise
information about how the money
would be deployed, or what’s the same
thing, which company would get it.

Not just that. If they lent to individual
companies in the group, they didn’t
know how the group’s directors would
use the money, because they could, and

often did, lend it to some other less good
group company. Hence, unbundle so
that we know exactly what you fellows
are up to.

A huge problem also develops when
the management acts in ways that
benefit it more than the shareholders.
This is the well-known principal-agent
problem. It brought down the East India
Company, among other similar
disasters. Then there are the

diseconomies of scale that lead to
ine�ciencies because bureaucracy
expands unstoppably. Remember
Parkinson’s Law from 1956? It said work
expands to fill the time. This results in
high overheads and causes flat-footed
reaction time. It’s a matter of record
that large corporations are nearly always
behind the curve on new technologies
and market realities. That’s why they do
badly.

On the minus side, there are
arguments that costs go up after splits
because of duplication of functions.
Also, the market structure has a bearing
on the issue: is the corporation a natural
monopoly, in which case it is better o�
being a single entity. And so on.

THE CENTRAL PROBLEM

So, how should one view the Tata tussle?
Is it ego versus ego? Is it happening
because the regulatory rules require

compliance? Is it the needs of
commerce? Is there a larger national
interest to be served? Or is it all of these?

When the yardsticks of economics are
applied to the Tata Group, we get a
completely di�erent answer from the
ones that are on view currently. This
creates a problem: we won’t know what
the outcome will be until well after the
breakup, which would inevitably follow
its listing.

Those favouring listing say that India,
as well as Tata shareholders, will benefit.
The naysayers hold the opposite view.
The two outcomes, comprising several
sub-outcomes, are equiprobable, ie, it’s a
toss of the coin. So, all might happen and
nothing may happen.

It’s a bit like Erwin Schrodinger’s cat,
which is neither dead nor alive till you
see it, at which time it can either be dead
or alive. But to find out you have to open
the box.

The Schrodinger cat
problem of the Tatas

Conspiracy theories
aside, we need to ask
for how long the Tatas
can avoid the inevitable,
and if the Group is ripe
for a different structure
of corporate governance

WAIT AND WATCH. We don’t know what the final outcome will be until Tata Group lists

TCA SRINIVASA RAGHAVAN

LINE &
LENGTH.
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F
ood of the Gods is part of
mythology, menus of
royal kitchens make
folklore, but tables of

politicians are rich material for
gossip as we saw recently after the
ceremonial banquet for BRICS
dignitaries. To that extent, there
is an element of synchronicity in
the publication of The Prime
Minister’s Table by Purabi Sridhar
and Sanghita Singh.

In a country where athithi devo
bhava is a living philosophy, it is
only natural for hosts to regard
serving the best meal possible to a
guest a sacred duty. What is
served will depend on local
customs, tradition, availability,
seasonality and, of course,
personal circumstances.
However, it’s a fallacy to suggest
that other countries are any
di�erent and will apply di�erent
standards of hospitality for
guests. The question that arises is
to what extent the hosts stay with
national or ethnic cuisine, or
adjust to the tastes of the visiting
dignitaries. 

FOOD FOR THOUGHT

Reading the book that the authors
have painstakingly put together
by talking to family members and
sta�, one gets a peek into the
kitchens of past Prime Ministers.
In some cases, family members
have refused to talk (like Sonia
Gandhi, who suggested that they
write a book on Presidents). The
menu reflects the personality and
cultural background of the host.
In some cases, though, there is an
attempt to make a statement
through food. For some, it could
be vanity and, for others, cultural
chauvinism. 

It is no surprise, therefore, that
Jawaharlal Nehru retained his
aristocratic culinary preferences,
blending them with North Indian
gourmet entries from Kashmir
and Awadh, such as lauki fish
musallam, moti pulao and mutton
rogan josh. 

Indira Gandhi added her own
personal touch to the table, and
was the first to introduce some
novelty in the Indian fare served.
She herself liked regional cuisines
and preferred to eat local food
wherever she went. Apart from
her extended Kashmiri family and
aides — she had an elite set of
Lutyens’ friends — who added to
an exotic range to her repertoire.
So, you find items like paneer kalia,
rataloo laddoos and akha vatana
coming in the list. Where Indira
Gandhi excelled is her attention

to detail and insistence on
flawless white-glove service.

VP Singh, of aristocratic
lineage, would introduce some
delicacies from his ancestral
kitchens, such as safed maas and
Allahabad ki tehri in the menu.
Inder K Gujral had a weakness for
ham rolls and cheese sou�es with
dal chicken on the side. But the
story gets interesting with PMs
who hailed from a common
background.

The tenure of some like Lal
Bahadur Shastri, Chandrasekhar
and Charan Singh were too brief
to leave their imprint in the
culinary chronicles of the state.
Though their own food habits
were spartan, it does not mean
they imposed their asceticism on
foreign guests. Atal Bihari
Vajpayee’s personal preferences
were eclectic, from golden fried
prawns and Himalayan Trouts,
either fried or curried. PV
Narasimha Rao and HD Deve
Gowda gave guests a bite of their
home States. And, how can you
have a Punjabi who doesn’t like
tomatoes? Manmohan Singh’s
personal favourites were pyaz
tamatar ki sabzi and kheer. 

Like in many other matters,
Narendra Modi is an avant-garde
or outlier. Though his own staple
diet is khichadi, he makes a
political and diplomatic
statement through his carefully
curated menu at state banquets.
For those lamenting the absence
of chicken tikka masala in the fare, I
am reminded of a Rowan
Atkinson skit. Taking on an
anti-immigration British
politician, the inimitable Mr Bean
says: “Now that we have the
recipe of curry, can’t we send back
the Indians?” 
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3G, wireless broadband auction to fetch Rs 9,500 cr
The Government will rake in at least Rs 9,500 crore from auctioning spectrum
for wireless broadband and 3G cellular services as per the recommendations
of the TRAI. This is much higher than what the Government received during
the fourth cellular bidding process (Rs 1,600 crore). 

Inter-Ministerial turf war may delay pharma policy
A turf war between the Ministry of Finance (MoF) and the Ministry of
Chemicals and Petrochemicals (MoCP) may jeopardise the finalisation of the
National Pharmaceuticals Policy (NPP) and delay it further. This di�erence
between the two Ministries is on the proposal to reduce excise duty on drugs
from the present 16 per cent to 8 per cent. 

India, Pak banks may open branches across border
Banks in India and Pakistan may open branches across the border in the near
future, according to Dr Shamshad Akhtar, Governor, State Bank of Pakistan. Dr
Akhtar said banking regulators in both countries will have to endorse the
move. “We share cordial relations with the RBI.” On the banking sector in
Pakistan, she said, “We are also trying to consolidate our banking system.” 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

BOOK REVIEW.

G
oogle Search is a powerful
tool not just for individuals
to get answers for their
queries. The queries make

for a dataset that can be analysed to yield
all sorts of insights.

Predicting GDP, for example. Several
studies have proved that search data can
accurately map GDP. The OECD Weekly
Tracker is a good example, although it is
currently discontinued pending a
revision. A machine learning algorithm
looks at search queries for terms like
luxury travel, new cars and layo�s. 

It buckets these queries into those
that reflect consumer sentiment on one
hand and economic stress on the other.
It then puts out a weekly GDP growth
estimate for several countries. There are
other areas such as public health, where
the queries can help predict flu
outbreaks or monitor cultural shifts —
low calorie and protein supplements. 

TRACING PATTERNS

Google itself publishes the ‘Year in
Search’ that analyses the patterns in the
way search queries came in during the
year. The patterns across countries, and
over time, tell us a bit about the trends of
the year. This book presents a snapshot
analysis of a much larger set of search
queries, arranged into several themes.
The author is Google’s Data Editor,
leading the team of data
journalists/analysts who tell stories with
Google’s data.

When it comes to analysis and
interpretation of any data, we must
remember that ‘where a man stands
depends on where he sits’ (we have just
seen this play out here in the last couple
of weeks on GDP data). So, it’s not
entirely a random accident that it’s a
‘surprisingly hopeful picture’. I can’t

imagine any other kind of picture being
allowed to be published in such an
‘o�cially authorised’ publication.

Moreover, other books have been
published from the same search queries
data set earlier that didn’t show such a
rosy or optimistic picture. For instance,
the central thesis in Everybody Lies (by
Seth Stephens-Davidowitz, 2017) is that
search reveals the gap between what
people say and what they think. It then
goes on to build a racism index from the
frequency of a specific racial slur in
Google searches, county by county, in
the US. 

Several surveys had earlier concluded
racism had little e�ect on presidential
elections. Surveys only capture what
people are willing to admit; the search
index — built from searches made alone
— told a di�erent, more accurate story.

LESS DISTORTING

So, the same data set can yield
diametrically opposite insights,
depending on who is looking. Hence, the
surprisingly hopeful picture is partly an
artefact. As a mirror, search queries are
less distorting than surveys… but not a
pristine reflection by any stretch. With
this in perspective, let us look at what
people are searching for and what it may
tell us about them.

The search queries span a wide range
— from how to put a baby to sleep to
whether gnats bite to what causes
kidney stones to who discovered DNA.
Rogers analyses the queries and
presents them in 10 themes covering
babies, pets, cooking, grieving, love and
so on. It’s a super interesting
compilation, and you can skim or
deep-dive as you will. Let us look at a
couple of specific queries that are, shall
we say, a bit bizarre. 

These also serve to highlight a couple
of other aspects of the data set. First,
one of the most asked topics of all time
on Google Search turns out to be ‘what
time is it’. It’s not time at some other

location or time zone. It’s the bhai sahib,
time kya hua being asked to Google. Why
so?

The book does not attempt to answer
‘why’ for any of the patterns that it talks
about. So, we have to speculate why.
Maybe in individual-centric societies,
with a premium on personal space and
privacy, you can’t just ask the other guy
for the time — assuming there is one
within earshot in the first place. So, you

end up asking Google. I am inclined to
say this because the compilation is
drawn from queries entered into the
search box and so pretty much excludes
China and India. China, where Google
search is completely blocked, and India,
where over 90 per cent is in regional
languages, via voice and mixed
languages. So, humankind in the title is
an exaggeration. It’s more US and
Europe. 

A BIT STRANGE?

Second, Belarus is in top place in the
search for astronomy. Huh? Belarus?
Astronomy? Here again, there could be a
number of reasons. Belarus has a strong
history and institutional strength in
science right from the 1920s. But more
likely it’s because Google is not the only
big search engine in Belarus. Unlike the
all-pervasive monopolistic presence in
other markets, it’s a 66:33 split between
Google and Yandex. If there is a
systematic skew to use of Google
(scientists who need access to data from
rest of the world), the patterns would
reflect that. 

Lastly, although the search queries
highlight di�erences, they also show
universalities. There are a number of
such examples, but one stands out. The
query ‘how to put a baby to sleep’ peaks
at 2 am pretty much across the world. 

Notwithstanding the limitations,
search is the first instrument in human
history that captures what a genuinely
random cross-section of humanity
privately wonders about, without asking
them to answer a question that creates
its own biases. As search itself morphs
into AI mode, this compilation captures
an important moment in the transition
to reflect on. 
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Beyond software and algorithms, AI’s
rise relies on a critical backbone: data
centres, power grids, advanced cooling,
connectivity networks and skilled talent.
India enters this AI race from a position
of considerable strength — as a top
digital economy and massive
prospective markets for AI adoption.

Yet, it still accounts for a modest
share of global data centre capacity.
Closing this gap can transform India
into a globally trusted destination for AI
compute, serving both domestic and
international demand.

Investment is already accelerating.
Between 2019 and 2025, India attracted

to clean power. AI-ready data centres
require round-the-clock low-carbon
electricity at predictable prices over
long horizons. Yet, operators continue
to navigate a fragmented landscape of
varying State-level open access
regulations, banking restrictions,
approval delays and uncertain charges
that complicate renewable energy
procurement. 

More consistency across frameworks,
alongside coordinated grid planning,
long-term regulatory certainty and
time-bound approvals, will make it
easier for operators to enter into
long-term clean energy arrangements. 

Ramachandran is President, Broadband India Forum,
and Adaggra is APDCA Board member and President,
APAC, Equinix

voluntary sustainability commitments
across energy e�ciency, clean energy
adoption, responsible water
management and circular economy
practices. For India, SDIA o�ers a
practical regional reference point as
policymakers consider how to align data
centre growth, AI ambition and
sustainability outcomes across diverse
state-level operating environments.

In fact, sustainability will increasingly
be the di�erentiating factor, and in this
the industry’s contribution is
noteworthy. Data centres are becoming
anchor customers for new solar and
wind projects, providing the long-term
demand certainty needed to support
investment. 

The single biggest requirement is
reliable, a�ordable and scalable access

approximately $94 billion in investment
commitments for data centres,
including over $56 billion in 2025 alone.
Installed capacity has more than tripled
since 2019, reaching the 1.9 GW mark in
2026, with a development pipeline
expected to add around 4.5 GW over the
next five years. The challenge now is to
ensure that this expansion supports
India’s AI ambitions without placing
unsustainable pressure on electricity,
water and other resources.

MEETING THE CHALLENGE

The industry is stepping up to meet that
challenge. The Asia-Pacific Data Centre
Association (APDCA) launched the
Sustainable Digital Infrastructure
Accord (SDIA) — the region’s first
industry-led framework establishing

TV Ramachandran
Cyrus Adaggra
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ACROSS

1. Piece of broken 

pottery (5)

4. Firmly placed in, or on, 

the ground (7) 

8. Those who sought to do

away with slavery (13) 

10. Hard mineral used for

polishing (5) 

11. A skating venue (4) 

12. Covered colonnade,

portico (4) 

16. Tinge deeply, moisten (5)

17. Cannot be ru�ed (13) 

19. Made furious (7) 20. 

Resided (5) 

DOWN

1. Unscrupulous business 

dealing (5,8) 

2. It indicates time being past (3) 

3. A motorist (6) 

4. Balanced (6)

5. Is pestering (6) 

6. An international sporting 

fixture (4,5) 

7. Belittling, slighting of 

something (13)

9. Sheet for smoothing wood (9) 

13. A fuel drilling plant (3-3)

14. Be plentiful (6) 

15. With the toes joined by tissue (6) 

18. An extra in cricket (3)

ACROSS

1. Initially Spode found it di�cult to make a bit of

pottery (5) 

4. Scheme Edward followed showing evidence to have

been ‘fixed’ (7) 

8. They seek to ban bail too : insist on changing it (13) 

10. Polishing medium merely appears to have lost

initial lustre (5) 

11. Where there's ice, don't begin to do what

Prohibition forbade (4)

12. Changes made as to the Painted Porch (4) 16. I'm

to be around university to fill my mind (5) 

17. Though I can't be upset I burp, malt beer being

around (13)

19. Infuriated by having to change gear in the finish (7)

20. Lived almost well though in extremes of debt (5)

DOWN

1. Rehearsal using only the black keys is an 

underhanded business (5,8)

2. A turn from the past (3)

3. Chau�eur may be used by a golfer (6)

4. I'd pose like this when standing ready for action (6) 

5. Girl giving nothing but a heartless ‘Yes', which is

aggravating (6) 

6. Try a vesta for an international event (4,5)

7. Priest managed to alter such slighting talk (13) 

9. It is rough, but it will make things smooth (9) 

13. One could give girl nothing that's well out at sea (3-3)

14. Be plentiful as a leap can be (6) 

15. First waterfowl declined to look like a duck's foot (6) 

18. State for one not drawing an opponent

in Derby event (3)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Model 4. Vertigo 8. Somewhere 9. Nut 10. Hostage 12. Urge 14. Address 17. Ovid 18. Deflate 20. Sin 21. Coral reef 23. Yearned 24. Yeast 

DOWN 1. Mischievously 2. Demise 3. Lowlands 4. Vie 5. Reek 6. Ignore 7. On the face of it 11. Erred 13. Usefully 15. Sienna 16. Camera 19. Scan 22. Rod

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2744

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2743

NOT SO EASY
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Containing costs

The Insurance Regulatory and Development Authority of India’s (Irdai’s) new con-

sultation paper on recalibrating the economics of insurance distribution has led to 

sharp drops in stock prices of entities dependent on distributing insurance products, 

including banks and non-banking financial companies (NBFCs). The paper proposes 

reducing the commission insurers can pay distributors across products and channels, 

alongside tighter limits on insurers’ expenses. The market reaction reflects concerns 

that the proposed commission caps and lower expense limits could materially alter 

the economics of selling insurance. Irdai, however, has identified a genuine problem. 

Distributor payouts have grown much faster than insurance premiums. Between 

2022-23 and 2024-25, commissions paid by insurers increased almost fourfold. In gen-

eral insurance, premiums sourced by brokers rose 37 per cent while commissions 

increased 173 per cent. For life-insurance corporate agents, premiums rose 28 per cent 

as against a 125 per cent increase in commissions. Thus, the cost of distribution seems 

to be rising without a commensurate increase in insurance coverage. 

For banks and NBFCs, insurance distribution has become a high-margin, capi-

tal-light source of income, leveraging existing branches and customer relationships. 

Irdai’s proposed caps are, therefore, aimed at changing incentives, not merely reduc-

ing costs. The new framework would link commissions to the insurance segment, 

product, distribution channel, complexity, and effort involved. The proposed limit 

on life insurers’ expenses of management would also be tightened, with the limit 

moving towards 12.5 per cent of gross premium in five years, while for general insurers 

it would move towards 20 per cent. There is a strong consumer-welfare aspect behind 

this shift. High upfront commissions can encourage distributors and employees to 

prioritise sales over suitability, which can result in mis-selling of insurance products. 

The regulator has argued that insurance markets should compete on price, product 

quality, and suitability rather than on the size of commissions. It has also said that the 

idea is to simplify the architecture for distribution. 

A system that pays several times more for acquiring a new customer than for 

retaining an existing one naturally places greater value on selling policies than on 

keeping them active. In this context, a recent note by CareEdge Ratings has suggested 

deferring part of the first-year commission, linking payouts to 13th- and 25th-month 

persistency, and clawing back commissions when policies lapse early. This could align 

distributor incentives more closely with the customer’s long-term interests. Such 

structures must be considered. This matters because India’s problem is not simply 

expensive insurance distribution but also inadequate coverage. Insurance penetra-

tion was only 3.7 per cent of gross domestic product in 2024-25, compared to over 6 per 

cent in developed markets. However, if lower commissions make low-ticket, low-

margin policies unattractive to sell, distributors could concentrate on aluent cus-

tomers. This would make it harder to extend insurance to smaller cities and 

lower-income households. These are precisely the segments that need greater finan-

cial protection. The challenge, therefore, is to prevent commission-led mis-selling 

without weakening the distribution capacity. 

The experience of the mutual-fund industry offers hope. Rules on the costs of dis-

tribution and management over the years have not affected the growth of the industry. 

In fact, improving penetration and fund flows have created a reliable and growing pool 

of risk capital for Indian businesses. Awareness campaigns have arguably played a sig-

nificant role. The insurance sector also needs to work on pull factors rather than remain 

a push category. Reducing costs would be a good starting point.

The art of ‘diplotainment’

The much-anticipated summit between United States (US) President Donald 

Trump and his Chinese counterpart, Xi Jinping, displayed more pomp and circum-

stance than substantive progress. If anything, the fact that the two leaders of the 

world’s most powerful countries met at all is being portrayed as an achievement. 

But the event, which critics described as “diplotainment”, did not resolve deep dif-

ferences over trade, artificial intelligence (AI), rare earths, technology controls and 

transfer, Taiwan, and Iran. There was no joint statement after the three-day visit — 

the first visit by a Chinese President to the White House in a decade — nor a joint 

press conference. In an unusual diplomatic gesture, Mr Trump chose to break pro-

tocol and travelled to Maryland to meet Mr Xi at the Andrews Air Force Base. The 

White House also chose to highlight the personal tour Mr Trump gave Mr Xi of the 

new helipad on the White House South Lawn. A dinner in Washington featuring the 

nation’s power elite, specifically the “tech bros” — Apple’s Tim Cook, Amazon’s Jeff 

Bezos, Alphabet’s Sundar Pichai, OpenAI’s Sam Altman, Tesla’s Elon Musk and 

Nvidia’s Jensen Huang — appeared to be another highlight. Beyond that, the key 

element of the visit was the status quo. 

The two countries agreed to extend the truce that ended last year’s trade war 

until January 10; it was due to expire in November. But on the closely followed issue 

of AI development, there was no progress. Mr Trump, who chose to coin a term for 

AI — super intelligence — merely agreed that developments in the field should 

always remain under human control. On Taiwan, where a $14 billion US arms pack-

age has been in abeyance since the two leaders met in May, the Chinese readout of 

the meet said Mr Xi urged Mr Trump to “maintain” US opposition to the island-

nation’s independence and handle the question with “prudence”. There was no 

response to this in any White House statement. In May, Mr Trump had said with-

holding the package was a “very good negotiating chip”, a statement that has 

alarmed Indo-Pacific allies ever since. On China’s relations with Iran, the other 

major point of friction, there were no announced results after the summit. 

All in all, the fact that the Trump-Xi summit took place is being seen as a signal 

that the two largest economies plan to remain engaged at the very least. Indeed, the 

fact that they will remain engaged is also good news for a world already struggling 

with the consequences of a US-Israel war against Iran. With an agreement on the 

Strait of Hormuz, through which more than a fifth of the world’s oil and gas travels, 

still elusive, the last thing the world needs at this stage is a tit-for-tat action on trade 

and the freezing of global supply chains, as happened last year. The two will meet 

again at least twice later this year — Mr Trump said he would meet Mr Xi in Beijing 

in November and in Florida for the G20 meet. By then, the mid-term elections will 

have clarified Mr Trump’s powers in his remaining years in the presidency. So how 

far these meetings will yield more substantive agreement on any of the issues that 

continue to strain Sino-US relations remains an open question.

The Trump-Xi summit yielded few substantive gains

Irdai’s proposals will help reduce mis-selling

ajay shah, nikit abhyankar & amol phadke 

First we got a revolution in the prices of solar panels. 
Now solar generation delivers at ~2.5 per kWh (kilowatt 
hour). But the sun shines only for a few hours a day in 
India. Traditionally this has implied a strong case for 
coal-thermal plants. Then we got a revolution in the 
prices of batteries. 

Policymakers in India recently asked a remarkable 
and unusual question by global standards. Solar 
Energy Corporation of India (SECI) ran an auction to 
buy electricity capacity where they (SECI) demanded 
the availability of a thermal generator. A bidder who 
plans to use solar or wind is then forced to load up with 
the batteries required, to charge in the day, so as to 
deliver thermal-style availability. This auction dis-
covered a price of ~5.25 per kWh, guaranteed for 25 
years (https://bit.ly/ RElikecoal). 

It is hard to identify a single comparable price for 
coal thermal in India because coal-extraction rights are 
given by the state in non-market ways. But if we look at 
recent new coal-power contracts in India, they are 
priced at ~5.38-6.30 a unit. The SECI-discovered ther-
mal-mimicking price for renewable power is now 10 
per cent cheaper than that for new coal. 

This is a historic milestone. Every buyer of electric-
ity in India will now look for ways to replace expensive 
coal power. The government-controlled electricity 
system creates friction against this process. It imposes 
cross-subsidies, levies transmission charges, and 

erects administrative barriers that protect coal. But a 
10 per cent pricing advantage creates the incentive 
required for firms to find their way out. 

The traditional view was that there is not much give 
when it comes to buying electricity. You whined about 
the problems of the grid and left things at that. Now, 
every buyer has the incentive to think about how to 
make or buy solar energy and get it transported to the 
point of use, so as to reduce direct or indirect purchase 
from coal-thermal plants. 

The most remarkable feature of this situation is 
that, as they say in American, “You ain’t seen nothing 
yet.” There are four additional factors that favour the 
solar path. 

First, the thermal-mimicking price of ~5.25 per 
kWh is fixed in nominal rupees for 25 years. It gets 
cheaper by the Indian inflation rate of 4 per cent 
every year. The world price of coal (in rupees) grew 
by about 9 per cent per year in rupees over the last 20 
years. The world is rapidly switching to renewables, 
and therefore there will be a glut of coal. So let us 
assume that in the future, the price of coal will go up 
by only 2 per cent per year in rupees. Then we are 
comparing the 2 per cent cost increase annually, for 
50-60 per cent of the cost of thermal electricity, 
versus a zero per cent price rise for solar. Every year, 
the coal path becomes more uncompetitive. 

Second, energy-system thinkers never envisaged 
that the future of electricity involved thermal-
mimicking production. Every country is moving 

towards a market-determined price for electricity, 
first for commercial and industrial users, and then for 
all. Under market pricing, the evening price of elec-
tricity is higher. The demand side will adjust, so that 
the coal-style base load is not required. The SECI 
tender answers an extreme question: Do solar and 
batteries beat coal at a game defined on the terms of 
coal? We now know this answer is “Yes”. But the 
future definitely involves dynamically fluctuating 
prices in the day. The economic superiority of solar is 
then even higher. 

Third, the cost gains on batteries and solar panels, 
through “Wright’s law”, are not finished. In coming 
years, these price gains will continue. The capital cost 
of new solar and battery capacity will drop, and the 
superiority of solar over coal will grow. 

Fourth, firms exporting to destinations that have a 
Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism will find the 
superiority of solar to be greater than 10 per cent owing 
to the wider use of carbon pricing outside India. 

We are all used to the long journey of renewables 
and decarbonisation. This has slowly moved forward 
in past decades. While a lot of solar capacity has come 
up in India, its impact on the energy-generation mix 
is as yet limited. India remains a country in which 
about 74 per cent of the electricity generated is based 
on fossil fuels. The weary, wise, experienced, power-
ful people believe they have heard the renewables 
story all their life and things haven’t changed much. 

We have crossed the tipping-point and now things 
will change. The key thing is economic superiority. As 
long as solar was expensive, its growth was limited. But 
now, the economics of solar power has comprehen-
sively beaten that of fossil fuels. Now we will get non-
linear adjustment in prices of financial assets and in 
the real economy. Now, it is about business sense and 
not about exhortation. It is not about the terrible 
carbon-dioxide emission associated with coal. It is not 
about the terrible air pollution that goes with coal. 
Every buyer in India that cares about reducing cost will 
doggedly find ways to get out of buying coal-thermal 
power and switch to solar power. 

What does this milestone imply for finance  
and industry? 

First, for firms that buy electricity, energy pro-
curement should not be viewed as a passive admin-
istrative function. This now requires attention from 
boards, business leaders and consulting firms. There 
are opportunities to navigate grid-access rules to 
bypass the government system. This may involve 
mechanisms such as captive generation, group cap-
tive structures, routing through the Inter-State 
Transmission System, etc. 

Second, there are possibilities of investment and 
growth for renewable-energy firms. Capital will 
flow to these ventures, driving a boom in finance 
and economics. 

Third, the value of coal-thermal firms has changed. 
New investment in coal and some of the existing high-
cost coal plants are increasingly priced out and will face 
declining utilisation and reduced margins. Lenders 
and equity investors need to reprice these exposures. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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Among the salient rice varieties of India, Basmati has 
hogged the limelight, albeit quite deservedly, but Kala-
namak rice, the most ancient scented rice with numer-
ous outstanding features and great cultural 
significance, has not received due appreciation. Kala-
namak is the healthiest, nutrient-dense, fragrant rice 
with its own distinct texture, flavour, and strong 
aroma. The other prominent sweet-smelling rice var-
ieties are West Bengal’s Gobindobhog and Tulaipanji, 
Tamil Nadu’s Seeraga Samba, Maharash-
tra’s Ambemohar, Manipur’s Chak Hao, 
and Assam’s Joha rice. Overall, more than 
300 indigenous types of aromatic rice 
have been formally documented in India. 

Notably, Kalanamak has featured in 
the book “Specialty Rices of the World”, 
brought out by the United Nations Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) in 
2012. It was also included in the distinc-
tive native rice varieties of India pres-
ented to the FAO chief by Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi during his recent visit to 
Italy. In 2013, this rice received the Geo-
graphical-Indication tag as the exclusive 
produce of the Terai region of eastern Uttar Pra-
desh, especially the areas around Gorakhpur, Sidd-
hartha Nagar, and Maharajganj, besides some 
adjoining parts of Nepal.  

For farmers, this heritage rice is proving a money-
spinner. Going by the oicial data presented in Parlia-
ment during its last session, the profitability of 
Kalanamak farming between 2018 and 2025 surged 
three times that of normal rice in Siddhartha Nagar 
district, where its cultivation is being promoted under 
the Union government’s “One District One Product” 
scheme. The market prices of Kalanamak have spiked 

from around ~40 a kg to over ~150 during this period. 
The branded variety of Kalanamak (polished and 
unpolished) is normally sold online at prices ranging 
from ~200 to ~350 a kg. 

Of the numerous factors that set Kalanamak apart 
from other aromatic non-Basmati rice types, the most 
significant one is its association with Lord Buddha. 
Legend has it that a handful of this rice variety was 
given by the Buddha as “prasad” to the people of Kapi-

lavastu, his childhood homeland, when 
he returned there after attaining 
enlightenment. According to the writing 
of the Chinese monk Fa-Hien, the 
Buddha pronounced that this rice would 
have a “typical aroma which will always 
remind people of me”. Even today this 
rice is often called “Buddha rice” in trade 
circles. This epithet is gainfully exploited 
by exporters to sell it in high-value mar-
kets in countries such as Japan, Thailand, 
Vietnam, Singapore and Myanmar, 
where Buddhism is predominant.  

This unique species of rice derives its 
name from two distinct features. The 

term “kala” (black) comes from the dark colour of its 
husk, though the milled grains are white or creamy 
white; and “namak”, meaning salt, from the salty 
(saline) nature of the soil of its native track. 

The special traits of Kalanamak include its excellent 
nutritional profile, easy digestibility, and low glycemic 
index, which make it suitable for consumption even by 
diabetic and weight-conscious people. It has an excep-
tionally high protein content of 16-17 per cent, more than 
double that of normal rice. Besides, it is a rich source of 
iron, zinc, magnesium, and several other essential 
micronutrients, which help boost natural immunity. 

The low glycemic index ensures that its inherent sugar 
is released in the body gradually, without posing any 
danger of an abrupt spurt in blood-sugar level. While the 
high protein and micronutrient density make con-
sumers of Kalanamak feel satiated for long, obviating 
the need for frequent snacking, the low glycemic index 
offers additional support for weight reduction without 
wholly excluding the rice from the routine diet. 

Innumerable traditional strains (technically 
termed “landraces”) of Kalanamak are being culti-
vated by farmers for ages. Over 1,700 of them have for-
mally been registered with the Plant Varieties and 
Farmers Rights Protection Authority of India, and pre-
served at the National Gene Bank. However, most of 
these strains have low productivity, and are vulnerable 
to pests and diseases. Besides, their plants are tall and 
amenable to falling due to strong winds. The Indian 
Council of Agricultural Research (ICAR) has now man-
aged to develop improved varieties of Kalanamak free 
from these drawbacks. 

Of its six new high-yielding varieties, released in 
recent years, two are of short height with relatively 
sturdy stems to mitigate the menace of flattening due 
to winds. These are named Bauna Kalanamak 101 and 
Bauna Kalanamak 102. The other four superior strains 
include Kalanamak KN3, Kalanamak Kiran, Pusa Nar-
endra Kalanamak 1, and Pusa CRD Kalanamak 2. The 
average yield of the short-height Kalanamak varieties 
is about 4.5 tonnes per hectare, substantially higher 
than the 2.5 tonnes of the traditional varieties. 

While the advanced technology being evolved by 
farm scientists can be expected to raise the overall pro-
duction of this prized rice, more efforts are called for 
to enhance its market demand by promoting it within 
the country and abroad. This would further augment 
the profitability of farming this variety.

The British writer Ben Macintyre has 
made an illustrious career of taking dusty 
government archives and transforming 
them into propulsive nonfiction thrillers. 
His Operation Mincemeat was adapted 
for both screen and stage, and  A Spy 
Among Friends became a TV series. With 
his latest, Redwood, he has done it again. 
The story centres on the defection of the 
KGB major Vladimir Kuzichkin, who was 
stationed in Tehran during the chaos fol-
lowing the 1979 Iranian Revolution. 

The reason for his defection wasn’t 
ideology or money but sex. Specifically, 
he suffered from erectile dysfunction. 
Afraid that the Iranians or the Soviets 

might discover his impairment, he 
insisted the operation be performed in 
the West. “Kuzichkin was the first spy 
in history,” Macintyre writes, “to 
demand, as the price of defection, the 
removal of his foreskin”. That insist-
ence, Macintyre argues, altered the his-
tory of the West Asia. 

The stakes were enormous. The fall of 
the Shah had deprived Washington of its 
closest ally in the region, the hostage 
crisis had severed relations with Tehran 
and the Soviet invasion of neighbouring 
Afghanistan had increased fears of a 
greater Kremlin expansion. Iran, which 
shared a long border with the Soviet 
Union and was now at war with Iraq, 
seemed particularly vulnerable. Western 
intelligence was especially concerned 
about the Tudeh, Iran’s pro-Soviet Com-
munist Party, which had penetrated the 
government and the military. What they 
didn’t know was how extensive the pen-
etration was — or when Moscow 
intended to exploit it. 

On October 1, 1981, Kuzichkin entered 

the British Embassy in Tehran, presented 
himself as a vice consul with an “urgent” 
matter to discuss, and told Nicholas Bar-
rington, Britain’s senior diplomat in 
Tehran, that he wanted to spy for Britain. 
MI6 code-named him REDWOOD. He 
stood over 6 feet 4 inches, a head taller 
than his case oicer; the cryptonym was 
chosen for the world’s tallest tree. 

For eight months, Kuzichkin spied 
from the Soviet Embassy, and what he 
produced was extraordinary. His intelli-
gence portrayed the Tudeh Party as a 
Soviet-funded puppet, directed (and 
very likely armed) by the KGB. Aston-
ishingly, Macintyre writes, MI6 gave 
everything that Kuzichkin revealed to 
the Ayatollah — with Kuzichkin himself 
presenting the evidence at a secret 
meeting in Islamabad. 

MI6 had also revealed their source 
and plans to the CIA director William 
Casey. In 1982, Casey gave the operation 
“full-throated American support”, 
believing that he was thereby “signing 
the death warrant of the Communist 

Party in Iran”, Macintyre writes, which 
meant putting “the lives of several thou-
sand people at risk”. 

In Macintyre’s telling, the American 
spy chief was working from an inter-
agency memo warning that the Soviets 
could take Iran in nine to 14 weeks, a 
scenario that raised the possibility of an 
American nuclear response. But not 
everyone shared the panic. Macintyre 
himself doubts that Moscow intended to 
invade. The evidence for such a plan was 
thin. The Tudeh Party was too weak to 
seize power on its own, and, in the short 
term at least, the Kremlin also had rea-
sons to tolerate Khomeini: However hos-
tile he was to communism, he was even 
more hostile to the United States. 

To forestall a danger that might have 
been largely imaginary, between 6,000 
and 10,000 Tudeh members were 
apprehended and locked up, Macintyre 
claims, and hundreds or perhaps thou-
sands of people died. Tudeh leaders 
were tortured, forced into televised  
confessions, and, in some cases, 

executed or lynched. 
Macintyre’s verdict is that 

“the REDWOOD case was both 
a success and a failure, a ploy 
that ended in victory and 
defeat, a significant achiev-
ement and a grave mistake, 
proof of the fickle pattern of 
unintended consequences”. 
By stoking the Islamic Repub-
lic’s paranoia and brutality 
and helping the mullahs to 
consolidate power, America 
and Britain, he writes, “inad-
vertently helped create the 
monster” they now condemn. 

Macintyre’s larger point 
— that the Iran of 2026 was 
not foreseeable from Century House in 
1982 — is unarguable, and his parallel to 
the arming of the Mujahideen in 
Afghanistan is well made. 

One of Macintyre’s more audacious 
conclusions is that had Viagra existed in 
1981, Kuzichkin might not have defected, 
and there might have been a successful 
Tudeh coup after all with the help of 
Soviet firepower. The Cold War might 
have ended differently, or catastroph-
ically. It is a startling counterfactual, and 

one somewhat at odds with 
Macintyre’s own scepticism 
about the Soviet threat. In 
fact, the Tudeh Party wasn’t 
popular, even within Iran’s 
fractured left. 

The book’s last pages are its 
saddest. Resettled as Alex-
ander Larkin, a British citizen, 
Kuzichkin drank, ranted about 
hit men and was once picked 
up naked at a Somerset service 
station. One evening in 2009 he 
sat down with a bottle of vodka 
and the film Amadeus, a story 
of betrayal. By morning there 
was nothing left in the bottle, 
and Kuzichkin was dead. (As of 

this writing, Wikipedia still has him 
living.) “In his cups”, Macintyre reports, he 
grieved the people he had helped send to 
their graves. The defector reached a 
harsher verdict than his historian does. 
But only one of them was there. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer, who writes frequently 
about Russia, is the author of 17  
novels including, most recently,  
The Oligarch’s Daughter 
©2026 The New York Times News Service

The spy who came in from the Cold War
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A tipping point in Indian energy
There will be a nonlinear adjustment in India’s  
shift to renewables

FARM VIEW 
surinder sud 

A ‘legendary’ rice variety

illustration: ajaya mohanty
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As damage control, EC sought to project unity after the recent ex-

posé of  differences within the 3-member poll panel. But ques-

tions about its functioning remain. One of  the key issues of  diffe-

rence between CEC Gyanesh Kumar and the two ECs, Sukhbir

Singh Sandhu and Vivek Joshi, as ET reported last week, was the

annual Summary Special Revision (SSR) of  electoral rolls. The

2026-27 revision missed its May-June announcement window, de-

laying the inclusion of  new 18-year-old voters, and disrupting a

process followed since 1958. On Saturday, EC said young and first-

time voters can seek inclusion through continuous updation and

directed officials to launch a special enrolment drive. But it did

not announce resumption of  the annual SSR.

Sandhu and Joshi are learnt to have earli-

er pushed for SSR to resume, arguing that it

is required under electoral-roll manual.

The exercise has become more urgent since

the commission introduced 4 qualifying da-

tes, allowing eligible young people to regis-

ter through the year, rather than wait until

the following January. The delay followed

the launch of  SIR, first in Bihar in 2025, and later in other states.

Young India is a substantial and increasingly consequential

part of  the electorate. The ‘Gen Z’-led protests earlier this year

were a reminder that it is neither disengaged nor indifferent.

There can be a legitimate case for cleaning up electoral rolls thro-

ugh SIR. But EC’s core failure is allowing that exercise to disrupt

the routine process of  enrolling new voters, without ensuring a

clear, timely alternative. A voter-roll exercise cannot be allowed

to stall another, particularly when the consequence is to leave eli-

gible new voters uncertain about when and how they can exerci-

se a basic democratic right.

Caught Zzz-ing with
First-Time Voters

The insurance regulator is likely to face industry push-

back over proposals to lower insurance distribution

costs by reintroducing caps removed in 2023. Its consul-

tation paper has roiled stock prices of  fintechs speciali-

sing in selling insurance and, to a lesser extent, those of

listed insurers. IRDAI’s proposed caps on commissions

are a fraction of  those being paid out now and will dis-

rupt distribution of  insurance in the short term. Yet the

pain is unavoidable for the industry to put more money

into coverage instead of  commissions on sales. Growth

of  insurance is in line with the economy, but industry ne-

eds to grow much faster to make up for low penetration. A

critical metric is the ratio of  costs that go into providing

cover and distributing products. This must be set right

for improved long-term prospects.

The issue of  distribution pricing is linked to transpa-

rency, and IRDAI’s proposals have de-

alt with it at length. Mis-selling of  in-

surance is rampant because of  opa-

que cost structures, and the regula-

tor’s effort to curb it is welcome. Many

insurance products are cross-sold

with other financial products. Disen-

tangling the incentive structures into

discrete components is a genuine requirement. Related-

party transactions must be brought under scrutiny. This

apart, business practices among insurance stakeholders

must be brought into the open. Effects of  IRDAI’s propo-

sals will not be uniform because insurance distribution

models differ across products, but the idea is to bring eg-

regious incentives to heel.

Once set in motion, the process is likely to change in-

dustry dynamics. Insurers with lower costs are expected

to benefit. This will shape industry feedback to IRDAI’s

consultation paper. Expect a concerted move to dilute so-

me of  the proposals, and the regulator will have to balan-

ce immediate reactions against lingering consequences.

A rethink 3 years after new rules were imposed is not the

easiest of  choices. The harder bit, though, is getting sta-

keholders on board.

More Insurance,
Less Salesmanship
IRDAI proposed commission caps are needed

A year ago, a harsh law barged its
way into the maze of  legislation.
Laced with political grandstan-
ding, the bill was charged through
Parliament, becoming law three
days after being introduced. It
imposed a total ban on online real
money games (RMGs), with popu-
lar offerings like poker, rummy and
cricket.

Non-bailable warrants (NBWs),
imprisonment and stiff  fines —
features to deter virtual casinos
and armies of  bookies — were
permitted under Promotion and
Regulation of  Online Gaming Act
(PROGA). It’s extra-territorial
jurisdiction, GoI declared, would be
used against offshore betting
platforms targeting Indian citi-
zens. Backed by documented deaths
and evidence of  financial ruin
caused by betting, votaries of  sin
economy didn’t have a chance.
Soon, it was a closed chapter.

However, a chargesheet reported-
ly filed by ED said a banned gamb-
ling app and sister websites, which
have laundered ̀̀ 90,000 cr so far, are
‘still operational and running a
huge number of  panels’. This is the
latest findings of  the agency, which
investigates forex irregularities
and money laundering.

So, here’s an illegal betting empi-
re, thriving long after it was ban-
ned, run by shadowy characters,
with the kingpin pulling levers
from a comfortable prison cell in
Oman. He’s assisted by bookma-
kers, hawala agents and hired
hands to collect money from play-
ers, move it through ‘mule’ bank

accounts before transferring over-
seas. About ̀̀ 2,000 cr assets be-
longing to the notorious app have
been frozen, and a few mid-level
actors linked to it have been arres-
ted in India while the puppet-
masters, with Gulf  hideouts and
Vanuatu citizenships, remain
safely out of  the law’s reach.

Why did PROGA fail? Is it too early
to judge? But rarely, if  ever, has a
stern, sweeping law, enacted on
wings of  urgency, has been under-
mined so fast with such cavalier
disregard. Chances are the master-
minds may carry on with impunity.
Why? Inability to bring them back
for various reasons, irresistible
incentives in illegal betting justify
risks and an inexhaustible supply
of  players driven by dopamine
release from gambling wins (as
seen in China and Iran despite
tyrannous laws).

A few months before ED disclosed
its findings — probably, to gather
more evidence, implicate more
persons and buy some time —
another story, subtly similar, played
out. It’s about cryptocurrency, and
the authorities’ decision — conscio-
us or random — to do nothing. RBI

officials reportedly told a parlia-
mentary panel, which examined
the multiple loose ends in crypto
trade, that ‘not having a policy is
also a policy’.

The stance stems from half-baked
crypto frameworks in several
countries, and the relatively small
Indian crypto market where a
meltdown wouldn’t move the politi-
cal or economic needle. Online
betting had flourished in a policy
void till reports of  suicides and
losses surfaced. With no rules,
many betting firms, like some
crypto platforms, indulged in sharp
practices, allegedly using bots to
rig games and shortchanging
players allured by initial wins.

It could have been avoided with
steps like KYC rules (as in advan-
ced jurisdictions) to exclude kids
and financially weaker players,
cooling-off  mechanism to fix inter-
vals between games, minimum
deposits, and self-exclusion to
minimise unsettling incidents and
salvage a sector that generated
`̀1,200 cr a month from GST alone.

Instead, after letting it fester for
years, exasperated rule-makers,
who lacked imagination or the will

to regulate a complex, tech-based
business that some found morally
unacceptable, picked a sledgeham-
mer, when a scalpel could have
saved the day. But the heavy-handed
legislation didn’t end the misery.
Online betting, now run by non-
state actors paying no tax, continu-
es to proliferate.

A similar fate awaits cryptos if  the
industry is free to figure its way out
in a policy twilight zone. While
online gambling went undergro-
und, states are in a turf  war to
preserve their rights to regulate
offline gambling. Haryana recently
passed a law, and the case where
states are challenging the constitu-
tional validity of  PROGA and the
federal overreach is scheduled to
come up on Oct 6-7.

While money games bring out the
inefficacy of  a hurriedly passed
law, cryptos reflect helplessness of
authorities to frame a new law. It’s a
milieu where a law student may be
reminded of  Harold A Linstone,
who had said, ‘…we are approa-
ching the new era with 21st century
technologies, 20th century gover-
nance process and 19th century
governance structures.’

In the uncharted AI landscape,
there will be many future clashes
between law, technology and
finance. It will show up in algorith-
mic accountability (where persons
behind AI take responsibility for
their actions), decentralised sy-
stems where financial assets are
managed by user networks and not
banks, and cross-border frag-
mentation as overlapping and
conflicting rules between countri-
es impact deals and data. No regu-
lator or government can ignore
them.

Gaming and crypto can hone the
skills in tackling them. Instead, we
have chosen to wish them away or
hush them down.

sugata.ghosh@timesofindia.com

More Sinning Than Sinned Against

A bit too rough, no?

Sugata Ghosh

Raise a Glass to Scots,
Welsh, Irish, English…
It’s rum that England’s relationship with Scots has soured

further over whisky. It began earlier this month when

Trump spoke about a united Ireland. That suddenly galvani-

sed Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales, leading them to

gang up not only on that issue, but now also dram up regional

unity on whisky/whiskey, irked by London issuing a geog-

raphical indication status to protect England’s own ‘water

of  life’ this month.

The three ‘nations’ may well have rekindled the indepen-

dence issue because they can’t scotch England’s whisky pro-

tection plan. What seems to have really got them in a ferment

is the small concession London granted England’s growing

number of  single malt makers: the whisky has to be only dis-

tilled at a single distillery, rather than have every stage of

production — including sourcing, mashing and fermenta-

tion — at the same site. Watering down that crucial condi-

tion has clearly put the ‘intra-UK’ relationship on the rocks.

But will this hasten a full-fledged dismantling of  ‘United’

Kingdom? That would be peaty. Especially as such a step wo-

uld go against the grain of  their connected histories and ge-

ography. British PM Andy Burnham knows the memo isn’t

legally binding. But they do have him over a barrel. We, here

in India, can raise a glass to Cyril Radcliffe, and have a

chuckle over the Brit obsession to draw a line or two.

Is the ‘United’ Kingdom on the rocks
over their whiskies/whiskeys?

JUST IN JEST

RASHMIN DESHMUKH

In recent years, celebrations in
our country have gone ostenta-
tiously noisy be it a festival,
social event, public concert or
even a personal occasion.

One wonders why we are
opting for annoying booms and
noise blasts in the name of
celebration. Certainly, ever-
advancing technology is rapid-
ly bringing to us latest celebra-
tory tools but, the real worry is
that a vast majority of  us are
attuning to them.

Why do we really need to raise
the level of  our joy to the deafe-
ning high decibels when even a
soft voice of  few decibels is
enough to please human heart?
Have we become immune and
insensitive to the little sweet
sounds around and within us.
Attuning ourselves to the
cacophony seems to be a clear
reflection of  the insufficiency,
insecurity, vexation, angst and
aggression that we hold wit-
hin. ‘Loudness is the armour
of  the insecure,’ someone has
rightly said.

We are growing thunderous
because we are failing to regu-
late the disturbing high deci-
bels within. Introspection and
emotional regulation are what
we truly need to undertake. Let
us open our ears to the virtuous
voices within, let us under-
stand that a gentle whisper is
enough to soothe our soul. Let’s
realise that a conscientious
rational thought is adequate to
empower us, simply practising
a spiritual emotion such as
forgiveness suffices.

Celebrating
In Stillness
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No Shortcut to
Experience
Apropos the Edit ‘Are You
Experienced? You’ll Be a Big AI
Help’ (Sept 26), the enduring
value of  institutional ex-
perience in an AI-driven work-
place is beyond doubt. The
bigger risk, however, is the
erosion of  the learning ladder
through which experience is
acquired. While AI can en-
hance productivity, it cannot
replace judgment, which
develops only over time. Both
new and seasoned employees
must continuously reskill as
technology evolves. The chal-
lenge is particularly acute in
services, where AI can perform
routine cognitive tasks rapidly.
Yet there is no shortcut to
acquiring the experience and
judgment that remain essenti-
al in any workplace.
Brij B Goyal, Ludhiana

Chat Room

Beijing:At the end of  a long red car-
pet, the two presidents and their wi-
ves stood before a 21-member honour
guard as the national flags of  both co-
untries waved. They looked like two
powers of  equal stature, at ease with
each other. Is this what strategic sta-
bility looks like?

The opening ceremony was the
biggest takeaway from Xi Jinping’s
state visit to Washington last week.
Announcements at the close on Fri-
day were modest: tariff  cuts on $30
bn of  ‘non-sensitive’ goods in each di-
rection, a new dialogue on AI safety
and a 2-month extension of  the trade
truce due to expire on November 10.
That truce, struck in Busan last Oc-
tober, ended a year of  duelling ta-
riffs, export controls and rare-earth
restrictions.

Little was said about US war on
Iran. Yet, no current event matters
more to the relationship, even as its
weight has grown since Trump’s sta-
te visit to Beijing in May, which was
postponed from April when the US
and Israel began their bombing cam-
paign. The exchange of  blows is now
intermittent. But it hasn’t stopped.

Refilling America’s arsenal requi-
res a continued flow of  rare earths
from China, and US air defence is
where the shortage is most critical.
Center for Strategic and Internatio-
nal Studies (CSIS)
estimates that the
US began the war
with more than
2,300 Patriot inter-
ceptors and now has
significantly fewer
than 1,000.

CSIS expects Pat-
riot stocks to take 3
years or more to re-
cover, even if  no more are fired. Yet,
they keep being fired. When Irani-
an missiles struck Muwaffaq Salti
Air Base in Jordan earlier this
month, US forces launched more
than 30 Patriots in a single night.

By starting the war, the US and Is-
rael gave Iran a compelling reason to
dash for a nuclear weapon, a move
that would all but guarantee a third
all-out round of  fighting. The first ca-
me in June 2025, when the US struck
Iranian nuclear sites of  Fordow, Na-
tanz, and Isfahan, with Trump then
claiming that the US had ‘completely
and totally obliterated’ them.

US dependence on China was il-
lustrated in April 2025 when Chinese
exports of  rare earths and magnets
were suspended 2 days after Trump’s
‘Liberation Day’ tariffs were anno-
unced on April 2. By late May, a Ford
assembly line in Chicago had stop-
ped for want of  magnets.

A September 2026 Council on Fo-
reign Relations (CFR) report, ‘Dis-
mantling China’s Supply-Chain We-
apon: A Transatlantic Strategy for
Critical Minerals,’ concedes that Be-
ijing can cut off  western firms at its
discretion, and that without critical
materials the US ‘would fail to reple-
nish the ammunition used during
the US-Iran war’. Without missiles,
the US cannot fight Iran through
another intense round, or serve

what Washington has made its para-
mount foreign policy interest: pro-
tecting Israel.

To give strategic stability real me-
aning, it should rest on 2 things: per-
manence over time and distance bet-
ween two powers. In China, the out-
come sought is a US that stays on its
side of  the Pacific. For all the page-
antry, nothing at the summit hinted
at such a permanent shift. The conti-
nued freeze on a $14 bn arms package
for Taiwan, in place since May, is a
pause rather than a cancellation.

Washington’s current position
was set out by undersecretary of
war for policy Elbridge Colby during
his visit to the Philippines in Au-
gust. He avoided commenting on
China, signalling that the US means
to keep quiet, at least for now. But he
made clear that the first island cha-
in, running from Japan through Tai-
wan to the Philippines, would not be
given up.

A rival vision arrived a month la-

ter, now hotly debated in strategic
circles, in the Defense Priorities re-
port, ‘A Second Island Chain Strate-
gy for Asia’. It argues that the first is-
land chain is too vulnerable to de-
fend, and US defence treaties with
Japan, South Korea, the Philippines
and Australia should be ended and
non-intervention over Taiwan be
declared. (India, treated as another
theatre entirely, finds no mention.)

Those 2 positions, charted out in
CFR and Defense Priorities re-
ports, will define the US’ debate
over what strategic stability me-
ans. Pressures on Washington po-
int toward the second. National
debt has passed $40 tn and the 10-ye-
ar treasury yield has crossed 5%,
making it hard to fund the Trump
regime’s $1.5 tn defence request for
fiscal 2027, an over-40% increase
over spending in FY2026.

More important than the fiscal
strain is the social one. Majority of
Americans under 50, regardless of
party affiliation, no longer share
Washington’s pro-Israel posture,
feeding a weariness with maintai-
ning bases around the world.

Strategic stability was not achie-
ved at this summit. It’s, however, so-
mething to expect in the Pacific.

The writer is a Beijing-based corporate lawyer

There Wasn’t Much to Xi
Optics Hide 
Asymmetry

US-China summit offered little substance, but its optics showed changing balance between the two

Kai Xue

lines on Taiwan were sharper.
China’s attempts to stamp the US

relationship with Beijing-speak is
diplomatic strategy to impose and
constrain bilateral discussions. It
came to the fore in 2013 when Xi pro-
posed ‘a new model of  major-count-
ry relations’ to Barack Obama. In
other words, a ‘G2’ by another na-
me. It may have seemed like gra-
sping at the time. But not anymore.
Today Xi acts like G1.

Notice the language used on
Taiwan. He advised Trump to

‘adhere to the correct position
of  opposing Taiwan indepen-
dence.’ Meaning, the current
US policy that allows for am-
biguity was insufficient.
Since Trump has already
paused the second arms
package to Taiwan ($14 bn) in

deference to Xi, and against the wis-
hes of  the US Congress, the Chinese
leader pressed for more. As Brett Fet-
terly of  The Asia Group commented,

‘China feels pretty
good about the way
the Taiwan conver-
sations are going
right now...’

The age of  conta-
inment is decidedly
over, and the impor-
tance of  the Indo-
Pacific in US policy
as a key theatre ap-

pears to be declining. But US-China
competition continues to boil below
the surface in a few select fields such
as AI. The movie is not over.

Xi wants Trump’s MAGA move-
ment and his call for the ‘great reju-
venation of  the Chinese nation’ to
reinforce each other. Talk is easy for
Xi. He has the upper hand, decisive
leverage, monopolistic control over
critical minerals, domination of
key supply chains and a longer poli-
tical life. He came to Washington
fortified by the recently held SCO
and BRICS summits where he pre-
sented China as a stable alternative
to an unreliable US.

Trump, on the other hand, has fe-
wer options to force outcomes he
wants for unhappy farmers and US
companies under Beijing’s pressu-
re. He wants China to stop helping
Iran and Russia with intelligence
and equipment. But that’s a bridge
too far. A king’s welcome was meant
to soften Xi. But Chinese leaders
don’t operate that way.

In his very first remarks on US so-
il, Xi repeated his warning about the
‘Thucydides trap,’ a theory that war
can result when a rising power chal-
lenges a reigning power. He sugges-
ted their militaries hold regular dia-
logue and improve crisis communi-
cation and prevention mechanisms.
The Pentagon will likely take him up
on that.

Trump and Xi will meet again at
the Apec summit in Shenzhen and
for G20 in Florida. The frequency is
unprecedented, and somewhat alar-
ming for Indo-Pacific countries, in-
cluding India, which neither wants a
US-China confrontation, nor a con-
dominium of  the two.

Xi Said,
He Listened

Seema Sirohi

The Trump-Xi summit was a joust
among equals. But China played mo-
re equal than the US. It was also a ma-
nagement class on how to maintain a
low-level détente while both sides re-
duce vulnerabilities and gather leve-
rage against each other.

Modest progress was made on tra-
de issues, which helps Trump with
the midterms and makes Xi look
reasonable. The two agreed to re-
duce tariffs on $30 bn worth of  go-
ods, extend a trade truce by two
months, set up a channel on AI
safety issues, address rare
earth supply chain issues
and establish a Board of  In-
vestment. China will buy 10
mn tonnes of  coal. The lea-
ders also discussed Ukrai-
ne, Iran and Russia, but to
what end is unclear.

Outcomes were thin — unless you
count the weight of  the pandas co-
ming to Atlanta Zoo. In fact, so thin
that the White House waited more

than 24 hours to send a one-line rea-
dout. The Chinese readout, dense
with details and laden with directi-
ves, was prompt. Cooperation sho-
uld be the mainstay of  the relations-
hip, differences should be managed
and competition kept within bounds
for (what else?) win-win results. As
they say, he who speaks first sets the
tone, and he did.

Optics were important. Xi had in-
sisted on a ‘state visit’ with all the
pomp and pageantry. That the White
House agreed was a win for him, and
validation as a global leader both at
home and abroad. The two men also
needed to create political peace —
Trump for a tough midterm election
which Republicans may lose thanks
to his trade and Iran wars, and Xi for
next year’s ‘election’ for an unprece-
dented 4th term. Managing the US re-
lationship well is crucial for power
plays within the Communist Party.

If  Trump was overly effusive
throughout the 2-day affair, Xi was
like a controlled experiment in a
lab where disturbances are syste-
matically neutralised. Having set
terms and terminology for a rela-
tionship of  ‘constructive strategic
stability’ at the May summit —
phrases conjured up by Beijing are
designed to steer the other side —
Xi fleshed them out this time. Red

Ali Akbar Khan’s 1970
recording of  Raga Kham-
maj, accompanied by Maha-
purush Misra on tabla, has
that rare quality of  seeming
simultaneously magisterial
and mischievous. Khan
doesn’t so much play the
sarod as release Khammaj
into the room, where it
proceeds to tiptoe, pirouette
and occasionally break into
a delighted run.

The opening passages
demonstrate Khan’s asto-
nishing command of  touch.
Notes arrive rounded and
luminous, yet never over-
polished. The sarod retains
its metallic grain, its capaci-
ty for both tenderness and
sudden authority. 

Khammaj’s
characteristic
sweetness is
present. But
Khan keeps
sentimentali-
ty firmly
outside the

door.
As the performance gat-

hers momentum, Misra
becomes more co-conspira-
tor. His tabla provides buoy-
ancy without crowding the
sarod, answering Khan’s
phrases, tightening the
pulse and helping transform
contemplation into ex-
hilaration. Khan, mean-
while, darts across the
rhythmic architecture with
breathtaking assurance.
There are passages that
seem almost to laugh.

What remains afterwards
is the sensation of  having
been briefly caught inside a
whirl of  joy: music on tiptoe,
perfectly balanced, before
suddenly taking flight.

Raga Khammaj
Ali Akbar Khan
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he wonders if it is ‘emergent,’ the principle by 
which something does not exist until compo-
nents come together or interact. Like air 
pressure and temperature, or the living brain.

I believe psychology itself is an emergent 
principle. It is a proper system of knowledge 
but only when it describes a vast number of 
humans, and is not supposed to make sense 
at an individual level. (This will be a subject 
for a future column.) The probability of a 
certain human behaviour being true across 
a million people is high, while squeezing a 
general concept of human nature into an 
individual would be misleading.

This is why modern terms from psychol-
ogy are usually wrong about what they claim 
to describe. Common and unremarkable 
misdemeanours of individuals are catego-
rized as ‘daddy issues.’ And I have seen peo-
ple from real ‘broken homes’ who are more 
sorted than people who claim to exhibit ‘bro-
ken home’ syndromes. And every generation 
has a way of describing the most defamed 
aspect of human nature—distraction. Today 
it is, ‘ADHD.’ All the beautiful flaws of people 
have assumed idiot names. Former lovers are 
found to be ‘toxic,’ little lies are, ‘gaslighting.’

People in conversation about deep stuff 
have always been confused, but have never 
been so boring.

memory of seeing. Thinking, in gifted phi-
losophers, is almost entirely marinating in 
one’s own intuitions and epiphanies. 

I have no problem with people finding self-
esteem in filling their heads with what they 
think is deep stuff, it’s just that anything can 
make them emit it and it has become boring 
to listen to folks describe the world through 
labels. Any day steal from J.M. Coetzee 
instead, I say. Wail, like him, that language 
emerged from song, and song emerged from 
the deep sorrow of being alive. Instead, I hear 
the rubbish of career ‘thinkers’ played back in 
the name of psychology and sociology.

Not long ago, a person in mental upheaval 
went in search of the very meaning of life, 
read difficult books, sat in the lotus position, 
tried to achieve ‘thoughtlessness,’ while at it 
wondered if thinking about the absence of 
thought is a form of thought, and mostly 
returned to his senses. Today, the process 
has been simplified. Millions look for them-
selves everywhere. And spiritual psychology 
has become a new form of astrology where 
people who are not normally talked about by 
the world find stuff that describes them ‘per-
fectly.’ They can find ‘insights’ about them-
selves in popular books about human nature 
and ‘the mind.’ There are thousands of pod-
casts on the matter for those who are not 

T
he self-improvement of other people 
has ruined conversations for me. 
Increasingly, when they speak of 

human nature and the mind, they speak in 
labels and concepts. There was a time when 
I had to only suffer friends who had newly 
learnt of “yin and yang” and some affluent 
underworked people who were “burnt out.” 
Now I have to endure “inner child,” “the 
fawn,” “demons,” “safe space” and “are you 
emotionally available?” So prevalent is this 
that almost every friend of mine might think 
I am referring to them, which I am not.

There has been a democratization of 
abstraction. Suddenly everyone is a 
‘thinker,’ because they are now educated in 
‘deep’ stuff. They have started announcing 
that they are thinker; some who don’t are 
just shy. As is the case with some things 
everyone appears to do, ‘thinking’ at the 
higher levels does not resemble conven-
tional notions of thinking. Just as an Olym-
pian’s ‘walk’ is not really walking and obser-
vation is not the act of seeing but the stylistic 

ness operations” are among the reasons 
stated for their migration.

A hypothesis that needs closer exami-
nation is an unintended consequence of 
the introduction of Section 29A of the 
IBC. The section prohibits a defaulting 
promoter from bidding for the corpo-
rate debtor in an insolvency case.

Section 29A has no equivalent in any 
other jurisdiction. It consolidates sev-
eral concepts into a single statutory test 
for eligibility. Other jurisdictions may 
have a few of its limbs, but none is as 
comprehensive. Its introduction turned 
the code into an instrument of legalized 
hostile takeovers, further strengthening 
the hand of creditors.

Viral V. Acharya, who was deputy 
governor of the Reserve Bank of India 
from 2017 to 2019, along with two 
colleagues, wrote a paper in 2009 on 
creditor rights and corporate risk. The 
paper concluded that stronger creditor 
rights induce risk-averse investment 
and reduce firms’ willingness to borrow. 
The authors also endorsed another 
study’s finding that penalizing failing 
entrepreneurs through tough bank-
ruptcy procedures inhibits innovation. 
Thus, strong creditor rights reduce 
managerial incentives to undertake 
innovative projects. The authors could 
not have visualized Section 29A, a later 
development that put creditors in pole 
position. 

Defaults are not always the result of 
fraud or deceit. Often, they follow from 
the dynamics of an industry, macro-
economic and geopolitical conditions, 
or a technology’s inability to scale—out-
comes that are entirely plausible in 
capital-intensive frontier sectors. A pro-
moter contemplating such a venture, 
aware that a non-wilful default would 
permanently bar any future role in its 
revival, may instead choose to incorpo-
rate a company where an equivalent of a 
US Chapter 11 bankruptcy procedure 
permits restructuring and a fair possi-
bility of management continuity. 

This export of capital has a corre-
sponding effect on domestic jobs and 

consumption. This may also explain 
India’s fall in net foreign direct invest-
ment despite record gross inflows.

It may be prudent to modify Section 
29A to exclude non-wilful defaulters 
and similarly-placed promoter-guaran-
tors from its ambit for any company 
established from now on. A fresh review 
could be undertaken after a decade.

Another IBC-linked drag on capex is 
the low recovery rate of operational 
creditors (OCs), including micro, small 
and medium enterprises (MSMEs). The 
Supreme Court (SC), in the Swiss Rib-
bons case, whose judgment established 
the constitutionality of the IBC, con-
cluded based on a dataset of 80 resolved 
cases that OC recovery was similar to 
that of financial creditors (FCs). 

Recovery percentages have diverged 
since then, with FCs at 35% and OCs at 
11%, as of 31 March 2025.

In terms of absolute amounts, OC 
claims are minuscule at 9% of the total 
claims of ₹11.8 trillion. However, low 
recovery inhibits investment, hurting 
jobs and consumption.

Lastly, the constant introduction of 
new regulations and circulars inhibits 
creativity and is turning the IBC into a 
straitjacketed process that now matters 
more than outcome. This hinders value 
creation: operations take a backseat, 
eroding asset value. The resolution 
applicant must then infuse extra capital 
merely to restore the asset, capital that 
could otherwise have funded capacity 
expansion. Form over substance has 
resulted in individuals deserting the 
profession; as many as 57% of insol-
vency professionals have chosen not to 
renew their Authorisation for Assign-
ment, as of 30 June 2026.

Justice Fali Nariman said in Swiss 
Ribbons: “To stay experimentation in 
things economic is a grave responsibil-
ity, and denial of the right to experiment 
is fraught with serious consequences to 
the nation.” It is time for another experi-
ment: modify Section 29A, enhance OC 
recovery and let professionals thrive 
under a principle-based law.

T
he Insolvency and Bankruptcy 
Code (IBC), a creditor-in-control 
insolvency process, completed 10 

years earlier this year. While we cele-
brate its many achievements, this is a 
good time to critically evaluate the code 
and its alignment with the larger Indian 
economy. Three features of its architec-
ture deserve scrutiny.

The IBC came into being as a tool to 
address a ‘twin balance sheet’ problem, 
characterized by simultaneous distress 
on the balance sheets of Indian corpo-
rates and public sector banks. It 
achieved this objective with aplomb: 
today, non-performing assets are at 
a multi-decadal low, and private non-
financial companies have comfortable 
debt-service ratios.

But the problem on the road to Viksit 
Bharat is of low private sector capital 
expenditure, resulting in fewer jobs and 
reduced consumption. The govern-
ment has been exhorting India Inc to 
invest. But the needle has not moved.

On the contrary, high-net-worth 
individuals (HNIs), a tiny segment of the 
population that can undertake capex, 
have been migrating from the country. 
According to Henley and Partners, 
Indian nationals rank among its top five 
source markets for immigration appli-
cations since 2021. A Kotak Private 
report found one in five ultra-HNIs is 
migrating or plans to. “Regulatory pre-
dictability” and “smoothening of busi-

Section 29A requires a reset to guard against its dampening effect on the deployment of risk capital

Devendra Mehta
is an INSOL fellow & interim leader.

How psychobabble is killing off the art of conversation
Manu Joseph

T
he Code of Hammurabi, a 1750 BCE 
Mesopotamian edict in cuneiform, 
means many things to many people. 
Some people see it as the first stir-
rings of a legal text drafted to pro-
tect the weak and vulnerable from 

the strong and powerful. Others find an early 
form of insurance in it. Insurance, as a financial 
product designed to provide a safety net against 
risks of all kinds, has come a long way. From 
Babylon (today’s Iraq) to European coffee 
houses via the Roman empire, it settled in a 
London cafe called Lloyds, where underwriters 
would meet to trade their risks, before it went 
global. Insurance has since become a complex 
instrument drafted in a language that only a few 
can decipher. It has also spawned its share of 
intricate derivative products, some of which 
were responsible for America’s financial crisis 
of 2008-09. Done properly, esoteric forms of 
risk repackaging may be useful in some fields, 
but India’s insurance sector faces quite another 
sort of challenge: neglect of its very core, as seen 
in sparse coverage of the country’s most basic 
economic agent, the individual or household.

The Insurance Regulatory and Development 
Authority of India (Irdai) has been concerned 
with India’s low insurance uptake. In a recent 
consultation paper, it has trained its guns on 
the unwieldy growth of distribution costs and 
agency commissions. Irdai is right to worry: the 
industry’s growth rate needs to be higher than 
the economy’s so that a vast uncovered popula-
tion can be insured. Irdai data shows that the 
cost of doing business—the ratio of total 
expenses to premium earned—has been rising 
for both life and general insurers. In a sample 
study covering 92% of premiums procured 
through agents, Irdai found that while new 

business premiums grew only 28% between 
2022-23 and 2024-25, total distributor remu-
neration went up by a staggering 125%. In other 
words, money put into market outreach was 
putting the financial viability of both products 
and insurers at risk. This is unsustainable and 
Irdai data shows how this has affected the over-
all growth of the insurance business.

It is indisputable, however, that reasonable 
incentive structures are needed for the sale of 
financial products, be it insurance policies or 
mutual fund schemes, because companies lack 
last-mile reach for concept selling at scale. 
Light regulation, though, has seen growing out-
lays for an aggressive market thrust bloat into 
grotesque distortions and corrupt practices. 
The Irdai paper proposes regulatory devices to 
control runaway costs. It also raises a larger 
question of policy, since the basic rationale for 
opening up this sector to the private sector—to 
expand coverage—now lies discredited. This is 
not to argue against private-sector entry; what 
went missing is shareholder oversight. Aberra-
tions in distribution costs and commissions 
have existed for a long time and include back-
handers and sin-laced fully-paid trips to foreign 
hotspots. Irdai data shows that these deviations 
are more pronounced among private insurers 
than their public-sector counterparts . Incen-
tive structures going perverse result in mis-sell-
ing, which has been rampant enough 
to risk giving the concept a bad name in India. 
Communication is a core problem. Insurance 
is not an investment vehicle but a risk shield, 
and should be divorced from the notion of 
financial returns. The letter ‘D’ in Irdai stands 
for ‘development’ and its new paper could 
result in significant steps to nudge the progress 
of an under-developed sector.

Irdai has detected what  

ails the insurance sector 

The regulator’s proposals aim to restrain runaway distribution costs that could threaten 

the sector’s financial viability. It also raises a larger question of India’s insurance coverage 
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I
ndia’s ranking in the Global
Competitiveness Index for
2016-17, released by the
World Economic Forum
(WEF), improved 16 places

to 39, making it the fastest riser up
the ranks among 138 countries sur-
veyed.

India’s competitiveness improved
across the board, particularly in
goods market efficiency (60), busi-
ness sophistication (35) and innova-
tion (29). WEF said recent reform
efforts by the government have con-
centrated on improving public insti-
tutions (up 16 places), opening the
economy to foreign investors and
international trade (up 4), and
increasing transparency in the finan-
cial system (up 15).

India still needs to cover a lot of
ground, the WEF said, citing labour
market deficiencies, large, public
enterprises that reduce economic
efficiency, especially in the utilities
sector and the financial market. Lack
of infrastructure remains a critical
bottleneck, the report said. 

India improves in 
competitiveness
India fastest riser, moves up 16 spots to 39th rank in WEF Index

Marked advancement

India's performance 2015-16

RANK

2016-17

2016-17
2015-16
2014-15
2013-14
2012-13

138
140
144
148
144

INDIA’S GLOBAL 
COMPETITIVENESS RANKINGYEAR TOTAL COUNTRIES

Basic requirements

Institutions

Infrastructure

Macroeconomic environment

Health and primary education

E�ciency enhancers

Higher education and training

Goods market e�ciency

Labour market e�ciency

Financial market development

Technological readiness

Market size

Innovation and sophistication factors

Business sophistication

Innovation

Source: Global Competitiveness Index
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BY VISHWANATH NAIR

A
 l a w  w h i c h  w i l l
empower bankers at
state-owned lenders to

take decisions without fear of
consequences (including the
threat of investigation by fed-
eral agencies) is currently in its
final stages of drafting and will
reach Parliament shortly,
finance minister Arun Jaitley
said on Tuesday.

“The law is in its last phases
and is in front of the standing
committee. We should see it
happen soon,” Jaitley said at
State Bank of India’s third
banking and economics con-
clave.

According to the finance
minister, while a lot has been
done to ensure greater level
playing field between public
sector and private sector bank-
ers, the former are constricted
by “obsolete laws”. See Page 8

Law to 
empower PSU 
bankers soon

The Sponsored Investor 
Education Initiative on Page 7 
is the equivalent of a 
paid-for advertisement, and 
no Mint journalists were 
involved in creating it. 
Readers would do well to 
treat it as an advertisement.

NOTE TO READERS

BY REGHU BALAKRISHNAN

Fairwinds Private Equity is set
to start discussions to sell its
stake in home-grown footwear
retailer Khadim India, valuing
the brand at Rs1,000 crore,
said two persons familiar with
the development. Fairwinds
has appointed JM Financial
Institutional Securities to find
potential buyers.  See Page 3

Fairwinds to 
exit Khadim

BY REUTERS

Uber is making an aggressive
drive into meal delivery,
backed by a wave of staff
recruitment, with the firm
gearing up to enter at least 22
countries and take on local
rivals. Uber will begin deliver-
ing meals in Amsterdam on
Thursday.  See Page 10

Uber to start 
food delivery 

BY ANIRUDH LASKAR

T
he minority sharehold-
ers of Max Financial Ser-
vices Ltd have cleared a

proposal to pay a Rs850 crore
non-compete fee to Analjit
Singh and other promoters of
the Max group.

This was a pre-requisite to
the firm’s three-way merger
with its unit Max Life Insur-
ance and HDFC Life Insur-
ance. Around 65% of votes
polled were in favour of the

resolution to pay the non-
compete fee, said a Max Finan-
cial notice to stock exchanges.

This was a crucial hurdle
that the company had to clear
after proxy advisory firms and
even the mutual fund lobby
Association of Mutual Funds
in India expressed concerns
about the non-compete fee. 

According to an August
statement, Rs501 crore of the
fee will be paid upfront and
Rs349 crore will follow in
three equal annual instal-
ments.   See Page 5

Max investors agree on 
paying non-compete fee

BY UPASANA JAIN

I
ndia’s telecom regulator has
called for a meeting on 30
September to discuss

alleged violations of tariff
norms by Reliance Jio Info-
comm Ltd as the fight between
incumbent telcos and the
aggressive new entrant moves
to another stage. The dispute
is likely over Jio’s  offer of free
data to customers till the end
of the year.

On Tuesday, a top Telecom
Regulatory Authority of India
official said on condition of
anonymity that incumbent tel-
cos have blocked calls from the
Jio network to theirs, based on
data submitted by them. 

“It is a sad situation. The
incumbents are not letting the
new entrant play in the mar-
ket. The kind of allegations put
(forth) by Jio are true as the
data suggests that incumbents
are competing unfairly,” this
person added.  See Page 6

Trai calls for meeting on 
Jio’s alleged violations
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Labels are for filing. 
Labels are for clothing. 

Labels are not for people.

Martina Navr atilova

is a journalist, novelist and 

screenwriter. His latest book is 

‘Why the Poor Don’t Kill Us.’
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thing related to it. This, what you just said to 
yourself, is all that human beings know about 
it with some authority. Beyond this is all spec-
ulation, poor mental health, drug-fuelled 
delusions, dramatic statements made by sci-
entists to get funds or just unique experiences 
of people that may have nothing useful to say 

about the mind at all.
I used to be drawn to 

reading about the mind. 
After a lifetime of disap-
pointment, I have devel-
oped a technique. I never 
read anything directly 
about the mind or about 
anything philosophical. 
The worst book on philoso-
phy would be, I guarantee 
you, a book called ‘Philoso-
phy.’ Just as the last place to 
find philosophers would be 
in the ‘philosophy’ depart-
ment of a college. I feel the 

best insights on abstractions come tangen-
tially. For instance, recently I was reading The 
Infinity Machine, a biography of Demis Has-
sabis, the founder of Google Deepmind. In his 
quest to reproduce human intelligence in 
machines, Hassabis wonders a lot about what 
human  intelligence is in the first place. And 

fond of reading. Also, a lot of terms emerge 
from the therapy industry and other forms 
of self-improvement. So ubiquitous is this 
language today that even those who did not 
pick it up directly begin to spout it.

When the well-informed world is flush 
with simulations of philosophy and the bor-
rowed intuitions of gifted 
writers, they expect others 
to be muddled too. This is a 
classic good-reader prob-
lem. (My god, have I 
invented new psycho-ter-
minology?) An empty head 
with no intuitive gifts in 
search of philosophical 
knowledge fills itself with 
the thoughts of others. And 
it assumes such abstract 
knowledge can be gained 
through ingestion, like any 
other domain knowledge. 
As a result, it expects all 
heads to be filled in this manner and to speak 
that zombie language of borrowed ideas.

There is something weird about reading 
excessively about the mind, and it is not only 
because you have a mind yourself. Say some-
thing about the mind, just tell me what comes 
to you, your own idea of the mind or some-

Too many 

people seem 

to be spouting 

stale insights 

and borrowed 

ideas from a 

self-help shelf

Revise the insolvency law to spur 
private capex and India’s growth



LIVEMINT.COM
Views Monday, 28 September 2026

New Delhi 15

R
ecent developments relating to the 
Board of Directors of Tata Sons, and 
the leadership of this unlisted entity, 
have thrown up more questions than 
answers. Some of the commentariat 
rushed to judgement without ascer-

taining the facts. In some cases, an affinity for one 
set of protagonists may have clouded judgement. 
What we attempt here is to address the questions 
and answer only those that are clear and likely to 
be uncontested.

Before embarking on this exercise, a disquieting 
development of the last couple of weeks deserves 
mention. Some very senior and distinguished law-
yers appearing for the parties have, through the 
media, explained whom they represent and where 
they stand on aspects of this standoff. This is, 
mildly put, an unnecessary diversion, since there is 
no matter as yet in court, and advice tendered to 
either of the contending parties should remain 
between counsel and client. In a refreshingly dif-
ferent stance, Sudipto Sarkar, veteran barrister and 
distinguished long-time practitioner of corporate 
law, has declined to discuss the advice he gave, 
adding for good measure that, under the ethics of 
the English Bar, barristers do not talk to the press, 
certainly not about ongoing matters. As more law-
yers get roped in, it would help if they refrained 
from premature statements that invite misinter-
pretation by reporters and analysts.

First, the facts. The second five-year term of N. 
Chandrasekaran (Chandra) as executive chairman 
expires in February 2027. For so high-profile an 
appointment, the formal process of succession 
planning should have commenced at least a year 
before the vacancy, though there have reportedly 
been informal conversations for close to a year. 
When the Board of Tata Sons met on 24 February 
2026, one of the directors, who also chairs the two 
Trusts that together hold a majority of its shares, 
expressed reservations, citing the relatively poor 
performance of some group companies. From 
available reports, he did not turn down the pro-
posal for a fresh term but put it on hold, asking for 
presentations on the business plans and future of 
at least three group entities. In short, there was no 
unanimous decision to give Chandra another term.

On 12 August 2026, citing the absence of una-
nimity and of a clear path forward in the six months 
since the February meeting, Chandra announced 
that he would not offer himself for another term. 
This was communicated to the Board, Trustees, 
employees and other stakeholders. The procedure 
for identifying a chairman is clearly laid out in the 
Articles of Association (AoA) of Tata Sons. A five-
member selection committee, comprising inter 
alia three nominees of the Trusts, is responsible 
for scanning the universe and recommending a 

suitable candidate. In the light of this provision, 
the argument that the Board was competent to 
give another term by way of extension does not 
survive scrutiny. Were that the case, the Article 
calling for a selection committee would be ren-
dered irrelevant, and the role specifically assigned 
to the Trusts in that process negated.

The Trustees have been pre-empted from set-
ting the selection in motion, since the Maharash-
tra Charity Commissioner has directed one of the 
two Trusts, the Sir Ratan Tata Trust, not to per-
form any of its functions till a matter pending 
before him is decided. The Trusts have sought 
relief to enable that Trust to nominate to the 
selection committee. It is possible to argue that a 
carve-out could have been made for that limited 
act, while the number of lifetime Trustees and any 
other matter before him are dealt with separately. 
Tata Sons, as an unlisted non-operating holding 
company, has responsibilities to a multitude of 
stakeholders, including shareholders of listed 
group companies. Public interest alone demands 
that the Charity Commissioner disposes of the 
matter expeditiously.

Six days before the Board meeting on 17 Septem-
ber 2026, the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) declined 
the request of Tata Sons, pending since March 
2024, to surrender its registration as a core invest-
ment company. Since the Board agenda is usually 
sent out seven days in advance, it is an extraordi-
nary coincidence that RBI’s decision came a day 
after the agenda presumably went out, and some 
two-and-a-half years after the request was made.

The manner of voting on 17 September raises sev-
eral significant questions. Some of the early reports 
erroneously claimed that Chandra had exercised a 
casting vote, when in fact he had, as an interested 
party, recused himself and requested one of the 
independent directors to chair the meeting.

So far, so good. Now comes the twist. By a major-
ity of 4-1, the Board decided to give Chandra 
another five-year term as executive chairman from 
February 2027. What has appeared in the public 
domain is that the Nomination and Remuneration 
Committee (NRC) mentioned at the meeting that 
Chandra had agreed to another term. Was there a 
formal NRC decision and recommendation, made 
after Chandra formally confirmed his willingness, 
leading the Board to take up the matter?

The AoA specifically provide that in selecting a 
person as chairman, the affirmative vote of a 

majority of the Trust-nominated directors present 
is required. While the Board could have recom-
mended another term as director, subject to share-
holder approval at an annual general meeting 
(AGM), it was not open to it to disregard that provi-
sion. Of the two Trust nominees present, one voted 
in favour and the other against. There was, there-
fore, no majority. Nor was there any occasion for a 
casting vote, since this was not a tie but an absence 
of majority, as the AoA clearly contemplate. 
Stranger still, the independent director chairing 
the meeting, knowing full well that he was not a 
Trust nominee, exercised a casting vote to resolve 
what was wrongly interpreted as a tie. Tata Sons is 
reportedly relying on a reading that a casting vote 
is available where the Trust nominees are equally 
divided, but that reading lets the chair override 
the very protection the majority requirement 
exists to provide. There seems to be considerable 
merit in the claim of Tata Trusts that the decision 
was ab initio void. 

Several issues must be addressed within a lim-
ited time frame. 

First, how does the company hold an AGM, 
required for adopting the accounts and for other 
important decisions? The Registrar of Companies 
has extended its deadline to December, but unless 
the Charity Commissioner decides the matter 
before him, there will be no quorum, just as on 18 
August. Second, who will lead the Board after Feb-
ruary 2027 if the selection committee has not con-
cluded its work by then? Will there be an interim 
chairperson, as happened when Cyrus Mistry was 
unceremoniously shown the door and Ratan Tata 
returned as interim chairman, four years after he 
had exited? Would that do justice to the many 
stakeholders who want clarity on the leadership of 
the holding company and, through it, of the listed 
entities? Third, there is the question of retirement 
age. Ratan Tata gave up executive office on attain-
ing the age of 65. A fresh five-year term would take 
Chandra well past 65. Is the Board waiving the 
group policy that 65 is the retirement age for exec-
utive office? It is not clear that this was adequately 
discussed on 17 September.

There is one uncomfortable question that refuses 
to go away. If the absence of unanimity was what 
persuaded Chandra to indicate, in unambiguous 
terms, that he was not available for another term, 
what changed? Clearly, there was no unanimity on 
17 September 2026. 

Tata Sons’ board meeting raises 
more questions than it answers
The manner in which its chairman was given another term on 17 September calls for every detail to be put under scrutiny
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Nia-Malika Henderson
is a politics and policy columnist for 

Bloomberg Opinion. 

W
hen I heard that former US Vice- 
President Kamala Harris was 
going to appear on the campaign 

trail with Democratic Senate candidate 
Abdul El-Sayed in Michigan, I imagined 
the kind of boisterous rallies that were a 
signature of her 107-day White House bid.

Instead, Harris appeared with El-Sayed 
at an African-American maternal health 
roundtable event in Detroit, a sign of 
El-Sayed’s attempts to shore up parts of the 
Democratic base that preferred his primary 
opponent, Haley Stevens. It was also a sign 
that Harris, who is said to be contemplating 
a third bid for the White House, will have 
difficulty becoming more than a niche can-
didate should she decide to run in 2028. 

While Harris might have an advantage 
with the kinds of African-American voters 
El-Sayed needs to win the Senate election 
in Michigan—older voters and women 
among African-Americans—that strength 
wouldn’t be enough for her to score a vic-
tory of her own. Her appearance in Michi-
gan and the stiff-arming she’s received 
from other Democratic candidates this 
year are two of the clearer signs that Harris 
likely won’t run for president. And frankly, 
she shouldn’t, if she isn’t being broadly 
embraced by her party in a favourable mid-
term cycle.

But there are plenty of ways Harris, who 
is still deeply admired by segments of the 
Democratic base who think she was 
wronged, can be useful in the midterms 
and beyond. Savvy candidates should view 
her appearance in Detroit as a roadmap. 

Harris clearly wants to show that she, 
and by extension the voters who like her 
best, can help Democrats win in 2026. She 
is also set to appear in Nevada and Georgia 
in the coming weeks and said that “28 
won’t matter if we don’t get through 26.”

“They’re cheating,” she said of Republi-
cans’ approach to the midterm elections to 
the US Congress. “They are throwing 
obstacles in our way. We have power and so 
in this environment with 42 days to go to 
the midterms, what I would say is that we 
have got to turn out the vote in large num-
bers so large that we will be too big to rig,” 
she said at a gathering of faith leaders 
focused on voter turnout in Detroit.

A former public health official, El-Sayed 
narrowly won the August primary by 
about a percentage point, running 
strongly with college-educated liberals, 
Arab Americans and young voters. But he 
struggled with older African-American 
voters, a constituency that he will need in 
November to beat Republican Mike Rog-
ers. The joint appearance, while small, 

sought to bring such voters into the fold. 
Harris made sure to emphasize that 
El-Sayed did in fact support her in 2024, 
even though he was strongly critical of the 
Biden administration’s approach to the 
Israel-Gaza conflict that year.

“I’m here to support Dr. El-Sayed. His 
will be a voice, Abdul, that is a voice repre-
senting the people of this state, and it will be 
a national voice,” Harris said at the roundta-
ble event. “And I have no doubt that he will 
carry with him into that office, the partner-
ship. I didn’t say the voice, I said, the part-
nership with the people in this room.”

In 2024, the Michigan electorate was 11% 
African-Amrican and Harris won 87% of 
those voters, according to exit polls. She 
lost the state by about 80,000 votes after 
former President Joe Biden won it in 2020 
by about 150,000 votes. (The pro-Palestin-
ian ‘Uncommitted’ movement was a factor 
in her loss.) Holding Michigan is crucial for 
Democrats, who need a net gain of four 
Senate seats to win control of the chamber 
in November.

A new poll by Suffolk University has 
El-Sayed up by 7 points over Rogers, 47% to 
40%. “We have an extremely diverse, very 
large state and… as we look at building the 
coalition that’s going to defeat Mike Rog-
ers, that’s going to bring down our gas pri-
ces, and God willing, end this ridiculous 
war, we got to bring as many folks in as we 
possibly can to talk on the challenges that 
we face,” El-Sayed said when asked about 
campaigning with Harris.

For his part, Rogers, who lost by about 
19,000 votes in 2024, isn’t ceding the Afri-
can-American vote to El-Sayed, appearing 
in Detroit in an attempt to appeal to the 
voting bloc that El-Sayed needs to show up 
for him in a big way. He called El-Sayed’s 
appearance with Harris “desperate” and 
tried to stoke past tensions. 

“Abdul El-Sayed even called campaign-
ing for Kamala Harris the ‘most difficult 
experience of [his] political career,’” Rog-
ers said in a statement. “We can’t imagine 
Kamala Harris feels any differently cam-
paigning for Abdul El-Sayed right now.”

Harris’s appearance with El-Sayed on 
the campaign trail is likely a snapshot of the 
kind of role she’ll play in 2028. Not as a 
candidate, but as a bridge to a key voting 
bloc that Democrats have too often taken 
for granted. ©BLOOMBERG

Kamala Harris is doing exactly 
what her party requires of her

She can help Democrats win even if the White House is out of reach

Harris has hit the campaign trail to canvass 

support for Abdul El-Sayed. REUTERS
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should remain agnostic to business models. 
A condition that effectively prescribes how 
cloud providers must structure customer-
facing sales arrangements risks introducing 
an additional layer of regulatory complexity 
into the investment calculus. This may 
dilute the India’s attractiveness as a global 
hub for data centres.

If India wishes to attract long-term invest-
ments in cloud and AI infrastructure, as the 
country’s political leadership has clearly sig-
nalled, it is critical that the spirit of such tax 
carve-outs is preserved in all subordinate 
regulations and related measures. 

From our long experience of being able to 
attract less than 10% of global capital flows, 
we must learn the lesson that global capital 
is exceptionally mobile and India is but one 
of the options for it to locate new capacities. 
This applies not just to data centres, but 
other sectors as well. Foreign investors are 
likely to favour jurisdictions that provide 
clear, consistent and constructive answers to 
regulatory and tax issues. The assumption 
that investors are making a beeline for 
Indian locations is misplaced; the sooner it 
is jettisoned, the better. 

Seema Kejriwal, partner at BMR Legal, 
contributed to this article. These are the 
authors’ personal views.

rules, environment approvals (including for 
efficient water usage), data governance obli-
gations and tax considerations. All these reg-
ulatory obligations are handled by different 
agencies and processes. A common feature 
among jurisdictions that have attracted sig-
nificant investments is greater transparency 
and convergence, not necessarily lighter 
regulation. 

Take Ireland. Faced with concerns about 
grid capacity and energy consumption, it has 
introduced a series of measures governing 
large energy users, including data centres. 
These measures are neither liberal nor con-
cessional. However, they are accompanied 
by detailed policy frameworks that define 
the conditions under which future data cen-
tre development will be accommodated, 
allowing investors to evaluate projects 
against a firm regulatory backdrop. The goal 
is to make the regulatory pathway easier to 
navigate by making it transparent, simple 
and, most importantly, predictable. 

Data governance presents a slightly dif-
ferent challenge. India permits participation 
in global digital ecosystems; indeed, the cur-
rent framework is considerably more open 
than most businesses had anticipated. The 
more relevant questions arise at the margins: 
how India’s data-protection framework 

I
ndia’s aspiration to become a data centre 
hub is underpinned by a simple economic 
reality. Few countries generate data at 

India’s scale. Fewer still combine that scale 
with a large domestic market, growing cloud 
adoption, a huge talent pool and an increas-
ingly important role in AI-driven services. 
Yet, India’s share of global data centre 
capacity remains modest. Data generation 
and data centre investment do not necessa-
rily converge. Nations that generate vast 
quantities of data would appear to be natural 
locations for the digital infrastructure that 
stores, processes and derives value from that 
data. Yet, data availability alone is rarely suf-
ficient to attract large-scale investment. 

The differentiating factor is often not the  
incentives on offer, but the degree of regula-
tory certainty. Data centres sit at the inter-
section of multiple regulatory regimes. The 
issue is not over-regulation, but fragmenta-
tion. A hyperscale data processing facility 
may need to navigate telecom regulation, 
cybersecurity requirements, power sector 

Data centres: certainty matters more than incentives
Rajiv Kumar & Mukesh Butani not only on the statutory exemption itself, 

but also on adherence to its underlying 
rationale. This should be clearly reflected in 
subordinate regulations, as delays in 
enforcement does not bode well for investor 
confidence. Clarity in legislation could avoid 
negative outcomes due to overzealous 

enforcement. As always, 
the devil lies in the details. 
So the ministry’s effort to 
engage with the industry 
signifies a welcome con-
sultative approach. 

Cloud providers may be 
willing to accept taxation 
where economic activity 
occurs, but may be less 
comfortable with it where 
the availability of an infra-
structure-focused conces-
sion is contingent on the 
adoption of a particular 
commercial distribution 

model. Thus, the new law’s requirement that 
cloud services to Indian users be supplied 
only through Indian resellers may discour-
age potential investors. 

Tax incentives are generally most effec-
tive when they provide clear outcomes with-
out influencing commercial decisions and 

interacts with sector-specific localization 
requirements, how future restrictions on 
cross-border data transfers may evolve, and 
how businesses operating across multiple 
jurisdictions can navigate overlapping regu-
latory obligations. These questions are par-
ticularly important for cloud providers, 
global capability centres 
and AI-driven businesses 
whose operating models 
are inherently cross-bor-
der. As investments grow 
larger, tax predictability 
also gains importance.

The critical question is 
whether India can offer 
regulatory certainty for 
long-term digital infra-
structure investments. 
Recent policy measures 
reveal an encouraging 
trend. The ministry of 
finance has announced a 
21-year tax carve-out for certain foreign 
cloud service providers that use Indian data 
centre infrastructure to serve overseas mar-
kets. This responds to investor demand that 
the mere use of Indian infrastructure should 
not trigger additional layers of taxation. The 
success of such moves, however, will depend 

Regulation 

predictability is 

what India must 

offer global 

investors to lure 

investment in 

digital set-ups 
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What Is UPI? How Is It Used In Mutual Funds?
Unified Payments Interface (UPI) is a real-time payment system 
that allows users to make instant payments directly from their bank 
accounts. In mutual funds, investors can use UPI to make lump-sum 
investments and set up recurring mandates for systematic investment 
plans (SIPs). They can make payments using a UPI ID or by scanning a 
QR code.  

Why Is UPI Under The Spotlight These Days?
UPI is under the spotlight following the introduction of a 0.02% 
merchant discount rate (MDR) on select transactions. MDR is a fee 
charged for processing a digital payment, which is generally borne 
by the merchant or entity receiving the payment. For mutual fund 
investors, SIPs set up through UPI AutoPay are exempt from the charge, 
while one-time mutual fund investments made through UPI will attract 
the MDR UPI payments for investments are subject to a daily limit of up 
to `5 lakh.

Will MDR Affect Mutual Fund Investors?
The impact on mutual fund investors is expected to be limited. Fund 
houses are likely to absorb the one-time cost rather than pass it on to 
investors, given the relatively small charge involved.

Why Do Many MF Investors Prefer UPI Route?
UPI allows investors to make payments 24 hours a day, seven days 
a week, including weekends and holidays. Payments are transferred 
quickly, making it easier for investors to meet the applicable cut-off 
time for receiving the day’s NAV. UPI also eliminates the need to enter 
bank account details for every transaction or log into net-banking 

systems. In comparison, 
when an investor pays 
by cheque, units can be 
allotted only after the 
funds are realised.

Disadvantage Of 
Using UPI For MF 
Investments?
UPI has transaction limits 
that can restrict its use for 
large mutual fund 
investments. UPI payments 
for investments are subject 
to a daily limit of up to `5 
lakh, depending on the 
bank or payment 
application. For instance, if 
an investor wants to make 
a `10 lakh investment, UPI 
may not be suitable for 
making the entire payment 
at one go. The investor 
may instead have to use 
alternative payment modes 
such as net banking, NEFT 
or RTGS.

 — prashant mahesh

UPI For Mutual Fund 

Investments, And How 

MDR Will Impact It
IN THE 
CLASSROOM

TOI

UPI is a convenient 
way for many 

investors to set 
up their SIPs or to 
make a lump sum 
investment when 
they wish to invest in 
mutual funds. Here’s 
a look at its benefits, 
limitations and the 
impact of the newly 
announced MDR

TIMES BUSINESS
Tier-II cities slowly capturing bulk of 
incremental land transactions in India 
Tier-II acreage has surged from a mere 
16 acres in 2021 to 2,120 acres in 2025, 
lifting its share of annual transactions 
from 2% to 34%. This momentum 
appeared to accelerate sharply into 
2026, with tier-II markets accounting for 
67% of land transacted in Q1 2026 and 
overtaking tier-I for the first time Source: Cushman & Wakefield Analysis

LEADING CITIES BY LAND TRANSACTION VOLUME, 2021-Q1 2026
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TIER-I VS TIER-II AVERAGE DEAL SIZE
Tier-I Cities Show Compression;  
Tier-II Markets Show Growth
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Hyderabad: State-run miner
NMDC Ltd has commissioned a
Rs 5,427-crore integrated iron
ore processing, slurry pipeline
and pellet-making project in
Chhattisgarh’s Bastar region,
marking a major addition to its
value-chain operations between
Bacheli and Nagarnar. The
project comprises a new iron
ore processing plant at Bacheli,
a 15 million tonne per annum
(MTPA) slurry pipeline and a 2
MTPA pellet plant at Nagarnar.
The 135-km pipeline connects
NMDC’s iron ore operations at
Bacheli with the company’s
steel plant at Nagarnar. TNN

NMDC commissions
`̀5.4k cr integrated
project in C’garh

New Delhi:Feminine hygiene,
largely an urban-led category
in India, is finding its next leg
of  growth in rural markets,
where penetration is rising ra-
pidly and bringing more house-
holds into the category.

Rural penetration for fe-
minine hygiene products sur-
ged from 28% (MAT June
2022) to nearly 42% over four
years (MAT June 2026). Du-
ring the same period, penet-
ration in urban markets in-
creased from 61% to a little
over 65%, data culled by TOI
from Wordpanel by Numera-
tor (formerly Kantar) said.

Overall, the category is
driven bytraditional sanitary
napkins, while tampons and
panty liners make up less
than 1% of  all the category
shoppers. While household
penetration continues to ex-
pand, especially in rural In-
dia, existing buyers are also
contributing to growth by
spending more and making it
a more regular part of  their

monthly shopping basket, K
Ramakrishnan, MD South
Asia, Worldpanel by Numera-
tor said.

Urban households cur-
rently spend Rs 555 on the ca-
tegory, while rural house-
holds shell out Rs 298 (MAT
June 2026). Urban house-
holds buy more expensive
packs at Rs 77 per pack on av-
erage, while the rural shop-
pers spend Rs 44 on a single
pack, the data showed.

The category of  feminine
hygiene is growing at 7-10%,
with growth coming from va-
ried sub segments like soft-
product users, night-time

usage, or even different sizes.
Over last five-to-eight ye-

ars, category penetration in
urban India or younger con-
sumers has grown manifold,
and Whisper has been in the
driving seat for these inroads,
V Kumar, MD, P&G said in a
recent earnings’ call.

In urban markets, product
innovation and newer for-
mats are creating fresh av-
enues for expansion, indust-
ry experts said. While Whi-
sper continues to lead the
market, period panties are
emerging as a new growth
driver for the company, parti-
cularly in urban markets. For

instance, one in four consu-
mers on quick commerce --
that buy these products -- are
picking up panties.

Further, the category on-
ce dominated by two brands --
Whisper and Stayfree -- is fa-
cing increasing competition
with many regional and D2C
players having entered the ca-
tegory with a host of  offe-
rings. It is estimated that in
last 10 years, over 50 new play-
ers have entered the category.
Brands such as Sofy, Pro-ease,
Comfy, and Niine are rapidly
growing, indicating that
shoppers are seeking pro-
ducts that better meet their
diverse needs and budgets.

“We have a demonstrated
track record of  product inno-
vation in the feminine absor-
bent hygiene category, such as
heavy-flow pads. We see dispo-
sable period panties as a stra-
tegic whitespace opportunity
that addresses specific unmet
needs, including heavy-flow
nights, leak-proof  security
and postpartum recovery”,
Kamal Johari, chairman &
MD, Nobel Hygiene said.

Rural penetration drives growth
for feminine hygiene products

Rupali.Mukherjee

@timesofindia.com GROWING AT 7-10%

 hRural penetration for 
feminine hygiene products 
rose from 28% (MAT June 
2022) to nearly 42% in 
four years (MAT June 
2026) 

 hUrban households buy 
more expensive packs at  

77 per pack on average, 
while rural shoppers spend  

44 on a single pack 

 hCategory of feminine 
hygiene is growing at 
7-10% 

 hThere is major  
potential for growth, 

considering over half of rural 
and a third of urban markets 
are yet to be penetrated, say 
industry experts

Mumbai: To soften the blow
of  pricier product tags for
consumers this festive sea-
son, brands are rolling out a
slew of  options such as stag-
gered payment plans, no-cost
EMIs, hoping that allowing
them the flexibility to pur-
chase will boost upgrades
and check down-trading.

In the apparel and jewelle-
ry spaces, retailers are likely
to shun hefty discounts to pro-
tect their margins; instead
they plan to widen the choice
of  products at entry-level pri-
ce points, key to driving sales
volumes. Easy financing sche-
mes are very common and al-
ready contribute close to half
of  consumer durable purcha-
ses (in general), but given the
inflationary environment
this year, brands are betting
even more on such plans.

“While festive volumes
may remain relatively subdu-
ed, we expect the value of  sa-
les to be higher, considering
the higher unit costs,” said
Arjun Bajaj, director at Vide-
otex, which manufactures te-
levision sets for brands. Pri-
ces of  some commodities
such as packaging boxes and
power cords have gone up by
30-40% in the past six 

months, Bajaj said, adding
that the 32-inch TV set catego-
ry in the entry-level segment
will bear the highest impact
of  price rise.

LG Electronics and Pana-
sonic are offering a mix of  ze-
ro-interest cost EMIs, long-
term finance, extended war-
ranties and cashbacks to ma-
ke premium products more
accessible. 

“Premiumisation will re-
main one of  our key growth
drivers this festive season-
...with Diwali bonuses and
other seasonal income, con-
sumers are more willing to
upgrade,” said Sanjay Chit-
kara, director and co-CSMO
at LG Electronics India. In ca-
tegories like consumer elec-

tronics, durables and fas-
hion, financing schemes are
expected to power anywhere
between 60% and 80% of  total
transactions this year, said
Tushar Aggarwal, founder &
CEO at fintech Stashfin.

Affordability, the key
CaratLane is focusing on af-
fordability through a wider
range of  price points rather
than relying solely on disco-
unts, said MD Saumen Bhau-
mik. Consumers are beco-
ming more “deliberate” with
their spending but the mar-
ket is not seeing a uniform
shift towards lower-priced
products, Bhaumik said.

Another major player, Ma-
labar Gold & Diamonds is

banking on old-gold exchang-
es which already helped gar-
ner 70% of  sales in recent ti-
mes to reach shoppers with
smaller budgets, said group
chairman MP Ahammed.

‘Design over discount’
“Our answer is design rather
than discount. When gold pri-
ces rise, the honest problem
really is that a piece which sat
at one price point moves abo-
ve it — so we have been re-eng-
ineering products to keep ge-
nuine choices available at
every budget,” said Gaurav
Singh Kushwaha, founder &
CEO, BlueStone Jewellery.

Liberty Shoes is prioriti-
sing the below Rs 2,500 price
segment where the GST im-
plication is only 5%. Executi-
ve director Anupam Bansal
said that the idea is to offer
better design, materials and
comfort at accessible price
points. “It is about premiumi-
sing the product within an af-
fordable range rather than
simply moving price up-
wards,” said Bansal.

Flipkart is partnering
with brands to launch exclu-
sive product packs at value
price points, said Nishant Da-
lal, VP, consumables, FMCG
and healthcare, head of  BGM
at the company.

Festive Spread: Roll Out Easy Financing Deals, Exchanges

Brands to offer sweeteners
to ease pain of higher prices
Asmita.Dey@timesofindia.com

FINDING THE RIGHT MIX
 LG Electronics and 

Panasonic are offering a mix 
of zero-interest cost EMIs, 
long-term finance, extended 
warranties and cashbacks 
to make premium 
products more accessible

 CaratLane is focusing 
on affordability through a 
wider range of price points 
rather than relying solely on 
discounts

 Malabar Gold & Diamonds is 
banking on old-gold exchanges 
which already helped garner 

70% of sales in recent 
times to reach 
shoppers with 
modest budgets

 Liberty Shoes is 
prioritising sales in the 

below 2,500 price segment 
where the GST implication is 
only 5%

Bengaluru: ITC is strengthe-
ning its presence in the fresh
dairy segment in Eastern In-
dia through its flagship Aas-
hirvaad brand, betting on ri-

sing demand for branded
milk and value-added dairy
products across Bihar, West
Bengal and Jharkhand. The
diversified conglomerate en-

tered the fresh dairy business
in 2018 with the launch of  Aas-
hirvaad milk in Bihar and la-
ter expanded to West Bengal
and Jharkhand. AGENCIES

ITC to strengthen presence in fresh dairy segment

Mumbai: Smaller insuran-
ce companies – both life and
non-life – fear that the new
distribution norms may fa-
vour the larger companies
that have economies of  scale
and the ability to tweak their
commission and expense ra-
tio by increasing the share of
group business.

Under the proposed
norms, Irdai plans to lower
company-level expense of
management (EoM) limits
for general insurers to 20%
of  gross direct premium in-
come over five years. For life
insurers, the cap is proposed
at 15% in two years and 12.5%
or 10% over five years.

Smaller insurers fear the
aggregate caps could put
them at a disadvantage be-
cause their books are more
retail-heavy. Retail policies
typically involve higher ac-
quisition costs, underwri-
ting expenses and distribu-
tor payouts, leaving less ro-
om under the overall 
EoM ceiling.

“The council will discuss
the new norms before sub-
mitting feedback to the regu-
lator,” said the CEO of  a ge-
neral insurer outside the top
10. A similar view was echo-

ed by the CEO of  one of  the
smaller life insurance com-
panies. According to him,
there was a possibility that
the industry would revert to
the pre-2023 behaviour when
there was a cap on commis-
sion and incentives were
provided to distributors in
various forms including re-
imbursement of  expenses
and marketing.

Large insurers, by cont-
rast, can use high-volume
group business to lower the-
ir overall expense ratio. Gro-
up covers typically involve
lower acquisition and servi-
cing costs, allowing insurers
to generate large premium
volumes at relatively low ex-
pense ratios. For instance, a
life insurer with Rs 10,000

crore of  group business and
a 4% expense ratio could use
that low-cost premium base
to offset higher expenses on
individual policies while re-
maining within the aggrega-
te EoM cap. 

Smaller insurers say this
could give large players grea-
ter room to offer higher dis-
tributor payouts, fund tech-
nology and marketing and
compete for bank tie-ups and
large broker networks.

They argue that without
separate expense sub-limits
for group and retail busi-
ness, the proposed company-
wide caps could allow insu-
rers with large group books
to use economies of  scale to
gain an advantage in retail
distribution.

Smaller cos fear new norms
may favour larger insurers

Mayur.Shetty

@timesofindia.com LOWER LIMITS PROPOSED

 Under proposed norms, 
Irdai plans to lower company-
level expense of management 
(EoM) limits for general 
insurers to 20% of 
gross direct premium 
income over five 
years

 For life insurers, the 
cap is proposed at 15% in 
two years and 12.5% or 10% 
over five years

 Smaller insurers fear the 
aggregate caps could put 
them at a disadvantage 
because their books are more 

retail-heavy

 Retail policies 
typically involve higher 
acquisition costs, 

underwriting expenses 
and distributor payouts, 
leaving less room under the 
overall EoM ceiling

New Delhi: Bringing parity
with the establishments co-
vered directly by the Emplo-
yees Provident Fund Orga-
nisation (EPFO), govt has
widened the debt investment
options for exempted estab-
lishments by permitting in-
vestment in rupee-denomi-
nated bonds issued by four
major global financial insti-
tutions, provided they have a
minimum outstanding ma-
turity of  three years.

These four institutions
are — International Bank
for Reconstruction and De-
velopment (part of  World
Bank), International Finan-
ce Corporation, Asian Deve-
lopment Bank and New De-
velopment Bank. According
to the pattern of  invest-
ment notified by the finance
ministry, EPFO can invest
anywhere between 20% and
45% of  its corpus into debt
instruments floated by cor-
porates, govt or global mul-
tilateral institutions. Ex-
empted establishments will
now be able to diversify the-
ir investable corpus away
from domestic corporate
debt instruments and ensu-
re stable long term yields.

The move is likely to be-
nefit nearly 1,000 exempted
trusts, most of  which are in
public sector undertakings
and have nearly 30 lakh mem-
bers. They are allowed to ma-
nage own PF trusts under
Section 17 of  EPF & MP Act,
1952, provided they provide
benefits equal to or better
than standard EPFO scheme.

Exempted establish-
ments have been barred
from declaring interest ra-
tes more than two percenta-
ge points above the annual
rate announced by the EP-
FO, as some trusts earlier
declared much higher rates.

Exempted PF
trusts get

more options
for investment

Shiva.Rajora

@timesofindia.com
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– SCHOPENHAUER 

The cheapest sort of pride is national pride; for if a man 
is proud of his own nation, it argues that he has no 

qualities of his own of which he can be proud 

CONTRAPUNTO

O
ne of  life’s greatest prisons has
no walls. It is the prison we create
through our own way of  thinking.

The Upanishadic teaching says, “Atma
va are mantavyah” – the Self  has to be
deeply reflected upon. Mantavyam
means to think, inquire, and contemplate.
But all thinking is not of  the same quality.
Some thinking imprisons us; other
thinking liberates us.

We can understand this through three
interesting words: tarka, kutarka and
vitarka. Tarka is ordinary logic. It analyses,
compares and reaches conclusions. Logic
is useful, but on its own it can become dry.
Life is much larger than what the logical
mind can calculate. Kutarka is distorted
or justifying logic. Here we do not use
intelligence to discover truth; we use
intelligence to defend what we have
already decided to believe. The ego first
reaches a conclusion and then employs

the mind as its lawyer. “I became angry
because he behaved badly.” “I cannot
change because this is my nature.”
“My unhappiness is because of
my family.” “I failed because
nobody supported me.”

Notice the subtle mecha-
nism.We are not investigating
ourselves; we are defending
ourselves. Watch many
television debates. People
often do not listen to learn.
They listen to reply. Each side
gathers arguments to strengthen
an already existing position.
That is kutarka.

Unfortunately, we conduct
similar debates inside
ourselves. Then comes vitarka –
breakthrough thinking. It asks,
“What am i not seeing?”

This is one of  the great gifts Krishn
gives Arjun in Gita. At the beginning of
Gita, Arjun has arguments for withdrawing

Spiritual intelligence begins when we
create a little space between what happened
and what the mind says happened. Krishn
creates that space in Arjun.

This is why, towards the end of  Gita,
Arjun declares, “Nasto mohah smrtir
labdha” – my delusion has disappeared,
and clarity has been regained.

Notice Krishn has not changed the
battlefield. He has changed consciousness
of  the person standing on the battlefield.
That is the essence of  transformation.

We spend enormous energy trying to
change people, circumstances and events.
Certainly, external action is sometimes
necessary. But before changing the world
outside, ask: From what quality of  mind
am i looking at it? A conditioned mind can
convert even an opportunity into a problem.
An awakened mind can convert even 
a problem into a possibility.

Swamiji will conduct a Spiritual
Morning Retreat, live online; contact:
+91 95135 60103/+91 99017 77003

from battle. His arguments even sound
noble and compassionate. Krishn does

not merely give him another set of
arguments. He changes the very

dimension from which Arjun is
looking at the situation. This is
breakthrough thinking.

Whenever you are disturbed,
therefore, do not immediately
believe the story your mind is
telling you. Ask yourself  three

questions: What are the facts?
What is my interpretation of
those facts? Is there another 
way of  seeing this situation?

Afact is different from the story
we build around it. Someone did
not return your telephone call.
That is a fact. “He does not respect
me” is an interpretation. Once
interpretation becomes reality,

emotion follows. Anger appears, resentment
grows, relationships suffer – and all because
we confused our story with the fact.

Why Your Mind Keeps You Stuck
Swami Sukhabodhananda

T
he press note put out by EC after its meeting on Saturday was
necessary, and showed the institution being responsive to
questioning by media and citizens. This is a direction worth

maintaining. Many Delhiites, for example, felt immediate relief  from
part 1 of  the note. Of  the 9.75mn voters in the Aug 31 draft electoral
roll, 3.16mn had been issued notices under two categories – “no
mapping” and “logical discrepancies”. Settling worries about all
these voters having to navigate ERO/AERO offices, EC said BLOs
will go to their home instead. And personal hearings will be required
only in exceptional cases. This is an institution walking to the citizen,
rather than requiring the citizen to negotiate it with difficulty. 
And this too, is a direction worth maintaining.

How only 14,000 BLOs will do this job does remain concerning.
The “adequate number” of  help desks and special camps that have
been promised for “the people living in night shelters, labour, poor

people, homeless etc as per requirement”, must
come through now, in a way they haven’t so 
far. Another key voter-facing issue has been
Form 6, which every adult has to fill when 
seeking to be included in the electoral roll. Its
online iteration requires new voters to declare
if  their parents or grandparents “exist” in 
the “electoral roll of  last SIR”. In a country
full of  document-poverty and migrants, this

information is far easier asked for than provided. The note outlines
limited but valuable relief  here. In non-SIR period, new voters will
be able to proceed with Form 6 without this declaration. Many have
argued that even SIR shouldn’t have this provision.

Other matters decided in the Saturday meeting, concern the 
public’s pain points less directly, but are no less important for 
that. There are some procedural clarifications that respond to
Indian Express report on misgivings expressed by two election 
commissioners. There is the announcement of  a committee to double-
check that ECINET complies with the law. Conducting this review
in a timely and credible way is the best way to address doubts about
whether control over the electoral roll vests with the statutory officer
on the ground, or the software through which that officer has to act.
As SC said about the plethora of  notices in Delhi, “Almost mechanical
notices are going…Please examine whether some additional filters
are necessary.” Overall, EC must not be an institution known for 
only insisting on procedure, but for responding to public feedback,
by making the procedure reasonable and easier.

Listening Commission
EC responds to media and citizens. Next, ensure that

help desks and tech safeguards work as promised

There are marriages made in heaven, marriages made in haste,
and marriages that survive solely because neither party 
remembers how they got together. English verbs and prepositions
belong firmly in the third category. Nobody knows why we 
depend on someone but believe in them, why we apologise for
a mistake but confide in a friend or why we consist of parts but

belong to a group. Somewhere in the language’s long and untidy history, these
pairings were arranged, and they have been living together ever since.

Lately, though, humans seem determined to play matchmakers. A politician
no longer cozies up to an industrialist; he’s cozying up with one. Govts invest on

infrastructure, instead of  in. Officials discuss about policy. Someone is married
with two children, as though matrimony were a joint venture. Verbs are being
introduced to new prepositions without a formal separation from old ones.
Casualties are the little words. Nobody notices them when they’re right, the way
nobody notices a good referee. Their finest achievement is going unnoticed.

Swap one out, though, and the sentence starts to squeak.
Languages evolve, of  course. Shakespeare coined words freely.

American English gave us expressions that scandalised British 
purists. Indian English has added its own rhythms and idioms. 

Evolution is not the enemy, confusion is. Most verb-preposition pairings follow
convention, not logic, which is why they resist improvisation. You adhere to
rules, not with them. You refrain from commenting, not to. You dispose of
waste, object to a proposal, long for a holiday, approve of an idea. Try justifying
any of  this to someone learning English, and the language starts to resemble 
a cat: certain it is right, uninterested in explaining why.

Perhaps that’s what makes these pairings so fragile. A wrong phrase surfaces
often enough, in a TV debate, a slide deck, an overeager AI’s prose, and it starts
to sound almost right. Familiarity is not the same as correctness, but it is a 
convincing impostor. So we need to spend our days rescuing respectable verbs
from unsuitable companions – more like a relationship counsellor than a
grammar nazi. Yes, English has outlasted invasions, colonialism, texting, and
autocorrect, and will outlast this too, but a few marriages are worth defending.
After all, if  Romeo belongs withJuliet, we can surely agree that one should cozy
up to someone, not with them. Some matches are simply meant to be.

Made To Match

Chethan.Kumar@timesofindia.com

Till preposition do them part

As the world watched this most anticipated
summit, between US and China, images
that flashed on their screens carried
Trump’s imprimatur. In his second 
presidency, he has made personalised
diplomacy the central theme of  American
foreign policy. His breaking with precedent
to receive Xi Jinping at the airport, his
impromptu invitation for Xi to look 
inside the presidential helicopter, and

his characterisation of  relations between 
the two leaders as a ‘truly great friendship’,
are quintessentially Trump.

Such optics send important signals. Both Xi’s
domestic constituency and his international
partners and rivals will read these as gestures
by one wanting to please the other, in expectation
of  receiving benefit in return. Xi would, obviously,
have been pleased with all the attention he
received. But, Chinese leaders keep optics 
separate from outcomes, never allowing protocol
to bleed into substance. Xi would, likely, have
banked the optics, without any of  it translating
into substantive concessions.

He understands Trump’s desire for grands-
tanding, and he played the game accordingly,
from being amused when Trump showed him
the caricature of  Biden, to equating Trump’s
‘Make America Great Again’ slogan with his
own signature campaign of  ‘Rejuvenation of
the Chinese Nation’.

He also played to Trump’s ego, characterising
them both as helmsmen who would jointly steer the 
great ship of  US-China relations, on a steady course 
towards a shared future. This could allow Trump to 
project his China policy as a big win, in time for the 
Nov midterms, by claiming that he had converted a 
looming challenge into an asset for US, without China
making any real concessions.

Substance of  the summit was frugal. The Chinese
made the right noises, but few real commitments. They
understand this US administration reneges on deals,
makes additional demands, and imposes new conditions.
They are in no hurry to close the deal.

Although both leaders claimed that Boards of  Trade

and Investment were making good progress, the truce
over tariffs was only extended until Feb 2027. China 
reiterated its willingness to purchase more agri products
and energy, a tactic that it regularly uses to build hopes
of  future business, which rarely materialises.

On Iran, China simply reiterated its position on 
nuclear weapons and Hormuz Strait, but made no
further assurances with regard to its own relationship
with Iran. There were clear differences and, thus, no
consensus on some other issues that Trump raised 
with Xi, like the idea of  a ‘free and open Indo-Pacific’.
Nor was there any reference to Taiwan.

On AI, some progress was achieved in setting up 
a joint mechanism for handling its unintended risks.
But despite Trump’s claim that China had agreed to US’s
suggestion to refer to the new tech as ‘super-intelligence’,
China’s read-out continued to use traditional terminology.
Its real objective is to ensure that Chinese AI can 
develop unfettered by US tech restrictions. Hence, 
its talk of  making AI a friendly race instead of  a 
decisive wrestling match.

And by holding out the prospects of  a large Chinese
market for US-made AI products, Xi was acting precisely
the way Deng Xiaoping did 50 years ago, using market
access as leverage to secure American tech.

For Xi, this visit was not primarily about material

outcomes. It was about reframing the relationship in a
way that could give China space and time to continue 
its hegemonic rise. He had seized the initiative in May, 
by coining the ‘constructive relationship of  strategic
stability’. In Washington, he was able to lock down
Trump into jointly committing to this concept. What
the Chinese have done is use Trump’s style of  top-down
leadership, something Xi understands all too well, to
compel US establishment to accept this as the guiding
principle for bilateral relations.

The concept itself  is, intentionally, non-specific. 
It’s broad enough to justify all core Chinese interests 

as reasonable for Americans to agree with,
and to label their rejection by Americans 
as a violation of  solemn understandings
proffered by their leader.

In the remainder of  Trump’s second term,
China’s effort will be to lay down more precise
markers of  what it means by strategic stability.
That is what Xi meant when he told Trump that
vision must now be translated into action.

Initial ideas include equal-footed consultation,
extending the list of  cooperation areas by
narrowing the list of  issues, adhering to ‘no
conflict and no confrontation’, and, most 
significantly, acting ‘prudently’ on the Taiwan
question in order to lay the foundation for 
good relations. These look suspiciously like
pre-conditions. But just enough was said 
and done through word and gesture by Xi, 
to allay any concerns that Trump or his 
close advisers might have had.

The Chinese believe they have achieved 
an important outcome in Washington, which if  taken 
to its logical conclusion could help China escape
the Thucydides Trap, of  inevitable confrontation 
between the current hegemon and the rising one. 
During Trump’s visit to China in May, Xi had publicly
questioned whether China and US could jointly 
work to overcome this trap. Last week in Washington,
Xi felt confident enough to state, in Trump’s presence,
that it can indeed be overcome, if  US and China go 
down the track that China is laying down.

China will spare no effort to bake in this so-called
‘new positioning’ before Trump demits office, in order
that his successors are bound to the Chinese vision
for the future Sino-US relationship.

Vijay Gokhale

Xi-ing Eye To Eye
Trump’s instinct for personal chemistry shaped the US-China summit. Xi participated in this
performance…but didn’t budge from Beijing’s strategic script for managing American power

Former Indian
Ambassador 
to China

L
egend has it that kabaddi was inspired by the Mahabharat –
particularly the story of  Abhimanyu breaking through the
Kauravs’ defensive chakravyu military formation. With that

kind of  lineage for the sport, India’s dominance in kabaddi at the
international level – men’s and women’s gold at the Asiad – comes 
as little surprise. It was the ninth overall gold for the men, and 
fourth for the women. However, the international pool for kabaddi
is still very small. At the Japan games, a mere 11 national Olympic
committees participated in kabaddi.

Why isn’t kabaddi more popular? After all, there are other contact
sports like rugby that enjoy transcontinental appeal. Plus, wrestling,

another sport that is traditionally
played in rural India, has massive global
reach, although its Greco-Roman version,
and Central Asian, American, and 
Japanese depth, give it diverse interna-
tional branches. Kabaddi, however, 
appears to be afflicted by two different

forces. First, the modernisation and professionalisation of  kabaddi is
a relatively recent phenomenon. It was only in 2002 that the kabaddi
mat was used at the Asian Games, and players started wearing 
shoes for matches. While this transition from the traditional 
playing surface of  mud to mat, made it more appealing to countries
outside the subcontinent, it also transformed the sport into an elite
game – the opposite process to cricket in India – making it somewhat
less aspirational in India.

On the other hand, rural kabaddi, especially in traditional kabaddi
bastions such as Punjab, has devolved into syndicates, local politics,
and gang wars. In Dec last year, kabaddi player and promoter
Kanwar Digvijay Singh, was shot dead during a live kabaddi 
tournament. The result: the kabaddi talent pool is getting restricted
through both its elite progression and rural degeneration. And 
with India dominating the game at the international level, India’s
problems prevent the sport’s wider spread.

Kabaddi Gold. But Glitter?
The sport could spread wider internationally, but

issues with the game in India prevent this

Calvin & Hobbes

Today, the Regiment of  Artillery marks
its bicentenary. It’s a milestone worth
pausing over – not simply because of its
age, but because few military capabilities
have had to reinvent themselves as
continuously as artillery.

Artillery has evolved with every major transformation
in warfare. The cannon altered the battlefield; mechanisation
transformed mobility; radio and radar accelerated
observation and fire control; rockets and missiles 
extended reach; and precision guidance changed the
economics of  engagement. Today, satellites, unmanned
systems, digital networks, electronic warfare and
artificial intelligence are reshaping how firepower 
is generated and delivered.

What began as a weapon has become a complex
fires system, integrating guns, rockets, ammunition,
surveillance, communications and fire control. Its 
purpose, however, remains unchanged: to deliver 
accurate fire, against the right target, at the right 
time, in order to create the desired effect.

For the Regiment, Sept 28 marks the beginning of  
an enduring Indian artillery tradition. On that day in
1827, 5 (Bombay) Mountain Battery was raised as the
8th Company of  the Golandaz Battalion, Bombay Foot
Artillery. It is recognised as the first Indian artillery
unit, and its uninterrupted service is the foundation 
of  the present-day commemoration.

The history of  Indian artillery is inseparable from
that of  Indian Army. Gunners served with distinction
in both World Wars, and subsequently in the wars and
operations of  independent India.

Among the most distinguished was Havildar Umrao
Singh, who commanded a field-gun detachment in the
Kaladan Valley of  Burma in Dec 1944. Despite being 
wounded and repeatedly attacked, he continued to 
operate his gun and engage the enemy until his position
was finally overrun. His actions remain a powerful
reminder of  what is expected of  a Gunner. That spirit is
captured in the Regiment’s motto: Sarvatra Izzat-o-Iqbal –
Everywhere with Honour and Glory.

If  one quality has sustained the Regiment across
nearly two centuries, it’s adaptation. High-altitude 
warfare, counter-insurgency, and the increasingly

tech-intensive character of  battle have demanded
successive changes in equipment, organisation, tactics,
and employment.

Kargil remains one of  the most vivid demonstrations
of  the relationship between tech, professionalism, and
battlefield effect. Enemy positions occupied dominating
heights; approaches were exposed; observation was
difficult; and infantry had to climb steep slopes against
well-prepared defences. Artillery had to deliver sustained
and accurate fire, despite terrain that complicated 
almost every aspect of  gunnery. The 155mm Bofors gun
became one of  the defining weapons of  the campaign.
Its effectiveness, however, came from more than the
gun. Ammunition, survey, observation, fire planning,
communications, logistics, and highly trained and 
courageous crews, all mattered.

The intensity of  the campaign reinforced a lesson that
remains relevant: firepower is meaningful only when it
can be sustained. Its greater significance lay in the effect
created. Artillery suppressed enemy positions, disrupted
movement and reinforcement, and created opportunities
for infantry to close with and capture objectives.

The transformation since Kargil has changed the 
Gunner’s professional landscape. The gun remains central,
but it now operates within a larger chain of  sensors, com-
munications, fire control, and command-and-control.

Amodern engagement may begin with an unmanned
system detecting a target, be refined through surveillance
or electronic intelligence, passed through a digital
network, and converted into a firing solution. The weapon
selected to create the required effect may be a gun, 

rocket or precision munition. The result is then assessed
and, if  necessary, the cycle begins again.

The change is as professional as it is technical. 
Mastery of  gunnery and ballistics remains fundamental,
but the modern Gunner must also understand sensors,
data, communications, electronic warfare, artificial
intelligence, and joint fires.

India’s modernisation is now building this wider
capability. The Advanced Towed Artillery Gun System
represents an important step in indigenous gun 
development; the K9 Vajra provides mobile-tracked 
firepower; the M777 offers air-portable capability; 
and Dhanush represents an important indigenous 
evolution of  the 155mm gun family.

But modernisation cannot be measured by range or
sophistication alone. A weapon that cannot be supplied,
maintained, and replenished in a prolonged conflict is of
limited military value. Kargil had provided one lesson.
Contemporary conflicts reinforce another. Precision can
reduce ammunition expenditure for particular targets,
but it does not remove the need for ammunition depth
when a conflict becomes prolonged and intense.

This makes the wider industrial ecosystem strategically
important – from propellants, fuses, and shells to barrels,
guidance components, lubricants, and spares. Indigenous
capacity is not merely an economic objective; it is an
element of  operational resilience.

Operation Sindoorprovides a contemporary Indian
illustration of  how these capabilities are coming 
together. The operation demonstrated the value of
precision, accurate intelligence, integrated fires,
and the coordinated employment of  different military
capabilities. Guns, missiles, drones, and other elements
of  the force contributed to a response in which 
speed, accuracy, and the ability to generate effects
at different ranges were critical.

The history of  artillery is ultimately not only the
history of  guns. It’s the history of  a profession that has
continually converted advances in science and tech into
battlefield effects. The next generation of  Gunners will
have to master a wider spectrum of  capabilities, 
operate within joint networks, and make decisions at
unprecedented speed. But the central obligation will
remain unchanged. After two centuries, that is perhaps
the most enduring truth of  the Regiment of  Artillery.

The writer is Lieutenant General (Retd)

Modern Gunners Are More Than Guns, Guts & Glory
An ex-Director General, Artillery, writing on the occasion of Gunners’ Day, says India’s

heavy guns regiment showcases its technological capacity
Tarun Chawla

Ideological
thinking
becomes
emancipated
from the

reality that we perceive with our five senses and
insists on a ‘truer’ reality concealed behind all
perceptible things, dominating them from this
place of concealment and requiring a sixth sense
that enables us to become aware of it.

Sacredspace

Hannah Arendt
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The reopening of Disha Salian’s death case is a test of 
whether India’s investigative institutions can revisit a 
deeply contested conclusion without succumbing to 
either political pressure or public spectacle. Six years 

after the 28-year-old celebrity manager fell from a Mumbai 
building, the Bombay High Court’s intervention has brought the 
circumstances of her death back into legal scrutiny. The implications 
extend beyond one family’s prolonged search for answers. 

The court’s concerns about the police investigation, including 
unexplained discrepancies and the failure to register an FIR, raise 
questions about the adequacy of the original inquiry. These are 
not minor procedural details.  

In a suspicious death, the quality of evidence collection and the 
completeness of the investigation determine whether the truth 
can be established. When serious questions remain unanswered, 
public confidence shatters. 

Yet the reopening must not be mistaken for confirmation of 
murder. Disha’s father, Satish Salian, has alleged that his daughter 
was sexually assaulted and murdered, and that influential people 
were protected through the suppression or fabrication of evidence. 
His complaint also alleges a connection with the death of actor 
Sushant Singh Rajput, whom Disha had professionally represented. 
These are grave allegations, not established facts. The High Court 
itself has made clear that the registration of an FIR does not 
establish anyone’s guilt. 

The proximity of the two deaths in June 2020 helped fuel 
speculation. Rajput’s death, followed by the intense media
campaign against his girlfriend Rhea Chakraborty, exposed the 
dangers of allowing conjecture to overwhelm evidence. The CBI 
subsequently concluded that Rajput had died by suicide and 
found no role for Chakraborty or her family. That conclusion does 
not automatically settle the separate questions concerning Disha, 
nor does the reopening of her case invalidate the findings in his. 

The danger now is that the investigation becomes another 
arena for political combat. The naming of politicians, police 
officers and film personalities can generate headlines long before 
evidence is tested. Political affiliations should neither shield 
anyone from investigation nor become grounds for presuming 
guilt. The same standard must apply to every individual, regardless 
of influence or public reputation. 

The CBI therefore carries a responsibility that goes beyond 
registering a case. It must establish what happened on the night 
of Disha’s death, examine the forensic and documentary evidence, 
account for investigative lapses and determine whether credible 
evidence supports the allegations of criminal conspiracy. Any 
connection with Rajput’s death must be demonstrated, not 
inferred from chronology or professional association. 

For Disha’s parents, the passage of six years cannot diminish 
the need for answers. But justice cannot be measured by whether 
investigators confirm a particular theory or satisfy demands for 
retribution. It must be measured by the integrity of the process 
and the strength of the evidence. 

The reopening offers an opportunity to replace speculation 
with findings. If the allegations are substantiated, those responsible 
must face consequences. If they are not, that conclusion must be 
established transparently. The public deserves neither a convenient 
closure nor an endless mystery.

Our understanding of success also 
needs reconsideration. A person 
may earn a large income and yet 
experience a life impoverished by 

broken relationships, anxiety, selfishness 
or an absence of purpose. Another person 
may have a modest profession but contribute 
enormously to family, community and society. 
Economic achievement and human fulfilment 
are not synonymous. Education should not 
teach young people to be indifferent to 
material success, but it should teach them 
that material success is only one component 
of a meaningful life. 

This brings us to perhaps the deepest 
question: what is the purpose of human 
life? Different philosophical and spiritual 
traditions answer this question differently, 
and education should not impose one 
particular answer. But education should 
create the intellectual space for a young 
person to ask the question. What does it 
mean to live a good life? What do I owe to 
my family and society? What is the relationship 
between freedom and responsibility? What 
constitutes happiness? How should one 
respond to success and failure? What is the 
difference between desire and need? How 
should power be exercised? What makes an 
action just or unjust? These are not questions 
outside education. They are among the most 
important questions education can help a 
human being explore. 

Literature, philosophy, history, art and 
culture have a special role here. Literature 
allows us to enter lives different from our 
own. History teaches us that societies are 
shaped by choices and consequences. 
Philosophy trains us to examine assumptions. 
Art develops sensitivity and imagination. 
Music and theatre cultivate emotional 
expression and collective experience. Civics 
teaches us that rights are accompanied by 
responsibilities. 

These disciplines should not be regarded 
as ornamental in an education system 
increasingly oriented towards science and 
technology. The technological citizen of 
tomorrow will need the humanities precisely 
because technology will increase his power 
to act while leaving unresolved the question 
of what actions are desirable. Hence, the 
need for an inter-disciplinary approach to 
education. Reorienting education also requires 
a closer relationship between education and 
the world of work, but in a different way 
from simply making education job-oriented. 
Students should have opportunities to 
understand actual workplaces, professions, 
entrepreneurship, crafts and skilled 
occupations. Vocational education should 
receive the dignity it deserves. The artificial 
hierarchy between “academic” and 
“practical” learning needs to be reduced. 

A society requires skilled technicians, 
artisans, farmers, entrepreneurs, caregivers, 
researchers, teachers and professionals 
of every kind. Education should help 
young people understand that dignity 
comes from the value and integrity of 
one's contribution, not merely from the 
social prestige attached to an occupation 
in a stratified society. 

At the same time, industry and employers 
also have a responsibility. If graduates 
lack employability, the answer cannot 
always be to demand that universities 
simply produce more narrowly trained 
workers. Employers, professional bodies 
and educational institutions need a 
continuing dialogue about changing skills
and competencies. Life-long learning 
must become normal because professions 
themselves are changing rapidly. The person 
who enters employment at twenty-two may 
need to acquire entirely new competencies 
at thirty-five, forty-five or fifty. Education 
cannot, therefore, be something completed 
before employment begins. It must continue 
alongside employment and throughout life. 

Technology makes this life-long approach 
increasingly possible. Digital platforms, open 
educational resources, libraries, lectures and 
collaborative networks can make learning 
accessible well beyond conventional classrooms. 
But technology should be used to deepen 
learning rather than merely accelerate 
information consumption. The objective 
should not be to produce people who consume 

more content, but people who think more 
deeply, question more intelligently and act 
more responsibly. 

The relationship between education and 
social degradation must also be understood 
carefully. It would be too simplistic to attribute 
crime, violence or moral decline to shortcomings 
in the education system alone. Social problems 
arise from multiple and interacting causes. 
Yet education has a preventive and formative 
role. A person who develops empathy, 

self-control, critical thinking, 
respect for law, appreciation 
of human dignity and the 
ability to resolve conflict 
constructively possesses 
resources that can help resist 
destructive impulses and 
social pressures. Education 
cannot eliminate crime, but 
an education system that 
consciously develops character 
and social responsibility can 
contribute to a healthier 
social environment, away
from deviant social behaviour. 

Ultimately, what we need 
is not less education but a 
broader conception of 
education. We need to move 
from education as credential 
to education as capability; 
from education as preparation 
for employment to education 
as preparation for life; from 
learning as an activity confined 
to youth to learning as a 
lifelong process; and from 
knowledge as personal 

possession to knowledge as a resource for 
social contribution. 

The reorientation of the education system 
must, therefore, be systemic. It should 
influence curriculum design, teacher training, 
assessment methods, institutional culture, 
vocational education, higher education, 
career counselling and community engagement. 
Educational institutions should be encouraged 
to measure not merely examination results 
and placement figures, but also participation 
in meaningful projects, innovation, service, 
creativity and the development of broader 
competencies. 

Parents should be encouraged to value 
curiosity and character alongside marks. 

Students should be told that a career is 
important, but it is only one part of a life. 
Employers should participate in shaping 
relevant competencies while recognising 
that universities have a responsibility larger 
than supplying skilled labour. Policymakers 
should ensure that employability and human 
development are treated as complementary 
rather than competing objectives. 

The ultimate objective should be to create 
an education system that produces people 
who are capable of earning a livelihood, but 
who also know how to live; people who can 
compete, but also cooperate; people who 
can exercise rights, but understand responsibilities; 
people who can use technology, but are not 
controlled by it; people who can pursue 
ambition, but retain humility; people who 
can accumulate knowledge, but also develop 
wisdom; and people who can achieve personal 
success without losing sight of the society 
that made that success possible. 

Employment should remain an important 
objective of education because a dignified 
livelihood gives a person independence and 
the ability to contribute. But it should be 
understood as a means rather than the 
meaning of life. The real purpose of education 
is larger. It is to enable a human being to 
understand the world, understand oneself, 
develop useful knowledge and life skills, 
cultivate values, form meaningful relationships, 
accept responsibility and remain capable of 
learning throughout life. 

The ultimate classroom is, therefore, not 
the school or university. It is life itself. The 
ultimate examination is not a written paper, 
but the difficult moment when knowledge 
has to become judgement, when freedom 
has to become responsibility and when 
personal interest has to be reconciled with 
the larger good. The ultimate certificate is 
not the degree hanging on the wall, but the 
trust that other human beings place in us. 

If education can once again embrace this 
larger purpose, we will not have to choose 
between employability and humanity. We 
can create an education system that prepares 
young people both to earn a living and to 
live a life of meaning. We can transform the 
degree from an endpoint into a beginning, 
the classroom from a place of instruction 
into a foundation for life-long learning, and 
employment from the destination of education 
into one of its many instruments. 

The challenge before us, therefore, is not 
merely to educate more people. It is to 
reorient what we mean by education itself. 
We must ask whether we are merely preparing 
the next generation for the labour market, 
or preparing them for the far larger and 
more meaningful and demanding task of 
being human. A society that gets this 
distinction right will not only produce better 
workers and professionals; it will have a 
better chance of producing wiser citizens, 
stronger communities and more humane 
human beings. Education should ultimately 
teach us not merely how to make a living, 
but how to make a life ~ and how, through 
that life, to make a meaningful contribution 
to the lives of others. 

 
(Concluded)

There is something almost surreal 
about how cheap privacy, especially 
data privacy, has become in 
Bangladesh. On September 6, a 

reporter from Prothom Alo anonymously 
approached an online data seller and 
provided them with the mobile number of 
a government minister.  

Payment was made, and a few hours 
later, the seller delivered three months of 
the minister’s call detail records, including 
whom he had spoken to, when, for how 
long, and which mobile towers his phone 
had connected to. When approached for 
comments, the minister checked the 
records against that from his own phone. 
They matched. 

If that sounds too causal, it’s because it 
is. Such illegal practices have, unfortunately, 
become increasingly common. A Dismislab 
investigation conducted in June found a 
blooming online market where citizens’ 
personal data are being sold through 

Facebook advertisements, websites, Telegram, 
and WhatsApp. The array of data that are 
up for purchase includes people’s NIDs, 
call detail records, mobile phone location 
data, SMS lists, tax identification numbers 
(TINs), IMEI numbers, police clearance 
certificates, passport details, 
and mobile financial service 
statements.  

If even the personal data of 
a cabinet minister can be bought 
online with roughly the effort 
it takes to order dinner, we 
cannot help but ask: does “data 
security” mean anything today? 

The urgency of that question has been 
heightened by the government’s reported 
plans for an extraordinarily ambitious 
digital identity project. Under the proposed 
Unified Digital Identity, or “One-ID,” citizens 
would receive a permanent identity from 
birth that could be used throughout their 
lifetime to access public services, including 

healthcare and education.  
The proposed system would gradually 

replace the separate functions of existing 
cards and documents, potentially reducing 
the need to maintain multiple forms of 
identification. Precisely what data the new 

card would contain, however, has not 
yet been finalised. 

An average person spends much 
time navigating a maze of identity 
numbers, certificates, registrations, 
and databases. A well-designed digital 
identity system could, in theory, reduce 
duplication and spare people from 
repeatedly submitting the same 

information to different government offices.  
But we are carrying years of unresolved 

issues over how citizens’ data are collected, 
accessed, copied, protected, and, in many 
cases, sold. Most people have simply learned 
to live with this reality, often without 
knowing the extent of the risks.  

Many have had to suffer because of the 

weak safeguards. But no government has 
yet done enough to address these systemic 
vulnerabilities. 

The Tech Global Institute (TGI) recently 
documented at least 68 reported or alleged 
data-breach incidents affecting both public 
and private institutions between January 
2023 and May 2026.  

Thirty-six involved government organisations,
and 32 private entities. The information 
thus exposed included NID numbers, 
biometric records, passport information, 
and other personally identifiable data.  

Another study by TGI shows that our 
data-security problem is not necessarily 
one giant server waiting to be broken  
into ~ it is an ecosystem problem. Its 
examination of the country’s digital identity 
infrastructure identifies a complex web of 
government bodies, private organisations, 
verification systems, APIs, vendors, and 
other intermediaries with access to 
identity-linked information. 

Some of the most important relationships in life begin 
before we have any knowledge of them. That unsettling 
truth lies at the heart of the remarkable story of two 
Indian-born women, adopted separately in infancy, who 

became close friends as teenagers in the Netherlands and only 
decades later discovered that they were biological sisters. 

The extraordinary element is not the DNA test itself. Genetic 
testing has made such discoveries increasingly possible. What is 
extraordinary is that the relationship existed before the explanation. 
As teenagers, the two women recognised similarities in appearance 
and behaviour and developed an immediate intimacy. They 
eventually lost touch, lived separate adult lives and built their 
own families. Yet the connection had been real even when its 
biological basis was invisible. That should complicate the way we 
think about family. 

Modern societies tend to define family through a mixture of 
biology, law and shared upbringing. Adoption, however, exposes 
the limitations of each definition. A child may have biological 
parents who are strangers, adoptive parents who are unquestionably 
family, and siblings whose existence remains unknown. None of 
these relationships cancels the others. Identity can contain several 
truths simultaneously. 

For adopted children, the question of biological origins can be 
far more than curiosity. It can concern medical history, inherited 
traits, personal identity and the simple human desire to know 
where one’s story began. The women in this case had grown up 
in loving Dutch families, but one of them had already travelled  
to India as a young adult seeking information about her origins 
and encountered the barriers created by incomplete or  
inaccessible records. 

That points to a larger institutional issue. Adoption systems 
should not merely provide children with new homes; they should 
preserve, as far as ethically and legally possible, the information 
that allows those children to understand their histories later in 
life. Records concerning birth, biological parents and siblings can 
acquire enormous significance decades after an adoption has 
been completed. 

Technology is now changing that equation. Consumer DNA 
databases can connect people across continents and generations, 
sometimes revealing relationships that families, institutions or 
governments failed to document. But genetic discovery also 
carries responsibilities. A DNA match can uncover secrets involving 
parentage, adoption and family history that people may not be 
emotionally prepared to confront. Privacy safeguards and informed 
consent therefore matter as much as technological capability. 

There is also something quietly humbling about this particular 
reunion. The women did not need genetics to become close. The 
test supplied evidence, not affection. It confirmed a biological 
relationship that their lives had somehow anticipated. 

Perhaps that is the most enduring lesson. Biology can explain 
a connection, but it cannot manufacture one. Family is partly 
inherited, partly created and sometimes unexpectedly rediscovered. 
The two sisters did not recover the years they had lost. But they 
gained the possibility of refusing to lose any more. 

And sometimes that is what a second chance looks like: not 
returning to the beginning, but finally understanding who was 
there beside you all along.

Unfinished  Truth 

Ties  that  bind 

What is the purpose of human 
life? Different philosophical and 
spiritual traditions answer this 
question differently, and 
education should not impose 
one particular answer. But 
education should create the 
intellectual space for a young 
person to ask the question. What 
does it mean to live a good life? 
What do I owe to my family and 
society? What is the relationship 
between freedom and 
responsibility? What constitutes 
happiness? How should one 
respond to success and failure? 
What is the difference between 
desire and need? How should 
power be exercised? What 
makes an action just or unjust? 
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CEC must go 
Sir, Please refer to today’s reports “Under-fire 

ECI says no rift, unanimous on decisions” 
& “CEC-EC selection law challenge heads 
to Constitution Bench after split verdict”. 

The investigation by the Indian Express 
into the Election Commission of India’s 
(ECI) functioning during its Special Intensive 
Revision (SIR) shows that the disquiet over 
what transpired under CEC Gyanesh Kumar’s 
watch is not limited to civil society, the 
media and the Opposition.  

It ran through the ECI itself, as Election 
Commissioners Sukhbir Singh Sandhu and 
Vivek Joshi objected on record at least 14 
times between October 2025 and August 
2026 to decisions, many of which, they 
said, were taken without their knowledge.  

Their dissent mirrors what local election 

officials had complained of: that many of 
the changes in the electoral rolls were done 
at the central database level overriding 
Electoral Registration Officers, the statutory 
authority on voters’ eligibility. 

The consequences of the anomalies in 
the ECI’s decision-making and its functioning 
were the deepest in West Bengal. About 60 
lakh electors were flagged for software-generated 
“logical discrepancies” ~ many were dubious 
~ and 27 lakh names were deleted.  

Of the 38 lakh appeals pending before 
tribunals, 16.1 lakh were by those seeking 
to remove voters whom judicial officers 
had included; Mr. Sandhu’s question of who 
authorised filing them on the ECI’s behalf 
remains unanswered.  

Meanwhile, over nine in 10 appeals against 
deletion decided so far have restored the 
electors, which suggests that the exercise 

struck off lakhs of genuine voters before 
the West Bengal elections.  

  On Wednesday, Justice Dipankar Datta, 
as part of a two-judge Bench, held in his 
opinion that the 2023 Act’s replacement of 
the CJI, whom the Anoop Baranwal judgment 
had placed on the selection panel, with a 
Union Minister, fails the “perception test”.  

It was this panel that chose Mr. Kumar 
as CEC. Given the context, Mr. Kumar must 
resign and the Court must halt further 
deletions until the electoral roll database is 
audited. Anything less will be a defeat for 
India’s democracy. 

Yours, etc., Khokan Das, 
Kolkata, 24 September. 

 

Betrayed 
Sir, One almost feels like saying “Et tu 

CEC?” in the backdrop of the Indian Express 
expose about the workings of the Election 
Commission.  

That there was something wrong in the 
state of Denmark (read, the ECI's functioning, 
particularly in the manner in which the 
CEC was conducting himself) was known 
to all and sundry.  

The nation seems to be witnessing an 
extraordinary scandal involving the complete 
breach of trust that we the people had in an 
institution that not too long ago was held 
in high esteem.  

Friedrich Nietzsche’s powerful quote 
comes to mind instantly ~ “I’m not upset 
that you lied to me, I'm upset that from 
now on I can’t believe you.” Is Mr Gyanesh 
Kumar listening? 

Yours, etc., Avinash Godboley,  
Dewas, 24 September.



07

Crossword  |  No. 293594

News Items

TIGER INVADES SHOP 

MEAL OF PORK AND 
VISIT TO A HOUSE 
(Special Cable.) 
Paris, Sept. 

Amusing details of the way in which the little 
town of St. Amand-les-Eaux was terrorised by 
eight lions and two tigers which escaped from a 
circus are given by the Matin. A pedestrian walking 
down the street, unconscious of anything amiss, 
suddenly found a lion walking by his side. The 
animal sniffed him, licked his hand and disappeared 
down a street. Another lion entered a busy cafe, 
but a tiger, desiring a more solid meal, visited a 
pork butcher’s shop and made short work of its 
contents. A man who saw the tiger coming up the 
staircase leading to his bedroom had just time to 
escape by tying a sheet to the bar across the 
window and sliding down it to the street. Eventually 
all the animals were recaptured and not a single 
person was attacked. — Copyright. 

 
 

LORD READING 

DIRECTOR OF NEW 
PALESTINE 
ELECTRIC 
CORPORATION 
London, Sept. 

It is announced that Lord Reading, Sir Alfred 
Mond, Sir Hugo Hirst and Mr. James de Rothchild 
are joining the board of directors of the Palestine 
Electric Corporation Limited, formed for the 
purpose of carrying out Rutenburg’s scheme of 
electrification of Palestine. The capital has been 
fully subscribed. —Reuter. 

 
 

PHILOSOPHY OF INDIA 

5,000 BERLINERS 
HEAR TAGORE 
LECTURE 
Cologne, Sept. 

Five thousand people to-day paid from half a 
crown to ten shillings each to hear Rabindranath 
Tagore lecture on the philosophy of India. The 
lecture, which was delivered in English, was 
translated into German. In the evening the poet 
gave excerpts from his poems in Bengali, which 
proved to be very popular.— Reuter. 

 
 

DELEGATES TO MEET 
CONFERENCE 

CALLED BY THE 
FEDERATION 
(British Official Wireless.) 
Rugby, Sept. 

No immediate change in the coal situation is 
in prospect. The Miners’ Executive met to-day, 
however, and, after considering the Prime 
Minister’s letter, decided to call a further delegate 
conference which will meet on Wednesday in 
London to consider the position. Additional
interest will be lent to Monday’s coal debate in 
Parliament in view of the fact that the Miners’ 
executive will meet the Parliamentary Labour 
Party and mining members of Parliament on 
that day. They will also discuss the situation 
with the Council of the Trades Union Congress.

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters  in the  words required.  (By arrangement with The Independent, London)

ACROSS 
 
 
1    University 

dissertation’s about 
down-and-out (6) 

4    One tries to cause 
upset and turmoil – 
occasionally 
crossing line (5) 

9    Optical illusion 
partly inverted 
colour (5) 

10  One opens either 
end of Chubb-lock 
with small band (9) 

12  Craft group catch 
heartless bully out? 
(5,4) 

13  Bond’s boss and 
assistant returned 
for films, TV etc (5) 

14  Declined journalist 
on record – men 
become focus of 
smear (7) 

17  Mass conflict 
fractures defence 
(7) 

19  Heard every 
instrument  
(3) 

20  Lazy model, cast  
(7) 

21  Approve funny red 
nose (7) 

23  Furious, old Rover’s 
losing power (5) 

25  Perhaps Tommy 
Cooper’s 
floundering with 
idea for trick, 
ultimately  
(4,5) 

28  Random parking in 
ditch first and road 
after – this vehicle 
is South African (9) 

29  Order tabbouleh 
twice – in 
retrospect, 
somewhat steep  
(5) 

30  Gentle hit, initially, 
Billy Liar’s out of 
print (5) 

31  No leads on the 
water boiler?  
(6) 

 
DOWN 
 
1    Force vehicle to 

speed up after 
Petty Officer left in 
charge (6,3) 

2    Copper replaces 
one, making patrol 
complete  
(5) 

3    Best phone 
company accepts 
ninety pounds  
(5) 

5    Looked like Greeks 
regularly exploited 
space up top (9) 

6    Oddly Lou Reed’s 
drug free, touring 
India – it’s brilliant 
(5) 

7    Quiet film actor (6) 
8    Likely for highly 

attractive sort to 
pick up student  
(8) 

11  Share with 
journalist (5) 

15  Outlaw speed 
bumps on bendy 
road (9) 

16  Broadcast dramedy 
describing a fantasy 
(8) 

18  Publish landlord’s 
overseas 
correspondence 
(3,6) 

20  Consider speaker’s 
approach (5) 

22  On choppy seas, 
English surfer finally 
wipes out (6) 

24  Disgust American by 
rolling tongue (5) 

26  Daughter in prison, 
revealing bum  
(5) 

27  Gold coin and 
compass (5)

1 2 3 4 5 6

7 8

9 10 11

12 13

14 15 16 17 18

19

20 21 22

23 24 25 26 27

28 29

30 31

Q U A N G O A T S T U D
U N A H R E

H I S T O R Y M I N O R C A
T O I W N U I

D O N N Y B R O O K P O P E
I A M E H

C R A W L E N L A R G E D
U D N A R

U P S T A I R S M E A N S
B I L P T

B E A T M A I D E N H O O D
A L I B D E V

O R D I N A L A U D I T O R
E N S S S L
R E G I M E C A S T R O

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters  in the  words required.  (By arrangement with The Independent, London)

Last SaturdayÊs Solution

P E R S P E C T I V E
100 Years Ago

Front page of The Statesman  
dated 28 September 1926

Press reports suggest that the 
leaders of our organizations, 
in the financial and other sectors, 
are remarkably prone to 

exploiting their fiefdoms for personal 
gain. Ingenious schemes abound which 
guarantee them prodigious compensation 
and benefits regardless of the results 
they achieve. While the topmost managers 
usually initiate such exploitative plans, 
it is usually the middle and junior 
managers who shape, refine and 
administer them. 

In our political organizations, corrupt 
and inept leaders, once able to grasp 
a position, then utilize the foothold to 
grab unlimited power the country’s 
laws limit or preclude. In that illicit 
grab, they often secure the eager 
alliance of other politicians, partymen 
and administrators. The secrecy and 
collusion of the beneficiaries are to be 
expected. Why don't the other professionals 
in the know protest or blow the whistle? 
What ensures their silence and 
compliance? Beyond the simple and 
often unenforceable threat of superiors' 
wrath, is there some payoff for these 
willing tools of others' wrongdoing? 

In the early seventies, Stanley 
Milgram carried out a series of 
experiments in which two persons, 

designated teacher and learner, came 
into a laboratory with the experimenter. 
Ostensibly a test of learning principles, 
the learner had to memorize word 
pairs, and the teacher administered 
electric shocks for errors, with increasingly 
stronger shocks for worse errors. The 
learner was strapped to a machine, 
and the teacher-controlled shocks 
marked Slight and Moderate to Intense 
and "Danger: Severe Shock." The 
experimenter stayed on to guide the 
teacher and answer questions. In 
reality, the machine was a dummy, 
the learner was an actor giving agonized 
responses on cue, and the focus was 
on the teacher's conduct. 

Before the experiments, knowledgeable 
people expected that volunteer teachers 
would refuse to obey the experimenter 
in applying shocks, especially of higher 
intensity. They were wrong. Most 
volunteers felt perturbed and uncertain 
about continuing the shocks when 
the learners whimpered, screamed, 
pleaded a heart condition. But continue 
the shocks they did, right up to the 
maximum voltage, at the merest urging 
of the experimenter. Interestingly, the 
experimenters never pro mised any 
reward or invoked any penalty. They 
just told the teachers the experiment 

required them to continue and accentuate 
the shocks. The majority obeyed until 
the end. Why? Because some people 
are unmitigated sadists who enjoy 
hurting others? Milgram disproved 
that hypothesis with the open choice 
of his teachers: they were ordinary 
people from all classes, workers, 
professionals, managers. Because 
people have hidden sadistic tendencies 
that come to the fore when they have 
power to exercise them with a respectable 
reason and without a penalty? Milgram 
disproved that too with a variation of 
his experiment: he allowed teachers 
freedom in the choice of shock levels. 
Teachers invariably chose low levels 
of shock at which learners did not 
express discomfort. 

The conclusion we cannot escape 
is that teachers performed their odious 
task with such relentless thoroughness 
because of the presence and persuasion 
of the experimenters. The latter were 
authority figures, and the teachers 
felt they should obey them. They 
squirmed, sweated and spoke later 
with obvious distaste of their assignment, 
but did not walk away from it. Their 
payoff was twofold: they derived 
satisfaction from pleasing the person 
in authority, the experimenter, the 

more so for completing an unpleasant 
task; and they derived further satisfaction 
from a sense of competence, in doing 
their perceived duty, reaching the 
prescribed end and managing to apply 
the fiercest shock. Several showed 
this by being extremely pliant and 
deferential to experimenters, chastising 
learners on their own and, in a revealing 
variation of the experiment, forcing 
learners' hand down on the shock 
plate. The cruelest practices, the most 
heartless decisions, the utterly corrupt 
and contemptible behaviors take place 
in our organizations not because their 
authors are monsters and psychopaths. 
They happen repeatedly, with the 
collusion of scores of ordinary people, 
because we choose the payoff of feeling 
competent and pleasing the powerful. 
We do not want to hurt the feelings of 
our manipulative superiors; we would 

rather hurt the lives of our fellow 
workers and fellow beings. We do 
what they want and ask for; for good 
measure, we do also whatever else 
will please them and convince them 
of our loyalty and competence. With 
vicious circularity, we need our corrupt 
superiors and their special approbation 
as much as they need our corrupt 
complaisance. Corrupt people do not 
have forked tongues and crooked 
horns. They are ordinary people with 
civil tongues and suave manners. They 
are responsible fathers, charming 
housewives, knowledgeable professionals, 
dutiful administrators, competent 
managers. They are also corrupt. They 
do their duty to their spouses, their 
children, their families, their friends, 
their colleagues, their clubs, their 
church. They are also evil. In Milgram's 
experiment, very infrequently, teachers 
rebelled against the application of 
cruel shocks when they saw another 
teacher protesting and refusing to 
carry on the inhuman process. Such 
disobedience was rare and precious, 
and on its contagion rest the hopes of 
our wayward organizations. 

 
The writer is a US-based international development 
advisor and had worked with the World Bank. He can 
be reached at mnandy@gmail.com

llustration by :  
Debabrata Chakrabarty

Obedience, the path to perdition 

Kolkata 
Monday, 28 September 2026

NARENDRA MODI 
 

There is a beautiful saying, 
“वृ� कब�ँ निहं फल भखै, नदी न 
संचै नीर। परमारथ के कारने, साधुन 
धरा शरीर।”. It means the tree 

does not consume its own fruit, nor 
does the river retain its waters. Both 
exist for the benefit of others. Our 
saints and seers have long taught us 
that a life devoted to the welfare of 
those around us acquires a meaning 
far greater than individual achievement. 
If there is one person in whom this 
spirit was constantly reflected, it was 
Shri Ashok Singhal Ji. 

Starting 27th September, we mark 
his birth centenary to celebrate an 
outstanding personality who brought 
together spiritual pursuit, cultural 
awakening and decades of dedicated 
organisational work. 

I consider it a privilege that I had 
innumerable opportunities to interact 
with Ashok Ji and receive his affection. 
One of the earliest instances dates 
back to 1981, when I was a young 
Karyakarta going about the organisational 
duties given to me. I received a 
handwritten letter from him. Naturally, 
it was a noteworthy moment for me. 
He talked about an important upcoming 
programme and gave a few tasks to 
be done. 

Over several decades, I saw him 
work day and night. He would undertake 
long and often difficult travels to the 
remotest of areas. He was particularly 
passionate about travelling across 
tribal areas of Gujarat. His mind was 
constantly running, thinking about 
what more one can do for those on 
the margins of society. Whenever any 
part of the nation was affected by a 
natural disaster, Ashok Ji was either 
among the first to reach there himself 
or among those guiding Karyakartas 
to help those affected. My own experience 
with him in the aftermath of the 2001 
Kutch earthquake was unforgettable. 

This spirit of compassion and care 
for others is something that came to 
Ashok Ji very early in his life. He 
hailed from a very illustrious and 
prosperous family. His father, Shri 
Mahavir Ji, was a distinguished 
administrator. One of his brothers, 
Shri BP Singhal Ji, went on to become 
a police officer and later a Member of 
Parliament. Another brother, Shri VP 
Singhal Ji, was the Chief Secretary of 

Tripura when the state was 
just formed. Other family 
members succeeded in the 
world of commerce and 
agriculture. 

But from a young age, Ashok 
Ji was attracted to something 
else altogether…the revival of 
Bharat and bringing glory to 
Maa Bharti’s children. Growing 
up in Prayagraj, Ashok Ji would 
sit for hours on the banks of 
the Sangam. The river naturally 
interested him, but so did the 
people who came, such as 
saints, seers and devotees. It 
nurtured an understanding of 
India’s cultural ethos and 
strengthened his intention to 
do something for society. This 
desire to live for others drew 
him to the RSS. He embraced 
every responsibility that came 
his way with enthusiasm, 
discipline and a sense of duty. 

Ashok Ji nurtured institutions 
and movements through 
persistence and hard work. 
He was blessed with a formidable 
voice and an oratory that could 
hold an entire gathering in its 
spell. Equally noteworthy was 
his care for fellow Karyakartas. 
Anyone who came into contact 
with him could not help but 
marvel at his remarkable 
simplicity. He shared a deep 
bond with the Sant Samaj and 
commanded immense respect among 
saints and seers across the country. 
They valued his counsel and listened 
to him with great regard. 

My mind goes back to two instances 
which brought out the legendary 
persona of Ashok Ji. The first was in 
1993, when the Vishwa Hindu Parishad 
organised a convention in the USA to 
mark 100 years since Swami Vivekananda’s 
Chicago address. The vision to host 
such a conference overseas, the planning 
and the bringing together of diverse 
stakeholders revealed the organisational 
genius of Ashok Ji. 

The second instance is from the 
year 2000. The World Hindu Conference 
was organised in Port of Spain in 
Trinidad and Tobago. I could see how 
his presence ignited so much enthusiasm 
among other delegates. After my 
address, his words of appreciation 
were a very moving experience for 

me. I saw yet again how his encouragement 
filled every Karyakarta with so much 
energy. 

No mention of Ashok Ji is complete 
without recalling his pivotal role  
in the Ram Janmabhoomi Movement. 
Who can forget his address at  
the Boat Club Rally in 1991? Or the 
defining image of an injured and 
bleeding Ashok Ji at the peak of  
the movement. Today, if there is a 
grand Ram Mandir in Ayodhya, it is 
because of stalwarts like him who 
selflessly immersed themselves in the 
effort to make it possible. He would 
have been the happiest person on 
seeing the Ram Mandir take shape in 
Ayodhya. 

Ashok Ji was blessed with remarkable 
clarity of thought and one area where 
it was clearly seen was his belief that 
our society needs to be harmonious, 
that the message of brotherhood has 
to be reaffirmed. He worked towards 

strengthening social unity and equality. 
He firmly believed that there could 
be no distinction of any kind in society 
and that every individual deserved 
equal dignity and respect. 

It was his thought that the first 
brick of the Ram Mandir in Ayodhya 
would be laid by Shri Kameshwar 
Choupal Ji, a grassroots VHP Karyakarta 
from Bihar who hailed from the 
marginalised sections of society. At a 
Dharm Sansad in Kashi, he decided 
that the Dom Raja would be honoured 
and went on to work with him as part 
of various community efforts. 

Beyond nation-building, Ashok Ji 
had two areas that were very close to 
his heart: education (especially Vedic 
education) and music. As the MP from 
Varanasi, I feel very proud that the 
city I represent, the eternal Kashi, has 
played its part in Ashok Ji’s life. He 
was educated at BHU and was also 
known to be a good student. He was 

closely associated with the Ekal 
Vidyalaya initiative, which worked to 
extend basic education to remote 
villages, especially among tribal
communities. He was a voracious 
reader as well as a good listener and 
he always told younger Karyakartas 
to read as much as possible. 

 Those who knew Ashok Ji closely 
knew how well he sang! I recall meetings 
in Nagpur, where he would sing the 
Ekal Geet, leaving everyone mesmerised 
and setting the tone for the meeting. 
A video of him surprising everyone 
and singing “हे मातृभूिम मेरी, हे िपतृभूिम 
मेरी” during his 90th birthday celebrations 
in 2015 went viral. 

On his birth centenary, let us ensure 
that more youngsters know about his 
greatness. And let us renew our pledge 
to realise his dreams for our nation 
and our people. 

 
The writer is Prime Minister of India.

IT CAME TO MIND | MANISH NANDY

OCCASIONAL NOTE 
Out of the nine provinces in India equipped 

with Legislative Councils, in three only — Burma, 
Madras, and Bengal — has it been notified that 
the elections must be held before November 30. 
Exception to this has been taken in some quarters 
on the familiar ground that the results in one 
case are apt to influence the others. A Swarajist 
or non-Swarajist victory in Bengal or Madras 
might produce decisive effects in Bombay or 
the Punjab, and it is undeniable that on the last 
occasion the defeat of the late Sir Surendranath 
Banerjea and Mr. S. R. Das went far to demoralize 
the Liberals in other parts of India. Whether 
local conditions would permit of holding the 
elections on the same day throughout the country 
we cannot say, but such is now the English 
practice, and in the absence of good reason to 
the contrary it ought to be adopted in India.

Committed to nation-building



A child delivers a flawless, rehearsed speech and wins
loud applause. Another sits quietly, wrestling with a
difficult problem, doubting every step until the solu-
tion finally emerges. Both represent real academic
achievement - yet only one is likely to be pho-
tographed, celebrated, and held up as proof of learn-
ing. As classrooms grow ever more focused on visible
accomplishment, an uncomfortable question follows:
are we nurturing thinkers, or simply training perform-
ers?Educational institutions worldwide are embrac-
ing innovative pedagogy, technology-driven class-
rooms, and elaborate student activities. These can
enrich learning, but they can just as easily disguise its
absence. A colourful classroom does not guarantee
intellectual growth. An enthusiastic student has not

necessarily understood the concept at hand. Even a
beautifully executed project says little about whether
its creator can explain the reasoning behind it.
Presentation has become a proxy for comprehension,
and the two are not the same thing.
This traps teachers in an exhausting paradox: they are
expected to cultivate critical thinking while demon-
strating engagement, with every lesson creative and
every activity memorable. But genuine learning rarely
photographs well. It looks like patiently untangling a
misconception, or letting a student sit with confusion
long enough to work through it. Education should
welcome creativity and presentation - but never let
either substitute for understanding. Real achievement
lies not in how impressive a student’s work appears,
but in how deeply they grasp it.
A related danger is the growing assumption that learn-
ing must always be entertaining. Surrounded by
instant information and constant stimulation, children
risk losing something essential: the knowledge that
intellectual growth demands discomfort. A hard
problem may take several failed attempts. A difficult
text demands patience. Building an original argument
requires uncertainty, reflection, and the willingness
to be wrong. These experiences cannot be made enter-
taining, nor should they be. Learning to persevere
through that discomfort builds something more
lasting than momentary enjoyment: the confidence to
think independently.

School leaders must ask whether their priorities
reward genuine understanding or merely impressive
outcomes. Parents must accept that learning cannot
always be measured in certificates, performances, and
public recognition. Teachers deserve the profession-
al freedom to prioritise depth over display, with tech-
nology and pedagogy supporting that purpose rather
than replacing it with spectacle. The real test of edu-
cation is not how confidently a child repeats a
rehearsed answer, but how thoughtfully they respond
to an unfamiliar one - whether they can question an
assumption, defend an argument, or recognise a
mistake.
These abilities will matter long after the decorations
are removed, the competitions forgotten, and the pho-
tographs faded. Perhaps the greatest danger facing
modern education is not a shortage of information or
opportunity, but too little time for children to develop
their own thoughts. 
A school should be remembered not for how brilliant-
ly its students performed when watched, but for how
confidently they learned to think when no one was.
Education’s purpose is not to prepare children for
applause - it is to prepare them for a world in which
they must think for themselves.
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ested him, but so did the people who came,
such as saints, seers and devotees. It nurtured
an understanding of India’s cultural ethos and
strengthened his intention to do something
for society. This desire to live for others drew
him to the RSS. He embraced every responsi-
bility that came his way with enthusiasm, dis-
cipline and a sense of duty.
Shri Ashok Singhal Ji nurtured institutions and
movements through persistence and hard
work. He was blessed with a formidable voice
and an oratory that could hold an entire gath-
ering in its spell. Equally noteworthy was his
care for fellow Karyakartas. Anyone who
came into contact with him could not help but
marvel at his remarkable simplicity. He
shared a deep bond with the Sant Samaj and
commanded immense respect among saints
and seers across the country. 
They valued his counsel and listened to him
with great regard. My mind goes back to two
instances which brought out the legendary
persona of Shri Ashok Singhal Ji. The first was
in 1993, when the Vishwa Hindu Parishad
organised a convention in the USA to mark 100
years since Swami Vivekananda’s Chicago
address. The vision to host such a conference
overseas, the planning and the bringing
together of diverse stakeholders revealed the
organisational genius of Ashok Ji.
The second instance is from the year 2000. The
World Hindu Conference was organised in
Port of Spain in Trinidad and Tobago. I could
see how his presence ignited so much enthu-
siasm among other delegates. After my
address, his words of appreciation were a very
moving experience for me. I saw yet again how
his encouragement filled every Karyakarta
with so much energy. No mention of Shri

Ashok Singhal Ji is complete
without recalling his pivotal role
in the Ram Janmabhoomi
Movement. Who can forget his
address at the Boat Club Rally in
1991? Or the defining image of an
injured and bleeding Ashok Ji at
the peak of the movement. Today,
if there is a grand Ram Mandir in
Ayodhya, it is because of stalwarts
like him who selflessly immersed
themselves in the effort to make
it possible. He would have been
the happiest person on seeing the
Ram Mandir take shape in
Ayodhya. 
Shri Ashok Singhal Ji was blessed
with remarkable clarity of thought
and one area where it was clearly
seen was his belief that our society
needs to be harmonious, that
the message of brotherhood has
to be reaffirmed. He worked
towards strengthening social
unity and equality. 

He firmly believed that there could be no dis-
tinction of any kind in society and that every
individual deserved equal dignity and respect.
It was his thought that the first brick of the Ram
Mandir in Ayodhya would be laid by Shri
Kameshwar Choupal Ji, a grassroots VHP
Karyakarta from Bihar who hailed from the
marginalised sections of society. At a Dharm
Sansad in Kashi, he decided that the Dom Raja
would be honoured and went on to work with
him as part of various community efforts. 
Beyond nation-building, Shri Ashok Singhal Ji
had two areas that were very close to his heart:
education (especially Vedic education) and
music.  As the MP from Varanasi, I feel very
proud that the city I represent, the eternal
Kashi, has played its part in Shri Ashok
Singhal Ji’s life. He was educated at BHU and
was also known to be a good student. He was
closely associated with the Ekal Vidyalaya ini-
tiative, which worked to extend basic educa-
tion to remote villages, especially among tribal
communities. He was a voracious reader as
well as a good listener and he always told
younger Karyakartas to read as much as pos-
sible. 
Those who knew Ashok Ji closely knew how
well he sang! I recall meetings in Nagpur,
where he would sing the Ekal Geet, leaving
everyone mesmerised and setting the tone for
the meeting. 
A video of him surprising everyone and
singing "Hey Matribhumi Meri, Hey Pitribhumi
Meri" during his 90th birthday celebrations in
2015 went viral. On his birth centenary, let us
ensure that more youngsters know about his
greatness. And let us renew our pledge to
realise his dreams for our nation and our
people.

Editor’s

At the 81st UN General Assembly, External Affairs Minister S
Jaishankar delivered India’s sharpest riposte yet to Pakistan,
calling it a "serial practitioner of terrorism" without naming it
directly. The target was unmistakable: a day earlier, PM
Shehbaz Sharif had told the same assembly that Pakistan’s
response to Operation Sindoor was an exercise of its "inherent
right of self-defence," credited Donald Trump for a "timely
intervention" in the 2025 conflict, and revived Kashmir and
the Indus Waters Treaty. Jaishankar’s reply was blunt:
arguments invoked to normalise terrorism and claim
immunity from its consequences "will not stand." Friendship,
he said, cannot coexist with terrorism.

On substance, Jaishankar’s case is strong. The Pahalgam
attack of April 22, which killed 26 civilians, was condemned
by the Security Council within days; the Resistance Front’s
claim of responsibility was well documented, even as Pakistan
lobbied to keep its name out of the Council’s statement.
Operation Sindoor’s strikes on Jaish-e-Mohammed’s
Bahawalpur stronghold and Lashkar-e-Taiba’s Muridke base
followed the red line India has held since 2016: cross-border
terror invites cross-border retaliation. Framing this as self-
defence rests on firmer ground than Sharif’s attempt to cast
Pakistan’s response as the defensive act.

Where the speech is weaker is in what it leaves unresolved.
Refusing to name Pakistan gives the address deniability but
also dilutes it. The speech also recycled language he used at
three previous Assemblies — epicentre of global terrorism,
consequences, mend its ways which sounds cliche. And it also
fell short of calling Trump bluff on being a peacemaker.

The danger Jaishankar named — arguments that normalise
terrorism and grant its sponsors immunity — is real and
growing. When a state’s leadership credits an army chief for
actions triggered by a terror attack, and frames retaliation for
that attack as the aggression needing justification, the line
between perpetrator and victim starts to blur. Pakistan has
used terrorism to inflict pain and cannot wash its hands by
saying it has nothing to do with those non-state actors.

The speech worked: it dominated headlines, reasserted
India’s post-Pahalgam doctrine — no talks under terror, blood
and water cannot flow together — and signalled continuity to a
domestic audience still processing last year’s conflict. But as
diplomacy meant to move opinions, it did less.

The general debate is a stage for talking past adversaries,
not persuading them, and nothing said on Saturday will alter
Pakistan’s calculus or loosen Washington’s studied ambiguity
between two nuclear-armed states it would rather not choose
between. Effective messaging, then; not yet effective policy.

The real test was never the assembly hall — it is whether
major capitals now treat normalising terrorism as
disqualifying, or merely as rhetoric to nod along with before
returning to business as usual with Islamabad.

At the UN General Assembly, Jaishankar rejects Pakistan’s
framing of terrorism and self-defence charges while 

Sharif revisits Kashmir, Indus waters and Trump’s role

Jaishankar’s rebuke:
Necessary message

Firmness must leave room for dialogue
This refers to the report, “India lashes out at Pak over

terrorism at United Nations” (September 27). The exchange
at the United Nations once again underlines how terror-
ism and Kashmir continue to complicate India-Pakistan
relations. India must firmly articulate its security concerns,
but sustained diplomatic engagement remains equally
important. Statements at international forums should be
measured enough to preserve space for dialogue while
making India’s position unmistakably clear.The larger pri-
ority should be preventing another cycle of violence.
Intelligence-sharing, stronger border management and
effective action against terrorist networks must remain
central to India’s security approach. At the same time,
diplomatic channels should remain open. International
institutions can play a constructive role by insisting that
commitments to combat terrorism are implemented con-
sistently. Concerns relating to people living in Pakistan-
occupied Jammu and Kashmir should also be addressed.
Competing narratives must not obscure the need to
protect civilians and uphold basic rights. India’s response
can therefore combine firmness with restraint. Terrorism
cannot be normalised, but lasting regional stability will
require diplomacy, responsible communication and
practical confidence-building measures.

A MYILSAMI | COIMBATORE 

Transparency is vital for electoral trust
The controversy surrounding Chief Election

Commissioner Gyanesh Kumar and the ongoing electoral
process raises important questions about transparency
and collective decision-making within the Election
Commission. A petition before the Supreme Court has chal-
lenged decisions, guidelines and alleged software
changes attributed to the CEC without the consent of the
other two Election Commissioners. 

It has also sought criminal proceedings over alleged
dereliction of duty.The petition further alleges that the
Election Commission’s software was modified to require
details of ancestors and information relating to a previ-
ous Special Intensive Revision without completing the pre-
scribed statutory process. It claims that both Election
Commissioners objected to these changes and maintained
that the forms could not be altered without following the
required procedure. These allegations are serious and
deserve examination through due legal and institution-
al processes. 

The contribution of former CEC T. N. Seshan is often
recalled for bringing greater discipline and visibility to elec-
toral administration. Recent developments make it
equally important that institutional decisions are trans-
parent, collectively taken and firmly grounded in law. 

DATTAPRASAD SHIRODKAR | MUMBAI 
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Participants take part in the 5th edition of the Skating Marathon 2026, organised
to promote road safety, in Patna. PHOTO: PTI
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The writer is an educator and a columnist

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

As India marks the birth centenary of Shri Ashok Singhal Ji, we remember a life devoted to society and the nation. From his
early years in Prayagraj to decades of organisational work, social service and the Ram Janmabhoomi movement, 

Ashok Ji combined spiritual conviction with energy, simplicity and dedication.

A great personality, committed to nation-building

The article has been written
by the Prime Minister of India

Iran’s balancing act in the Red Sea
Iran’s reluctance to actively support the Houthis in

their confrontation over Red Sea shipping appears less
a rupture than a strategic calculation. Already under
pressure from the United States, Tehran may be
unwilling to encourage the opening of another costly
front that could further expose its interests. China has
also reportedly urged Iran to help prevent attacks on
commercial shipping in the Red Sea.

Iran may therefore be seeking to protect its own
strategic interests while retaining the Houthis as an
important regional partner. 

Such balancing could have wider consequences. The
Houthis operate close to the Bab el-Mandeb Strait, a vital
maritime passage connecting the Red Sea with the Gulf
of Aden and the Indian Ocean.

If disruption in the Red Sea continues while tensions
around the Strait of Hormuz remain elevated, two crit-
ical maritime routes could face uncertainty. The con-
sequences could include higher oil prices, increased
insurance premiums and rising transportation costs as
vessels are forced to take longer routes around
Africa.For India, prolonged disruption could translate
into higher fuel, freight and import costs. 

RS NARULA | PATIALA

SAKSHI 
SETHI

There is a beautiful saying, "Vriksh kabahu naahin
phal bhakhai, nadi na sanchai neer. Parmarth
ke kaarne, saadhun dhara shareer." It means the
tree does not consume its own fruit, nor does
the river retain its waters. Both exist for the
benefit of others. Our saints and seers have long
taught us that a life devoted to the welfare of
those around us acquires a meaning far greater
than individual achievement. If there is one
person in whom this spirit was constantly reflect-
ed, it was Shri Ashok Singhal Ji.
Starting 27th September, we mark his birth cen-
tenary to celebrate an outstanding personali-
ty who brought together spiritual pursuit, cul-
tural awakening and decades of dedicated
organisational work.
I consider it a privilege that I had innumerable
opportunities to interact with Ashok Ji and
receive his affection. One of the earliest instances
dates back to 1981, when I was a young
Karyakarta going about the organisational
duties given to me. I received a handwritten
letter from him. Naturally, it was a noteworthy
moment for me. He talked about an important
upcoming programme and gave a few tasks to
be done. 
Over several decades, I saw him work day and
night. He would undertake long and often dif-
ficult travels to the remotest of areas. He was
particularly passionate about travelling across
tribal areas of Gujarat. His mind was constant-
ly running, thinking about what more one can
do for those on the margins of society. Whenever
any part of the nation was affected by a natural
disaster, Ashok Ji was either among the first to
reach there himself or among those guiding
Karyakartas to help those affected. My own expe-
rience with him in the aftermath of the 2001
Kutch earthquake was unforgettable.
This spirit of compassion and care for others is
something that came to Ashok Ji very early in
his life. He hailed from a very illustrious and pros-
perous family. His father, Shri Mahavir Ji, was a
distinguished administrator. One of his broth-
ers, Shri BP Singhal Ji, went on to become a police
officer and later a Member of Parliament.
Another brother, Shri VP Singhal Ji, was the Chief
Secretary of Tripura when the state was just
formed. Other family members succeeded in the
world of commerce and agriculture. But from
a young age, Ashok Ji was attracted to something
else altogether…the revival of Bharat and bring-
ing glory to Maa Bharti’s children. Growing up
in Prayagraj, Ashok Ji would sit for hours on the
banks of the Sangam. The river naturally inter-

Are we teaching children to think — or perform?

NARENDRA
MODI

Narada, the celestial messenger and constant traveller
between worlds, was often mischievously blamed across the
scriptures for stirring conflict wherever his travels took him.

Yet a closer look at his many stories reveals a rather different
pattern underneath the mischief. Narada rarely lied or invent-
ed discord out of malice. He simply carried true information, often
uncomfortable, sometimes deeply inconvenient, from one party
to another, forcing hidden tensions and unspoken resentments
into the open rather than allowing a false, fragile peace to persist
undisturbed. His interventions frequently led to short-term con-
flict, arguments, confrontations, even temporary heartbreak, but
they almost always resolved long-standing issues that had been
quietly ignored, buried, or avoided for far too long by everyone
involved. His somewhat mischievous role in these stories reminds
us that peace built on avoidance is fragile at best, and that some-
times an uncomfortable truth, delivered honestly and without
cruelty, does more lasting good for a relationship or a house-
hold than convenient, comfortable silence ever could manage
on its own. We often prefer to avoid difficult conversations alto-
gether, mistaking the temporary calm of silence for actual res-
olution, allowing real issues to quietly fester beneath a pleas-
ant surface for months or even years. 

Today, raise one honest, difficult truth you’ve been avoiding
with someone close to you, trusting that the short-term discom-
fort it causes may lead to a far more lasting and genuine reso-
lution between you.

—DAIV

The Messenger Who
Never Kept the Peace



Freebies have
become political
currency world-
wide, and the
currency keeps
changing denom-
ination. In India,
what began with
free electricity,
water and bus
travel has
expanded into

bicycles, scooters, mangalsutras, laptops and
tablets - doled out by parties that once opposed
such schemes on principle, all in the name of
“public welfare.” The habit has now crossed the
Pacific. US President Donald Trump has proposed
handing every American adult $5,000, contingent
on his Republican Party retaining control of both
the House and the Senate in the midterms. 

Strip away the packaging, and the message to
voters is blunt: back Trump’s party, collect a
cheque.

There is a bitter irony here. Agencies tied to
the United States have long marked down
Indian democracy despite its peaceful transfers
of power, free press, and independent judicia-
ry - even as those same agencies have recently
begun downgrading America’s own democrat-
ic score. Now Trump’s direct cash-for-votes
offer raises an uncomfortable question world-
wide: will elections turn on development, clean
governance and constitutional rights, or on who
pays more? If Democrats respond by topping

Trump’s offer, the rivalry will not
stay at the national level - it will
filter down to state and local races
too, exactly as it has in India,
where the strain such competition
places on public services offers a
preview of what it eventually costs.

India’s freebie economy is con-
centrated in a familiar list of states
-  Punjab,  Andhra Pradesh,
Karnataka, Telangana, Rajasthan,
Kerala, Madhya Pradesh and Tamil
Nadu. Comptroller and Auditor
General data for 2024-25 shows
Punjab, Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh
and Tamil Nadu each spending over
13.5 percent of total government
expenditure on such schemes. 

Tamil Nadu and Delhi are cited
most often, but their books don’t
show the same strain: Delhi’s per
capita government revenue is more
than double the national average - an indirect
result of per capita income also more than twice
the national figure - and Tamil Nadu sits in a
broadly similar position, a cushion most states
simply don’t have.

Even the BJP, historically the loudest critic of
freebie politics, has fallen in line - not just match-
ing rival schemes but publicising its own versions
to shift the political calculus, from Madhya
Pradesh’s Ladli Behna Yojana to Delhi’s
Mukhyamantri Mahila Samman Yojana. 

The party frames these as more disciplined -

Delhi’s version, unlike AAP’s, is restricted to eco-
nomically weaker women, even as the BJP has
quietly kept AAP’s free power and water in place.
Principle, it turns out, is negotiable once a rival’s
scheme starts working - a case study in politi-
cal compulsion overriding fiscal caution.

The real cost shows up in the debt numbers.
In 2010-11, combined Centre-and-state debt
stood at 65.6 percent of GDP - a figure adjusted
for transactions between the two layers of gov-
ernment so it isn’t double-counted - with the
Centre accounting for 48.6 percent and states for

23.5 percent. By 2024-25 that com-
bined figure had climbed to 81.9
percent, with the Centre at 57.5
percent and states at 28.5 percent. 

The distribution matters as
much as the total: states leaning
hardest on freebies carry debt-to-
GSDP ratios far above the nation-
al picture - 47.3 percent in Punjab,
44 percent in Himachal Pradesh,
38 percent in West Bengal, 37
percent in Kerala, 36 percent in
Rajasthan, and 34.7 percent in
Andhra Pradesh. That kind of debt
load eats into fiscal space, inflates
interest obligations, and crowds
out productive investment.

What should alarm policymak-
ers is the pace, not just the level.
Between 2010-11 and 2018-19,
India’s total debt crept from 63.6
percent to 66.5 percent of GDP -

barely moving. That it then jumped to 81.9
percent within seven years reflects both the pan-
demic shock, which briefly pushed combined lia-
bilities to 88.7 percent in 2020-21, and a freebie-
driven spending pattern that has kept debt ele-
vated well after the emergency passed. Even
now, the country sits far above its 2010-11 base-
line - and state governments, not the Centre
alone, are driving a meaningful share of the
increase.

The United States is not immune to the same
arithmetic, and arguably has less room to

spare. Its debt-to-GDP ratio has risen from 95.7
percent in 2010-11 to 123.9 percent in 2025, with
the IMF projecting 141.5 percent by 2030. Against
that backdrop, Trump’s $5,000 pledge is estimat-
ed to cost the federal budget $1.2 to 1.3 trillion.
Trump insists tariffs will cover the bill, but inde-
pendent estimates put tariff revenue at a ceiling
of roughly $195 billion - leaving close to $1 tril-
lion to be absorbed by the federal budget, and
by extension US government debt, pushing it up
by a further 2 to 3 percentage points.

India offers the preview; the United States may
be about to live the sequel. Once cash offers
replace policy debate as the currency of elections,
the competition rarely stays contained - it
moves from the centre to the states, from one
party’s ledger to its rival’s, until governments of
every stripe are borrowing against the future to
win the present. The fiscal reckoning that
follows is not abstract: it shows up as debt states
can’t service, investments that never get made,
and less room to respond to the next genuine
crisis. Democracies that let elections be auc-
tioned this way are not so much choosing their
leaders as mortgaging them. That is a bill
voters, not politicians, eventually pay - and unless
the debate returns to development, gover-
nance and public amenities rather than who
hands out more, it deserves a far louder public
reckoning than it has received so far.

Foreign Minister Shisir Khanal laid the diplomatic
groundwork. Prime Minister Balendra Shah has now
carried it to the leaders’ level - and done something
harder than plead for sympathy after the Bhotekoshi-
Trishuli catastrophe. He has turned a national tragedy
into an argument about climate justice, financing,
resilience and the failures of global governance.

Climate, Shah told the UN General Assembly, respects
no border. Khanal had already framed the disaster as
an extraordinary Himalayan catastrophe and placed
Nepal’s experience before the international commu-
nity, arguing that climate-induced disasters do not

respect political boundaries. Shah carried the message further, describing the tragedy
as a warning to humanity and insisting the Himalayas - whose rivers, glaciers and
ecosystems sustain nearly two billion people - cannot be treated as a peripheral eco-
logical zone. Tellingly, he resisted turning climate change into a geopolitical battle-
field, calling instead for shared responsibility and solidarity.

Finance, he insisted, must be real rather than repackaged. Khanal’s demand that
the Loss and Damage Fund be capitalised through new, additional grants rather than
repackaged commercial debt became, in Shah’s hands, a critique of the entire archi-
tecture of climate finance. His formulation - “Relief. Rehabilitation. Reconstruction.
And also: Responsibility. Reparation. Resilience.” - gave Nepal’s diplomacy a vocab-
ulary worth repeating. His point was blunt: when a poor country must borrow to rebuild
what a crisis it did not cause has destroyed, the system is failing at justice, not merely
at generosity. The conversation, in his hands, moved beyond climate solidarity as
rhetoric to the architecture, accessibility and quality of financing itself.

Development, in this telling, becomes a resilience question. Khanal’s language of
“climate-resilient, inclusive and sustainable” development gave Shah a still-wider frame.
For Nepal, resilience is no longer confined to the climate sector; it touches infrastruc-
ture, connectivity, energy, agriculture, livelihoods and the durability of development
gains themselves. Shah’s warning that a single disaster can erase years of progress
reframes catastrophe as a development emergency, not only a humanitarian one.

The means matter
as much as the
message. Shah pushed
further on finance,
technology and partic-
ipation - the tools
developing countries
actually need, not just
the sympathy they are
offered. He linked
climate vulnerability
to food, fuel, fertiliser,
supply chains and the
ability of ordinary cit-
izens to build secure
livelihoods. His most
striking image was the contrast between a world that can move weapons rapidly across
borders and one where poor farmers still struggle to get fertiliser and fuel: proof, he
suggested, that global systems mobilise vast logistical and financial capacity for war
while remaining inadequate for basic human security.

Taken together, these threads mark an evolution in how Nepal argues its case - from
asking the world to help it recover, to asking the international system to change how
it responds. Shah placed Nepal alongside other climate-vulnerable states, landlocked
developing countries and LDCs, and argued that justice must be both distributive, over
who bears the costs, and procedural, over who gets a voice. His proposal for a Himalayan
Climate Resilience Mechanism led by Nepal, India and China - sharing satellite data,
monitoring dangerous glacial lakes, running joint early-warning systems and coor-
dinated cross-border disaster assistance - would move Himalayan cooperation from
political declaration to operational architecture. For a region where disaster still outruns
warning systems, that shift from paperwork to plumbing is not cosmetic. His hope
that the range could become “a laboratory of international cooperation, rather than
a frontier of fragmented information” captures that strategic ambition well.

One place the address could have gone further: acknowledging India’s role as first
responder. Shah thanked India and China jointly for their “prompt and generous assis-
tance,” a formulation that understates what actually happened. On 26 August 2026,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi called Shah directly, conveyed condolences, and pledged
“all possible humanitarian assistance”; Indian teams, per the PIB, were already coor-
dinating rescue and relief with Nepalese authorities on the ground. That first-respon-
der relationship, and the highest-level commitment behind it, deserved explicit mention
in a speech otherwise built around the future architecture of Himalayan cooperation.
Naming it would not have undercut Shah’s proposal; it would have grounded it, showing
that the trust a trilateral mechanism requires already exists in practice between Nepal
and India.

What Shah’s address ultimately asks is bigger than aid for Nepal. It asks what the
international system must do differently when disasters threaten to erase decades
of hard-won development gains - through finance that doesn’t reproduce the debt
it claims to relieve, through preparedness before rather than sympathy after, through
cooperation instead of fragmentation. From Vanuatu to Kathmandu, vulnerable nations
are no longer simply describing what climate change does to them; they are demand-
ing that the system which enabled it be held accountable for fixing it. Nepal has spoken
from the mountains. The question now is whether the world is ready to listen, and,
more importantly, to act.

But the deepest cost of the Bhotekoshi-Trishuli catastrophe may not be measur-
able in either lives or infrastructure alone. Along that river stood a living civilisation:
settlements, temples, livelihoods and generations of ancestral memory shaped by
the water itself. Roads and bridges can be rebuilt. 

A cultural landscape, once its communities and continuity are broken, cannot simply
be reconstructed. This is the dimension still missing from most Loss and Damage frame-
works: recognition that climate disasters can amount to civilisational loss, not merely
a humanitarian or developmental setback. For Nepal, and for every country the
Himalayas touch, rebuilding cannot mean only
replacing what was destroyed. It must also
mean preserving what can never be replaced.
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be influenced by vested interests can damage institutional
legitimacy. An independent judiciary and a free media are
important precisely because they are expected to restrain
concentrations of power and expose wrongdoing.

India has repeatedly witnessed anti-establishment move-
ments that mobilise public anger against corruption and
entrenched interests. The rise of the Aam Aadmi Party demon-
strated how anti-corruption politics could become a pow-
erful vehicle for political mobilisation. More recent protest
movements, including those framed around the “cockroach”
metaphor, similarly reflect public frustration with established
interests. But there is an important distinction between expos-
ing selected corrupt interests and dismantling the institution-
al incentives that reproduce corruption.

One government can expose the corruption of its prede-
cessor and yet create new centres of influence. A movement
can begin with an anti-corruption agenda and subsequent-
ly become part of the same political ecosystem it once crit-
icised. Unless the institutional architecture changes, the cycle
survives.

India’s neighbourhood provides another warning. The eco-
nomic and political difficulties experienced by Pakistan, Nepal,
Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh cannot be attributed to
corruption alone. Political instability, economic mismanage-
ment, institutional weaknesses, external shocks and social
divisions have all played significant roles. Yet weak gover-
nance and corruption can amplify each of these vulnerabil-
ities. When citizens lose faith that institutions operate fairly,
political grievances become economic grievances, and eco-
nomic grievances can eventually become threats to social
stability.

India therefore needs governance in which the last
person on the street believes that the State works for him.
Japan and Singapore provide important examples of how
administrative discipline, institutional predictability, technol-
ogy and enforcement can reduce everyday friction between
citizens and government.

Certainty of punishment matters more than the mere exis-
tence of punishment. India has laws such as the Prevention
of Corruption Act, FERA, PMLA  But, is there any fear of law
for a corrupt man in India? The real test is whether investi-
gation, prosecution and adjudication are sufficiently swift,
impartial and credible to create deterrence.

There is also a legitimate public-policy debate about
stronger punishment for grave, repeated or organised cor-
ruption involving substantial public losses. Deliberate fab-
rication of evidence, forged documents and false statements
under oath must similarly face meaningful consequences
under constitutional safeguards and due process. The objec-
tive should not be vengeance. It should be to make deliber-
ate institutional fraud economically and legally irrational. The
question before the nation is larger than BJP versus Congress,
Left versus Right, government versus opposition, or one pres-
sure group versus another. It is whether a democracy of 1.4
billion people can sustain rapid economic transformation
while allowing corruption to remain embedded in everyday
governance. “Corruption is worse than prostitution. The latter
might endanger the morals of an individual; the former invari-
ably endangers the morals of an entire country.” - Karl Kraus

The real cost of syndicated corruption is not the money
exchanged under the table. It is the factory that is never built,
the entrepreneur who gives up, the public project that
becomes expensive, the patient who waits, the student who
loses an opportunity and the citizen who stops believing that
the State belongs to him. The battle against corruption is there-
fore not simply a battle against bribery. It is a battle to restore
institutional credibility, economic efficiency and citizen con-
fidence. For a country aspiring to become a developed
economy, that battle is not optional. It is foundational. And
India is desperately running of options and time. 

The macro cost of 
syndicated corruption

The author is a public policy 
expert and columnist

From Himalayan tragedy

to global accountability

The Freebie reckoning: How cash-for-votes politics is fuelling a global debt trap

“When plunder
becomes a way of life
for a group of men
living together in
society, they create for
themselves, in the
course of time, a legal
system that authorizes
it.” 
— Frédéric Bastiat

India’s corruption
problem can no longer

be understood merely through the familiar image of an
individual official accepting a bribe. The more serious
challenge is the emergence of what may be described
as syndicated corruption: a network in which political
interests, sections of the bureaucracy, business inter-
mediaries, compromised processes, and, in some
cases, influential interests in the media or legal system
can interact to protect one another. When corruption
becomes networked rather than individual, its conse-
quences are no longer merely financial. It begins to alter
the functioning of the State itself.

The macroeconomic cost is enormous. Corruption dis-
torts competition, increases transaction costs, weakens
public institutions, discourages investment and diverts
resources from productive activity. More dangerously,
it destroys the most valuable intangible asset of a
democracy: citizen confidence.

Modern democracy has created another structural
complication. Elections require organisation, mobilisa-
tion, communication and increasingly sophisticated
campaigns. As the cost of political activity rises, depen-
dence on money, patronage and networks can increase.
The danger arises when public office is viewed not pri-
marily as an instrument of public service but as a source
of political, administrative and financial leverage.
When access to the State becomes a commodity, gov-
ernment begins to resemble an ATM for those who
control the access points.

This is not a problem that belongs exclusively to one
political party. The BJP blames the Congress, the
Congress blames the BJP, while other parties blame both.
Governments change, political slogans change, and
investigative priorities change, but the underlying insti-
tutional question remains: why has corruption not
become sufficiently dangerous for those who practise
it?

The greatest victim is the last person in the queue,
the citizen without money, influence or political con-
nections. For a powerful individual, a delayed file may
be an inconvenience. For a poor citizen, it can mean
losing a job, a benefit, medical treatment, a school
opportunity or access to justice.

A municipal certificate, land record, police complaint,
school service, tax assessment, health facility or
welfare entitlement should be a matter of right. When
corruption enters these transactions, the citizen pays
twice, first through taxation and then through an infor-
mal payment for obtaining what the State is already
obligated to provide. The World Bank has repeatedly
noted that corruption disproportionately harms poor
and vulnerable populations by increasing costs and
reducing access to essential services.

The economic consequences extend far beyond petty
bribery. Corruption can distort public procurement,
favour connected businesses, weaken competition,
inflate infrastructure costs and redirect capital towards
rent-seeking rather than productive investment. It can
influence taxation, customs, public enterprises and the
allocation of licences and contracts. At its extreme, this
becomes a form of state capture, where private inter-
ests acquire the ability to influence how public insti-
tutions operate. That is why corruption is not merely
a moral issue. It is an economic efficiency issue, an
investment issue and ultimately a national competitive-
ness issue.

“Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts
absolutely.” - Lord Acton

The institutional danger becomes greater when
accountability mechanisms themselves become inef-
fective. If a bureaucracy can indefinitely delay action,
if complaints are discouraged, if investigations take years
and judicial proceedings stretch across generations, the
citizen eventually learns a devastating lesson: fighting
the system costs more than surrendering to it.

Allegations of corruption involving the judiciary,
media or other institutions must, of course, be estab-
lished through evidence and due process. But even the
perception that justice, investigation or journalism can
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OPINION

NEPAL TUNNEL 
SURVIVOR BACKS 
FLOOD REBUILD
ANUP OJHA

Pulled alive 10 days after catastrophic floods 
trapped him in a tunnel, Nepali hydropower 
worker Kabir Maharjan is determined to help 
rebuild his country despite his own harrowing 
ordeal.

Traditional music and tearful relatives 
welcomed the 45-year-old when he returned home 
after spending weeks recovering at a hospital in 
Kathmandu.

“Life is precious. Hundreds of people have died 
but I survived,” the father of two said, his voice 
choked with emotion. “Perhaps I still have work to 
do for my society, for the country, and my home 
and family.”

The August 26 flood, triggered by a glacial 
mountain collapse near the China-Nepal border, 
has killed more than 1,400 people, the majority in 
Nepal.

Over 5,000 remain missing in Nepal since the 
tsunami-like waves swept away roads, bridges and 
settlements in the mountainous regions up north, 
and battered crucial hydropower projects.

Maharjan, who was among hundreds of 
workers employed at projects hit by the floods, was 
eventually airlifted from the worst-hit Rasuwa 
region.

His miraculous rescue on September 4, 
alongside fellow worker Sanjay Sah, offered a rare 
moment of hope during the disaster.

Now, as Nepal shifts from emergency response 
to reconstruction, he said he hopes to return to his 
profession. “There is risk in everything, but still we 
have to win over it,” he said.

More than 800 people employed at hydropower 
projects in Nepal remain unaccounted for, the 
energy minister told parliament last week.

Forty-seven bodies have been recovered from 
flood-hit project sites, while rescue teams continue 
to comb through the ruins.

Maharjan said he survived by reaching an 
upper floor of the tunnel site and drinking water 
while waiting for help.

“Whenever I was awake, I would try to find a 
way out,” he said.

Days later, he saw what appeared to be a light 
and heard voices.

“I thought I imagined it. But I called out, and 
they answered.”

For Maharjan, the country’s long road to 
recovery mirrors his own - he is still recovering 
from wounds on his hand and leg.

But he said the rebuilding efforts could also 
provide spiritual sustenance.

“While we are alive, we must be patient and do 
our work,” he said. — AFP

The men who rarely speak 
about their problems

SOME 
OF us spend part of the 
weekend watching a movie on 
TV or in the cinema to unwind 
after a busy week. At times, we 
find a movie that affects us and 

makes us reflect on the plot for some time. 
Psychologists are increasingly using 

‘cinematherapy,’ a form of therapy that uses 
films to help people explore their inner 
worlds. 

One framework describes the process in 
four stages: identification with a character, 
catharsis, insight into oneself, and 
universalisation, the recognition that we 
are not alone in our experiences. Research 
on cinematherapy is in its early days, but 
the approach offers a novel way to explore 
difficult feelings.

Why do films affect us so deeply? When 
we watch a story unfold, our brains respond 
as if we were partly living it. We feel tension 
when the hero is in danger, sadness at a 
farewell, and relief when things turn out 
well. Psychologists call this ‘narrative 
transportation’: for two hours, we step out 
of our lives and into someone else’s. That 
step outside is precisely what makes films 
valuable. It is often easier to look at a painful 
situation when it belongs to a character on 

the screen rather than to ourselves.
Take the first stage, identification. A man 

who has recently lost his father may find 
himself drawn to a grieving son in a film. 
He does not need to explain his feelings to 
anyone because the character does it for him. 
This leads naturally to catharsis, the release 
of emotions that have been held back. 

Many people who ‘never cry’ discover tears 
during a film scene. This is not weakness. 
It is often the first time they have allowed 
themselves to feel what they have been 
carrying.

The third stage, insight, is where change 
begins. Seeing a character make a mistake we 
recognise, such as pushing loved ones away, 
avoiding a difficult conversation, or working 
until exhaustion, can hold up a mirror. 

A therapist might ask, “What would you 
have told that character?” Often, the advice 
we give the character is the advice we need to 
give ourselves.

Finally, universalisation reminds us 
that our struggles are shared. Loneliness, 
family conflict, anxiety, and loss are 
human experiences that cross cultures 
and generations. Knowing this can reduce 
shame, a feeling that keeps many people from 
seeking help. In a world where many suffer in 

How movies can help us deal with emotions
silence, this sense of connection can itself be 
healing.

In practice, a therapist may suggest a 
specific film between sessions, chosen 
to match the person’s concerns, and then 
discuss it together. Films about aging parents, 
addiction, divorce, or resilience can open 
conversations that feel too difficult to start 
directly. 

Cinematherapy is also used in group 
settings and with adolescents, who may find 
talking about a film less threatening than 
talking about themselves.

However, we need to remember 
that cinematherapy is a supplement to 
professional treatment, not a replacement for 
it. Some films may trigger painful memories, 
particularly for people who have experienced 
trauma, so the choice of film matters. And 
evidence from large, well-designed studies is 
still limited.

Still, there is something we can all take 
from this idea. Next time you watch a film, 
pay attention to which character moves 
you and why. Ask yourself what the story is 
telling you about your own life. You may find 
that the weekend movie offers more than 
entertainment. It can be a quiet conversation 
with yourself.

AS 
Oman advances 
technologically and attracts 
increasing international 
investment, its people stand 
to benefit greatly, particularly 

through improved education and 
healthcare. Yet progress always 
carries a cost. For Omanis, especially 
men, it also brings new pressures. 

For much of my life, I suffered 
from depression. I sought 
professional help, and with the 
support of a good therapist and 
appropriate medication, my life 
became more stable. 

In time, I was better able to cope 
with the pressures of running several 
businesses. My experience has 
shown me that mental illness is a 
health issue, not a personal failing. 

Oman has recognised the need 
for greater support for citizens 
experiencing mental-health 
problems, but further progress will 
depend on ensuring that people feel 
safe seeking help without judgement. 

Families have an essential role 
to play by learning to recognise the 
signs of depression in a loved one. A 
man may not speak openly about his 
problems. Instead, he may become 
increasingly irritable or angry, 
become distant, tired, and lose 
interest in activities he once enjoyed. 

These may indicate that 
someone is struggling and needs 
understanding and support. 

For generations, many Omani 
men understood their role in fairly 
clear terms. They were expected 
to provide for their families 
and contribute to society. These 
responsibilities remain, but the 
world around them is changing 
dramatically. 

Today, a man may be expected 
to succeed in a highly competitive 
workplace, adapt to new technology, 
and manage family finances. He 
may also be expected to maintain 
traditional male responsibilities 
while meeting modern standards of 
professional achievement. However, 

change can create opportunity. 
Oman’s economic development 

is opening doors that previous 
generations could scarcely have 
imagined. Young Omanis can study 
new subjects at school and enter 
emerging professions. Improved 
medical services and greater 
awareness of health can also lead to 
longer lives. Opportunities become 
pressure when people feel they 
must succeed without showing 
uncertainty or asking for help. 

Many men have been taught that 
strength means silence. They may 
conceal anxiety, disappointment, or 
exhaustion because they fear being 
judged as weak. 

A man struggling at work, worried 
about money or experiencing 
difficulties at home may remain 
silent until his problems become 
overwhelming. Social media 
presents edited images of success, 
wealth and happiness. Comparing 
real life with these public 
performances creates a sense of 
failure, even when a person is doing 
reasonably well. The rapid pace of 
change can also leave older men 
feeling that the knowledge and skills 
that once gave them confidence are 

no longer enough.
Families and communities have 

an important role to play. Men need 
to know that responsibility does 
not require emotional isolation. 
Speaking honestly with a trusted 
relative, friend, religious leader, or 
health professional is not a rejection 
of tradition. It is a practical way of 
protecting oneself and one’s family. 

Workplaces should recognise that 
productivity depends on well-being. 
Employers can support staff through 
reasonable expectations and higher 
salaries, proper training, and access 
to professional advice. 

Employees who are afraid to 
admit difficulty may appear strong, 
but it often hides problems until 
they affect health and performance. 
Schools and universities can help 
prepare young men for more than 
employment. Academic knowledge 
matters, but so do communication, 
financial literacy and the ability 
to cope with pressure. These are 
essential skills for adult life.

Oman’s progress should not be 
measured only by new buildings, 
advanced technology or foreign 
investment. It should also be judged 
by whether people feel able to live 
with dignity and confidence within 
this changing society. 

Oman’s development offers 
citizens many opportunities, but 
it also asks them to adapt. They 
should not be expected to carry that 
burden alone. A healthy society 
is one in which responsibility is 
shared, difficulties can be discussed, 
and seeking help is regarded not as 
failure, but as wisdom. Oman’s future 
will be strongest when economic and 
technological progress is matched 
by equal attention to the people 
expected to sustain it. 

My own experience has taught 
me that seeking professional help 
can restore not only an individual’s 
well-being, but also his ability to 
contribute to his family, his work and 
society.

Next time you 
watch a film, pay 

attention to which 
character moves 

you and why. Ask 
yourself what the 
story is telling you 

about your own life

Many men have 
been taught that 
strength means 

silence. They may 
conceal anxiety, 

disappointment, or 
exhaustion because 

they fear being 
judged as weak
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OPINION

EL NINO REWRITES 
THE MENU IN 
THE WORLD’S TOP 
RESTAURANTS
ANNA CUENCA

A record-breaking El Nino will likely force the 
world’s top chefs to rethink their menus ahead of 
droughts, floods and heatwaves upending global 
food systems.

Ants are disappearing from the table in Brazil, 
one Danish chef is opting for cocoa-free chocolate 
and Japan is serving up warm-water fish, culinary 
stars disclosed at the Apapaxoa gastronomic 
festival on Mexico’s Caribbean coast.

United Nations experts have predicted an 
exceptionally strong cycle of the El Nino climate 
phenomenon, which causes global changes in 
winds and rainfall as well as erratic weather 
conditions.

The cream of the culinary crop, looking ahead to 
unpredictable ingredient availability, quality and 
prices, are rearranging their shelves accordingly. 
But for these acclaimed chefs, extreme weather 
events and their habit of turning the kitchen 
upside down are nothing new.

“In the last three years, I’ve been creating an 
annual menu that I end up adjusting many times, 
almost weekly, because certain products aren’t 
available,” Brazilian chef Alex Atala said.

“Ants, for example, this year are only available 
for customers who specifically ask to try them,” 
said Atala, whose Sao Paulo restaurant DOM 
plucks ingredients from the Amazonian wilderness 
to reinterpret Indigenous traditions.

El Nino can also massively disrupt 
transportation, said Atala.

Flooded roads or wildfires “delay a product that 
should be fresh, and by the time it arrives, it’s no 
longer in good condition,” he said.

The renowned Brazilian chef also emphasised 
the “cultural loss” provoked by El Nino, referring 
to the disappearance of tradition along with the 
unavailable ingredient.

The climate crisis has wreaked havoc on the 
Mediterranean, says Spain’s Quique Dacosta, 
whose restaurant in the port city of Denia sits near 
Valencia, which was pummelled by torrential rain 
in 2024.

Almost 250 people died, while vineyards, orange 
groves and plots used to grow Albufera rice, an 
essential paella ingredient, were decimated.

An event of such intensity “directly attacks the 
raw materials that are the natural foundation on 
which we build our cuisine,” Dacosta said.

Footfall also takes a hit, he said, noting that 
a stormy season has once again descended and 
fearful customers are cancelling their reservations.

“It’s going to rain a lot and people just don’t 
come anymore - imagine how vulnerable our 
businesses are,” he said. While El Nino ramps up 
weather conditions in some parts, it produces a 
vacuum in others. “This is the first year without 
hurricanes” in the Mexican Caribbean, said chef 
Roberto Solis. — AFP

The un-ordered UN order

‘THE 
WORM has turned,’ and the 
population of the tiny hamlet 
of Piddington, in Oxfordshire, 
has struck a blow in reaction to 
the Labour government’s plans 

to house 1,256 asylum-seekers in the former 
military base at nearby Bicester. 

The ‘worm,’ characterised by John 
Heywood in 1546, was a quiet, submissive, 
downtrodden group that found its 
confidence, its voice, its strength, and was 
galvanised when pushed beyond reason and 
respect. Certainly, the citizens of this town, 
that traces its origins back to the ‘Doomsday 
Book’ of 1086, have demonstrated their ire as 
the prospect of this massive influx of single 
foreigners, all males, within walking distance 
of their town looms ever closer. “We must be 
heard,” posted one on Meta, “and although it’s 
‘tilting at windmills,’ we won’t be bullied.”

Christened by the UK media as the 
‘Piddington Revolution,’ their community 
referendum, notably, was held on September 
15, the annual observance of ‘Battle of 
Britain Day,’ when victory in the battle for 
air supremacy during WWII is celebrated, 
and ironically the ‘GBNews’ invoked an 
appropriately emotive reaction, calling 
this the beginning of the ‘Battle for Britain.’ 
Conducted by the Piddington Parish 
Council, under Chairman Tim McNally, the 
referendum resulted in a healthy 311 votes 
being cast, from a total population of 358, or 
87 per cent, with 285 votes for independence 

and only 26 votes AGAINST; a stunning 92 per 
cent FOR verdict saw a landslide win against 
the immigrants. 

Both the turnout and the result 
indicate absolute dissatisfaction with the 
government’s plans for managing the 
asylum-seeker crisis, not just in Piddington, 
but across the heartland. Callum Miller, the 
LibDem MP for the Bicester and Woodcock 
electorate, is an outspoken opponent of the 
government’s plans and points to a much 
smaller 2003 planning application being 
rejected due to ‘unlit roads,’ which the 
government suggests will be resolved now 
as the asylum-seekers would be “issued with 
high-visibility vests and ‘strongly encouraged’ 
not to walk on the local roads and verges.” 

Critics also point to there being no current 
accommodation, utilities, roading or services 
infrastructure, and the cost of establishing 
these as being disproportionate to need. Tim 
McNally, chairman of the Parish Council, 
rejects Home Office documentation as 
‘unrealistic,’ as the former ammunition dump 
is advocated as a solution to one part of the 
ongoing immigration dilemma, with its 
evident shortcomings ‘the tip of the iceberg.’ 
However, their indignation centres on the 
‘dumping’ of the 1256 young, single men in 
their vicinity, and they ask, “How would you 
feel if it was happening to you?” 

Residents in Colchester, Essex, 108 miles 
south, have shared their experience of having 
the ‘immigration overflow’ accommodated at 

Piddington... ‘The Mouse That Roared’
the nearby former RAF base at Wethersfield, 
saying their once ‘joyous’ town centre has 
become a ‘no-go’ area for local women, 
intimidated by being photographed, whistled 
at, stared at, and told to ‘cover up.’ “They’re 
bringing their way of life, and that’s not 
right,” voiced a pensioner 83 miles further 
south, in Crowborough, Sussex, apparently 
very much reflective of national perspectives, 
it seems.

More than 500 parish (town) councils have 
indicated a willingness to conduct similar 
referendums, knowing full well that these 
are not binding on the government, but 
desperate to show how they feel about the 
immigration impositions. Prime Minister 
Andy Burnham has proven tone deaf to 
the electorate, commenting, “asylum 
accommodation should not be concentrated 
only in poorer communities in the north, but 
also in the wealthier areas in the south.” 

‘The Mouse that Roared,’ a 1954 political 
satire by Leonard Wibberly, mirrors the 
Piddington experience, as the folly and 
arrogance of ‘do-gooders,’ the ‘woke’ element, 
the perpetually sycophantic civil service, and 
weak-kneed politicians dismiss communities 
as inconsequential. Eventually, they must 
bow to the ‘right-ness,’ the electorate, that 
is the ‘mouse that roared, or the worm that 
turned,’ otherwise, PM Burnham’s reign could 
prove short, entirely due to an ill-thought 
response to the migrant/asylum seeker-
problem.

AS 
WORLD leaders gathered 
in New York City for the 
81st session of the United 
Nations General Assembly, 
the international order they 

have ostensibly come to defend is 
in worse shape than at any point 
since 1945. China and Russia never 
fully accepted the post-Cold War 
international system, many newly 
assertive middle powers resent it, 
and its principal financial backer, the 
American public, has lost interest in 
underwriting it. With the UN about 
to choose a new secretary-general 
and US President Donald Trump’s 
administration openly hostile to 
multilateralism, it is unclear how 
much longer the system can stagger 
on.

Sadly, no new order is in the 
making. This is not an interregnum 
between an American-led order and 
a Chinese-led one. We have long lived 
with instances of disorder — with 
states breaking the rules within a 
framework that they still recognise 
— but we are now approaching 
something new. I call it un-order: 
a situation in which states act 
without reference to any common 
framework.

One can already see this new 
dispensation in how crises unfold. 
After the United States and Israel 
launched their war against Iran in 
February, the parties could not even 
agree whether a ceasefire existed, 
let alone who had won. Moreover, 
disputes regularly jump from one 
domain to another, such as when 
Trump’s designs on Greenland 
lead to tariff threats against the 
European Union. Everywhere one 
looks, the ties that once bound the 
world together are being turned into 
weapons. Over half of globally traded 
staple crops pass through at least 
one maritime chokepoint, and the 
closure of the Strait of Hormuz (and 
now the Bab Al Mandab) has shown 
what happens when they are used for 
leverage.

Europeans have responded to all 
this as architects would, drawing 
up blueprints, defending universal 
norms, and trying their best to keep 
the old institutions standing. Others 
are behaving more like artisans 
—improvising, repurposing what 
still works, and adapting quickly to 
the loss of what doesn’t. China has 
built up the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organisation and an expanded 

BRICS, joined the Arctic Council 
as an observer, and written its 
surveillance-friendly preferences 
into Internet standards at the 
International Telecommunication 
Union. Europeans could do well 
to learn a thing or two from this 
approach.

Yet even in a world of un-order, 
it would be a mistake to think that 
multilateralism itself is dying. 
Instead, it is migrating and being 
transformed. Our research at the 
European Council on Foreign 
Relations shows that middle powers 
are building creative new forms of 
cooperation everywhere.

For example, Barbados’s 
Bridgetown Initiative is reshaping 
the debate on climate and 
development finance; the India-
Middle East-Europe Economic 
Corridor and Lobito Corridor are 
using infrastructure instead of 
treaties to bind countries together; 
and Qatar and Türkiye have become 
the go-to mediators in conflicts from 
Gaza to Ukraine. In other words, 
today’s middle powers are doing 
what the UN was built to do, but in a 
more improvised, ad hoc fashion.

For Europeans, this is an 
uncomfortable moment. As 
architects, they have the furthest to 
go to catch up with the times. But 
with the right strategy, they also have 
much to gain. After all, Canadian 
Prime Minister Mark Carney 
recently visited Strasbourg to seek an 
“alliance for the future” because he 
understands that the EU can serve as 
an anchor for the West.

To fulfil this role, Europeans must 
do three things. First, they should 
work with the new builders. That 
means pursuing observer status and 

engagement with groupings they 
currently treat as rivals. It means 
helping the UN act as the connective 
tissue for new platforms, linking the 
Bridgetown Initiative to international 
financial institutions, and Qatar’s 
personalised deal-making to formal 
legal and reconstruction bodies. 
And it means understanding how 
Brazilians, Indians, Indonesians, and 
South Africans view contemporary 
geopolitics.

Second, Europeans must recognise 
that they have spent the last few 
years eroding the credibility of 
the rule of law by defending it 
rhetorically but not in practice. They 
would do better to concentrate on 
enforcing a narrower interpretation 
of the rules that still have buy-in 
beyond the West, not least the 
prohibitions on territorial conquest, 
the targeting of civilians, and nuclear 
weapons.

Third, Europeans should spend 
their shrinking political capital more 
carefully. The rising risk of a global 
food crisis is a test. Together, Russia’s 
war on Ukraine, the blockage of the 
Strait of Hormuz, and the strongest 
El Niño on record are threatening 
global food supplies at a time when 
2.3 billion people already face food 
insecurity. The UN helped tackle 
the last food crisis in 2022, but it 
probably will be unable to play the 
same role this time around.

This need for global leadership 
presents an opportunity for 
Europeans, who should pursue a new 
form of multilateralism. By convening 
a global coalition with Brazil, Egypt, 
Kazakhstan, Mexico, and Türkiye, 
Europe can bring together the 
countries most exposed to the crisis, 
pool and mobilise resources, and 
negotiate practical arrangements to 
keep food and fertiliser shipments 
moving. On an issue like food 
security, any such effort would win 
broad international support.

As European leaders hobnob 
with their counterparts from 
around the world this week, the 
first question they should be asking 
is not how to reform the UN, but 
how to approach the multilateral 
landscape as artisans. That means 
considering which new initiatives 
they should join, which institutions 
they can repurpose, and which other 
countries they can work with to get 
things done in an un-ordered world. 
� @Project Syndicate, 2026
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“Alexi, Mike and Maria want to run for mayor, but none of them are 
willing to give up (running for) their current job to do it.” 
— Chicago mayoral candidate and attorney William Quinlan referring 
to a lawsuit against Alexi Giannoulias, Mike Quigley and Maria 
Pappas seeking to stop candidates from running for multiple offices 
simultaneously

“I don’t want to live in a country that is a cult or in a kind of echo 
chamber.”
— Ari Emanuel

“She didn’t come back with a chip on her shoulder. She came back 
to serve and did the same thing she did when she was a principal, 
which was to look out for the kids and the families that she was 
entrusted with.” 
— Former CPS CEO Janice Jackson on CPS school board president 
candidate Jessica Biggs, who faces criticism over her 2018 firing from her 
post at Burke Elementary School

“This is the new media system. This is how people are 
communicating nowadays.” 
— CTU Vice President Jackson Potter on his union paying social media 
influencers to push its political message

“Is this first-degree murder? Not by any stretch of the imagination. 
Corie was in a state of psychosis when she harmed her child.” 
— Defense attorney Robert Kerr at a detention hearing for Corie Walsh, a 
Frankfort mother accused of killing her 2-year-old son

QUOTES OF THE WEEK SCOTT STANTIS

Editor’s note: The Tribune Edito-
rial Board has begun its endorse-
ments for the upcoming November 
elections. We start here with the 
race for Chicago Board of Educa-
tion president; our endorsements 
in the other contested district races 
for the school board are slated to 
follow Monday and Tuesday. These 
are novel endorsements; voters in 
Chicago are electing a school board 
for the first time.

The Tribune’s endorsements in 
other federal, state and local races 
will begin Oct. 4. The Tribune plans 
to endorse statewide for the Illinois 
statehouse; the Tribune-owned 
Daily Herald’s editorial board will 
publish its own separate endorse-
ments in some races, as is its past 
practice.

For the first time in its history, 
Chicago will elect a school board 
president in November.

We believe the November vote 
for school board president is 
second in importance only to the 
mayoral election early next year in 
terms of charting a necessary new 
direction for the city. The pres-
ident will set the agenda for the 
fully elected 21-member board and 
play an outsize role in reforming a 
district both overstaffed and doing 
a poor job of educating students.

Before we discuss the four 
candidates running for the job, 
let’s quickly inventory the current 
status of Chicago Public Schools 
and how we arrived at this diffi-
cult place. The Chicago Teachers 
Union, representing more than 
30,000 CPS employees, effectively 
has captured governance of the 
nation’s third-largest public school 
system by the number of students. 
Over the past decade, this labor 
union has evolved into a far-left 
political organization. Chica-
go’s mayor is Brandon Johnson, a 
former CTU organizer who rode 
substantial financial and organi-
zational support from the union to 
win the office in 2023.

Thereafter, City Hall’s fifth floor 
has done everything possible to 
push CTU’s agenda through CPS 
and the school board. There have 
been hiccups that Johnson and 
his close ally, CTU President Stacy 
Davis Gates, didn’t anticipate over 
the past three years — most nota-
bly the refusal of former CPS CEO 
Pedro Martinez to take on a slug of 
high-cost debt to meet the union’s 
salary demands and plug budget 
holes, which ultimately cost 
Martinez his job.

But don’t be fooled by those 
speed bumps. Johnson and his 
handpicked board members 
helped Davis Gates and CTU 
muscle through an unafford-
able five-year, $1.6 billion labor 
pact that will see the average CPS 
teacher salary reach six figures by 
the end of the contract in 2028. 
They also won agreement from the 
board and the General Assembly 
in Springfield to forbid the closure 
of any public school through the 
current school year despite one in 
three CPS schools being enrolled 
at less than 50% capacity.

The nadir for the current 
board came July 30 when John-

son appointees and a few elected 
board members backed by CTU 
temporarily staved off layoffs and 
unpaid furlough days — due in no 
small part to that unaffordable 
contract — by approving a budget 
for the current school year with 
a $150 million hole, expecting 
that state lawmakers and Gov. JB 
Pritzker would somehow provide 
that funding during their fall veto 
session in November. There’s no 
sign that will happen, and the 
gambit prompted S&P Global 
Ratings to slap a negative watch 
on CPS’ credit rating, already junk-
rated.

Naturally, CTU has made an 
endorsement in the race for school 
board president. As in the 2023 
mayoral election, the union is 
putting forward one of its own.

Former CTU political direc-
tor Hilario Dominguez, 33, is the 
union’s candidate.

Dominguez faces prominent 
Chicago attorney Victor Hender-
son, former school board member 
and consultant Sendhil Revuluri 
and current elected board member 
Jessica Biggs.

Biggs, 43, who has performed 
well in her almost two years on the 
board and is endorsed by an ideo-
logically diverse array of groups 
and individuals, is our pick for the 
role.

A native of west suburban 
Wheaton, Biggs worked as a 
special education teacher in Cali-
fornia before moving to Boston to 
get her master’s in school leader-
ship at Harvard University. She 
served as a resident principal in a 
CPS middle school before becom-
ing principal in 2012 of Burke 
Elementary in Washington Park 
on Chicago’s South Side. CPS 
removed her from that position 
but not before Burke had signifi-
cantly improved its results under 
her leadership, morphing from a 
school slated for possible closure 
to an institution that accepted 
students from other closed 
schools.

Biggs went on to run the South-

west Organizing Project, which 
links students at neighborhood 
schools to mental-health and 
other services. In 2024, she was 
elected to the school board during 
the city’s first-ever school board 
elections, which established 
a hybrid board made up of 11 
mayoral appointees and 10 elected 
members — an interim step before 
the fully elected board.

We think her performance to 
date on the board should give 
Chicagoans confidence Biggs is 
ready to be president.

Biggs emerged as a leader on the 
board among five other elected 
members not endorsed in 2024 
by CTU and a sixth whom CTU 
backed but ended up aligning 
with Biggs and the five others on 
most votes. She also won respect 
from some mayorally appointed 
board members and was picked 
to chair the search for a new CEO 
to succeed Martinez, an effort 
that went well until media leaks 
of the finalists led to candidate 
withdrawals and interim CEO 
Macquline King was given the 
permanent role.

Most recently, she opposed the 
foolish fiscal 2027 budget that, as 
she said to us, “assumed phantom 
revenue from the state.”

She has been an adult in a room 
full of many activists posing as 
board members. And she has taken 
firm, principled positions without 
being disagreeable, an attribute 
she will need if she becomes pres-
ident.

Her candidacy is endorsed by 
the Service Employees Interna-
tional Union, which represents 
many non-teaching CPS employ-
ees, and the Chicago Federation of 
Labor.

On the left, she’s backed by Cook 
County Board President Toni 
Preckwinkle (notably a former 
Chicago public schoolteacher). 
But she also has centrist support 
from Northwest Side Ald. Saman-
tha Nugent, 39th, and Southwest 
Side Ald. Matt O’Shea, 19th.

The respected former CPS 

CEO Janice Jackson is Biggs’ most 
important backer. Jackson ran the 
district in 2018 when Biggs was 
fired as principal of Burke after 
a CPS inspector general report 
found students at Burke had been 
mislabeled as “tardy” when they 
should have been marked down as 
half-day absences.

In a recent Chalkbeat/WBEZ 
report, Jackson stood by the deci-
sion to fire Biggs back then, even 
though there was no finding by the 
IG that Biggs or others intention-
ally tried to “cheat” in order to lift 
the school’s standing within the 
CPS bureaucracy. “She came back 
to serve (when she won election to 
the board), and did the same thing 
she did when she was a principal, 
which was to look out for the kids 
and the families she was entrusted 
with,” Jackson reportedly said.

Biggs has acknowledged some 
oversight lapses, but the bottom 
line is Burke ended up better off 
for Biggs having led the school. We 
don’t think voters should hold this 
episode against her.

The platform of Dominguez, 
until recently CTU’s political 
director, unsurprisingly features 
more berating of state lawmakers 
to rain hundreds of millions on 
CPS, essentially the one play in 
CTU’s playbook when it comes to 
addressing CPS’ financial woes. 
All candidates for president 
support lobbying the state for 
more funding, but only Domin-
guez refuses to consider consol-
idating any schools or taking 
other meaningful budget-cut-
ting steps that might mean fewer 
CTU members.

Dominguez initially agreed 
to meet with the editorial board 
alongside the other candidates, but 
told us with just 34 minutes’ notice 
that he would be a no-show and 
offered no reason. If Dominguez 
can’t muster the courage to face 
the Tribune editorial board, how 
would he perform in a role that 
surely will bring higher-pressure 
moments than that?

CTU’s collective-bargaining 

contract expires in two years. The 
board president will be on the 
front lines of those negotiations, 
and we’ve already seen how such 
talks go when leaders who are 
supposed to represent taxpayers 
are in the tank for the union.

Asked in our questionnaire 
whether CTU currently has too 
much power in shaping district 
policy, Dominguez replied simply, 
“No.” But he went on to say, “I 
have disagreed with people who 
supported me before, and I will 
again.”

Where have we heard this 
line before from a former CTU 
employee seeking high office? 
During his run for mayor in 2023, 
Brandon Johnson famously said of 
worries about his potential fealty 
to CTU, “Who better to deliver bad 
news to a friend than a friend?”

Chicagoans know now the 
emptiness of those words. There’s 
no reason they should believe a 
similar message from this latest 
acolyte of Davis Gates as she girds 
for yet another contract negotia-
tion.

As for Henderson and Revuluri, 
the others running for board pres-
ident, neither has a chance against 
the CTU machine and neither to 
our minds is as well-suited to the 
job as Biggs.

Revuluri, 50, currently a 
consultant and formerly manag-
ing director with Chicago equity 
options trading firm and financial 
services holding company Peak6 
Investments, struck us as smart, 
thoughtful and well-versed in the 
issues. Serving as Chicago school 
board vice president for three 
years under Mayor Lori Lightfoot, 
Revuluri has relevant experience. 
But he didn’t have to navigate 
the complex board politics Biggs 
has managed. We would have 
preferred to see him run for one of 
the district seats.

Henderson, 65, is an accom-
plished trial attorney, a former 
certified public accountant and 
would doubtless not be anyone’s 
patsy. But in our discussion with 
the three candidates present, this 
self-declared outsider seemed 
least open to the obvious need for 
school consolidation in a district 
that just saw a year-over-year 
decline in students of more than 
11,000. CPS reported late last week 
that it’s now serving slightly more 
than 300,000 students. When 
Mayor Rahm Emanuel enraged 
CTU by closing 50 schools in 2013, 
CPS enrolled more than 400,000 
students.

Consolidation is unavoidable.
A thoughtful approach will be 

needed to right-size this bloated 
district, and we appreciated 
Biggs’ statement to us that those 
CPS families on the losing end of 
such decisions must see “a vision 
for what communities get that 
is better than what is currently.” 
Exactly.

But employing thousands 
more than before the Emanuel 
administration’s cuts in 2013, 
as a much smaller CPS today is 
doing, explains why CPS faces 
yearly budget deficits well into the 
hundreds of millions.

Jessica Biggs for Chicago school board president

Chicago Board of Education presidential candidate Jessica Biggs meets with the Chicago Tribune Editorial 
Board on Tuesday. ARTHUR MAIORELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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OPINION

By Ariel Kalil, Rebecca Ryan 
and Mesmin Destin
SPECIAL TO THE TRIBUNE

American parents are working 
harder than ever to give their chil-
dren a leg up. Economists Garey 
Ramey and Valerie Ramey docu-
mented that college-educated 
mothers increased their childcare 
time by more than nine hours per 
week starting in the mid-1990s. 
They attributed this “rug rat race” 
to intensifying competition for 
college admissions.

The competition isn’t only 
about time investment, and much 
of what parents do to give their 
child an advantage is hard to 
fault. Families routinely move 
from cities and their challenged 
public school systems to subur-
ban neighborhoods with public 
schools that send large shares of 
graduates to elite colleges. Once 
a child is installed at that subur-
ban school, the parent might add 
private tutoring, an SAT coach 
and a call to a business contact to 
secure the child’s summer intern-
ship.

Each decision, in isolation, 
seems like good parenting. And 
after all, it seems like everyone 
else is doing it. But in the aggre-
gate, these advantages compound, 
and the opportunity gaps between 
the advantaged and the disadvan-
taged widen.

The Operation Varsity Blues 
scandal broke in 2019, but it wasn’t 
until 2023 that actor Felicity Huff-
man broke her silence — telling 
reporters it “felt like I had to give 
my daughter a chance at a future,” 
even though doing so meant 
breaking the law. The every-
day psychology papered over an 
exceptional fraud.

Parents aren’t irrational for 
participating in this competi-
tion with such fervor. Only about 
half of American children born 
in 1980 have earned more than 
their parents did, compared with 
more than 90% of those born in 
1940. Economist Raj Chetty and 
his colleagues call this “the fading 
American Dream.” As mobility 
has declined, the penalty for fall-
ing short has grown, and the gap 
between the top and the middle 
has widened.

Even a college degree no longer 
seems like a guarantee: Recent 
college graduates are now more 
likely to be unemployed than the 
workforce as a whole, a reversal of 
the usual pattern, and roughly 4 in 
10 are working in jobs that don’t 
require their degrees.

Parents aren’t wrong that the 
stakes are high. They’re wrong 
about how to respond.

In a recent experiment, we 
showed a one-minute video on 
economic mobility to roughly 
1,000 American parents. Half 
saw a version emphasizing that 
upward mobility is real and wide-
spread (50% are in fact upwardly 

mobile), while the other half saw a 
more pessimistic message.

Parents who saw the optimistic 
version were modestly but signifi-
cantly more willing to spend 
money on their child’s education 
and to spend time on a task related 
to their child. They also rated the 
returns they expected on the time 
and money they invested in their 
children higher than those who 
saw the pessimistic version. This 
pattern held, regardless of family 
income.

That was parents investing 
in their own children. Their 
attitudes toward other people’s 
children were another matter. 
In a companion experiment, the 
same optimistic message made 
affluent parents significantly less 
supportive of policies that would 
help other people’s children, such 
as scholarships for students from 
modest backgrounds. Lower-in-
come parents’ attitudes didn’t 
change at all.

These results suggest that 
affluent parents are interpret-
ing the message differently. For 
a lower-income family, upward 
mobility is an opportunity. For a 
family whose children already sit 

near the top, it’s a threat — more 
children competing for slots at 
selective colleges, summer intern-
ships and positions at top firms.

Research on status threat 
suggests that when the boundar-
ies between social levels become 
permeable, those near the top 
grow more protective: Other 
children stop looking like fellow 
citizens and start looking like 
rivals. From the perspective of 
those already living it, the Amer-
ican Dream becomes a tourna-
ment.

The tournament mindset rests 
on a faulty premise. It’s true that 
a seat at a highly selective college 
is scarce and that each additional 
applicant worsens the odds. But 
the prize those seats represent, a 
secure and prosperous adult life, is 
not fixed in the same way. Chetty 
and his colleagues have shown 
that in places where low-income 
children are most likely to move 
up, high-income children do not, 
on average, do worse; lifting the 
bottom does not come at the top’s 
expense.

Opportunity, in that broader 
sense, is not a fixed pie.

At the level of individual spend-

ing, though, the picture is more 
mixed. Not all of it is a waste. 
When a parent pays for math 
tutoring, the child learns more 
math and is better prepared for 
school or a job. Their gain is no 
one else’s loss, and, in fact, that 
child’s peer may benefit from 
being in class or on the job with a 
more talented student.

But much of what affluent fami-
lies buy has no positive spillover. 
SAT tutors, private admissions 
consultants and strategic extra-
curriculars are less about learning 
than about position. Social scien-
tist Richard Reeves, in his book 
“Dream Hoarders,” references 
“opportunity hoarding”: rigging 
access to scarce opportunities 
through exclusionary zoning, 
legacy admissions and internships 
handed out by connection. None 
of it makes a child more capa-
ble, only better positioned, and it 
lifts one child by pushing another 
down.

Parents aren’t hoarding because 
they’re selfish. They’re respond-
ing to an economy in which the 
gap between thriving and just 
getting by has widened so much 
that protecting their own children 

feels rational. Economist Jesse 
Rothstein has found that where 
children end up depends more on 
the job market they enter than on 
the schools they attended.

So the answer lies less in 
schools and more in widening 
the paths to a good life: treating 
apprenticeships and technical 
training as meaningful options, 
not consolation prizes, and push-
ing employers to drop degree 
requirements for jobs that don’t 
need them, so a secure future no 
longer depends on getting into a 
top college.

The dream works best when 
it doesn’t feel like a competition. 
The way back is to narrow the gap 
between winning and losing so 
no parent feels they must pull the 
ladder up behind them.

Ariel Kalil is the Daniel Levin 
professor of public policy at the 
University of Chicago Harris 
School of Public Policy. Rebecca 
Ryan is a professor of psychology 
at Georgetown University. 
Mesmin Destin is a professor 
of human development and 
social policy at Northwestern 
University.

The competitiveness in parenting to give 
kids a leg up has reached a new level

Felicity Huffman, escorted by her husband, William H. Macy, makes her way to the entrance of the Moakley U.S. Courthouse on Sept. 13, 2019, in 
Boston, where she was to be sentenced for her role in a college admissions scandal. JOSEPH PREZIOSO/GETTY-AFP

Much of the energy, a lot of the 
passion and most of the headlines 
in American politics focus on the 
extreme right and the far left. 
Armed with sweeping theories, 
sharp-edged rhetoric and unwav-
ering certainty, progressives and 
democratic socialists on the left 
and MAGA loyalists on the right 
dominate our political discourse.

Their high-decibel proclama-
tions and denunciations help 
explain why so many Americans 
are furious about the nation’s 
politics and depressed about its 
future.

We need more problem-solving 
centrists, such as Illinois U.S. Rep. 
Nikki Budzinski, to get the coun-
try back on track.

“The extremes of both parties 
are one of the biggest challenges 
the country is facing. Most people 
are in the middle,” Budzinski 
told me. “There is a hunger for 
government that actually works 
for people. There is a hunger for 
leaders that focus on practical, 
common-sense solutions that 
make life a little less challenging 
for working people.”

Centrists’ language may not be 
soaring, and their platforms may 
not claim to usher in new eras in 
American economic and political 
life, but they are working to solve 
problems and convince constit-
uents that government can take 
positive steps to help their lives.

Budzinski was born in Peoria 
and takes pride in her work-
ing-class roots. One grandfather 

was a union painter; her grand-
mother was a public school 
teacher. The congresswoman’s 
career has been molded by orga-
nized labor and the Democratic 
Party. She studied history and 
political science at the University 
of Illinois Urbana-Champaign 
and then spent a decade working 
for unions, first for the firefight-
ers and then the United Food 
and Commercial Workers. She 
participated in several Demo-
cratic presidential campaigns, 
including Hillary Clinton’s 2016 
campaign in which she was its 
liaison to labor. She served as an 
aide to Illinois Gov. JB Pritzker 
and was the chief of staff in Presi-
dent Joe Biden’s Office of Budget 
and Management.

Elected to the House in 2022, 
Budzinski represents Illinois’ 
13th Congressional District, 
which comedian Stephen Colbert 
likened to a scorpion’s stinger. It 

runs across central and southern 
Illinois in a thin line that extends 
almost from the Missouri border 
in the west to the Indiana border 
in the east. The National Journal 
magazine describes the district 
as “artfully gerrymandered” to 
capture Democratic voters in 
downstate Illinois. However, it is 
still seen as one of the increasingly 
few competitive districts in the 
country.

Budzinski serves on the House 
Agriculture and Veterans Affairs 
committees, both of which tend to 
focus more on policy than polit-
ical posturing. She delves into 
issues including electronic health 
records for veterans and biofu-
els. The first bill she introduced 
in Congress was designed to help 
workers without college degrees 
earn higher wages through preap-
prenticeship and apprenticeship 
programs. She drafted the Tools 
Tax Deduction Act to make it 

easier for construction workers 
to afford the equipment their jobs 
require.

She also participates in congres-
sional groups that reflect her 
practical bent; she is a member of 
the caucuses related to the Postal 
Service, labor, biofuels, rural 
broadband, technical education, 
community college, fire service, 
supply chain and fentanyl preven-
tion.

Budzinski is the vice chair for 
policy of the New Democratic 
Coalition, a group of almost 115 
House Democrats who describe 
themselves as center-left prob-
lem-solvers promoting economic 
growth, innovation and fiscal 
responsibility. They have released 
dozens of policy proposals related 
to affordability, health care, immi-
gration, border security, mental 
health and transportation, among 
other issues.

She is poised to chair the group 
next year, taking over for another 
Illinois Democrat, Rep. Brad 
Schneider from Highland Park. 
Budzinski believes the coalition, 
often referred to as the New Dems, 
can forge a governing agenda for 
congressional Democrats with 
national, rather than just bicoastal, 
appeal. She has been campaigning 
for House Democratic candidates, 
primarily in the Midwest, who 
share her agenda.

“We need more pragmatic 
Midwestern voices in Congress,” 
she said, adding that she believes 
her group will be the “majority 
makers” in the next Congress and 
will take the lead in advancing 
centrist legislation that demon-
strates the Democratic Party’s 
commitment to American work-
ers.

Budzinski acknowledges 
Democratic centrists get far less 

media attention than the smaller, 
but more vocal, progressive and 
democratic socialist wing of the 
party.

“A lot is made of them. But they 
are a very small group, about four 
or five,” she said of the democratic 
socialists.

Nonetheless, the activist base 
and media are fascinated by the 
far left of the party. A recent 
cover story in The Nation, the 
leading magazine of the left, 
is titled “The Insurgency We 
Need.” It argues that “insurgent 
socialists and progressive fire-
brands” will revitalize the Demo-
cratic Party and already are 
“remaking American politics and 
policymaking.”

Budzinski is convinced Demo-
crats must be the party of change 
by offering concrete policies 
rather than wish lists of impossi-
ble dreams. “We need to develop 
a vision that focuses on working 
people with pragmatic solutions 
that improve their lives. We can’t 
be a party of the status quo. We 
need to realize that change is 
happening,” she said.

Questions abound. Can a party 
that focuses on practical, often 
technical, policies capture the 
attention of an American public 
that has grown accustomed to 
conflict and hyperbole? Can 
thoughtful centrists be heard over 
the brash and brazen bellowing 
of the political extremes? Can 
substance win out over specta-
cle? Can workhorses prevail over 
show horses?

The answers to these questions 
will determine our future.

John T. Shaw is a professor at 
Marquette University’s Les 
Aspin Center for Government in 
Washington, D.C.

Congresswoman believes that centrist workhorses can prevail over far-left showhorses

U.S. Rep. Nikki Budzinski speaks during a hearing of the House 
Agriculture Committee on Feb. 11, 2025, on Capitol Hill in Washington. 
BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

John T. Shaw
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OPINION

Solutions to homelessness
The Restore Gompers Park 

Coalition in its letter “Parks 
shouldn’t be housing sites” (Sept. 
24) is right about one thing: Tents 
in public parks are not a long-term 
solution. However, blaming park 
encampments solely on city inac-
tion ignores a hard truth: Encamp-
ments are the direct consequence 
of failing to fund the very systems 
needed to prevent and end home-
lessness across our city.

When Chicagoans had a tangi-
ble opportunity to establish a 
dedicated, permanent funding 
stream to address chronic and 
acute homelessness through the 
Bring Chicago Home referendum, 
voters rejected it by a 54% to 46% 
margin. We cannot deliberately 
vote down the revenue required 
to build deeply affordable housing 
and provide essential behavioral 
health and social supports, and 
then express shock, anger and 
dismay when unsheltered neigh-
bors have nowhere else to turn.

The coalition notes that 19 resi-
dents accepted assistance when 
Gompers Park was cleared, while 
others were simply displaced 
across the street to Eugene Field 
Park — where even more unshel-
tered people joined them in the 
following weeks and months. 
Indeed, the city’s 2026 Point-
in-Time Count shows that the 
number of people counted living 
on the streets, in encampments 
or at transit stations rose to 1,641 
— an increase of nearly 25% 
compared with the 2025 survey. 
This game of municipal musical 
chairs illustrates why enforce-
ment and temporary shifts fail 
every time.

Without a major expansion 
of permanent, deeply affordable 
housing (rather than transitional 
tiny home camps), street-level 
prevention services and strong 
wraparound care, people will 
naturally seek shelter in public 
spaces. Traditional public shelters 
are simply not a viable option for 
everyone, particularly individuals 
dealing with severe trauma and 
complex health needs.

If we truly care about clean, safe 
and accessible parks for every-
one, we must be honest about 
what that requires: funding. Until 
Chicago taxpayers commit to 
creating a permanent, dedicated 
revenue stream for permanent 
affordable housing and support 
services, encampments will 

remain an inevitable symptom of 
our collective failure to invest in 
real solutions.
— Monica Dillon, registered 
nurse, NWS Outreach Volunteers, 
Chicago

Target anticompetitive conduct
Chicago-area rents rose 4.9% 

over the past year, according to 
Zillow; it is among the largest 
increases of the 50 biggest metro-
politan areas.

Limited supply is one factor. 
Chicago has lost a substantial 
share of its affordable rental stock. 
But supply is not the only issue. 
Anti-competitive practices can 
also raise rents.

That’s why Mayor Brandon 
Johnson is seeking to pass the 
Protecting Renters Ordinance 
(PRO), a major overhaul of tenant 
protections.

Several of the reforms in the 
bill target well-defined problems. 
PRO, for example, would create a 
tenants’ bill of rights that would 
codify certain protections for 
renters, including rules govern-
ing when they can withhold rent 
and protections against illegal 
lockouts.

But there is one area where 
PRO could do more to protect 
renters: preventing competing 
landlords from using nonpublic 
information to coordinate rental 
pricing.

Landlords increasingly use 
software to help determine rental 
prices. There is nothing inher-
ently wrong with that. Pricing 
algorithms can process large 
amounts of information and help 
landlords respond to changes in 
supply and demand.

But competitors pooling their 
nonpublic pricing information 

into the same algorithm can 
weaken competition and improve 
demand forecasting. Therefore, 
the competitive effects depend on 
how the landlord uses the algo-
rithm.

PRO would require landlords to 
disclose which third-party pricing 
software they use and whether it 
uses dynamic pricing or nonpub-
lic competitive rent data.

Tenants should indeed know 
when an algorithm plays a role 
in determining the price they are 
being asked to pay. But requiring 
landlords to identify the specific 
software provider does not, by 
itself, ensure competitive pric-
ing or establish whether a price 
was generated competitively. 
In fact, adding the vendor name 
to the disclosure could backfire 
because two landlords could use 
the same software in very differ-
ent ways — one relying only on its 
own and publicly available data 
and another feeding a system of 
nonpublic pricing information.

Lawmakers should keep the 
disclosure that algorithmic tech-
nology is being used, while weigh-
ing the benefits of identifying 
the company providing it against 
any costs, including revealing 
commercially sensitive infor-
mation. More importantly, they 
should strengthen PRO to target 
anticompetitive conduct by land-
lords and software providers more 
directly, while accounting for the 
benefits of legitimate forecasting 
and benchmarking.

That approach would comple-
ment disclosure with safeguards 
focused on practices that harm 
competition.
— Jorge Lemus Encalada, 
professor, University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign

It’s up to voters to decide
Reading the editorial (“Alsip’s 

mayor championed term limits. 
Until they limited him,” Sept. 24) 
concerning the Alsip mayor’s 
desire to extend his term-lim-
ited tenure, I believe the Tribune 
Editorial Board picked the wrong 
nit. And the editorial proves my 
point.

The board quotes the 
now-mayor as saying in 2016, “I 
will not allow Mayor Kitching to 
determine what taxpayers and 
voters should be able to vote on.” 
Voters supported three four-
year terms. OK, so the mayor (I 
have no idea who he is — I live in 
another county) likes the job and 
wants to continue. Let the voters 
decide if another term is added 
to the limit.

Who, other than voters, is best 
to decide if term limits should be 
two, three or even four terms? It 
isn’t, as the editorial suggests, a 
plea “to hold the same office for as 
long as desired.” 

If letting the voters decide by 
referendum, a concept likely 
supported by the editorial board, 
was acceptable in 2016, why not 
now? 

The voters wouldn’t be asked to 
eliminate term limits but rather to 
add a fourth term.

Let the voters decide.
— Barry Tusin, Wheaton

Voter status wrongly changed
On Monday, I received a 

communication from the Chicago 
Board of Election Commissioners 
alerting me that records indicated 
I no longer live at my registration 
address. Checking online, I found 
that my voter status is now “inac-
tive.”

In fact, I have lived at my 
current address since 1983 and 
have voted in every election since. 
I was being asked to certify under 
oath and penalty of law that I have 
not moved.

All Chicagoans intending to 
vote in November should double-
check their voting status imme-
diately.
— Jane N. Winter, Chicago

Streets need more repairs
It is now fall, and we are 

clearly headed straight into a 

rough winter in terms of the 
condition of our streets in 
Chicago. What happened to the 
reliable, seasonal wave of city 
workers and contractors patch-
ing potholes and poorly filled 
utility cuts? I’ve seen very little 
patching and filling underway 
throughout the city.

Rather, I see damaged streets 
that have not yet been patched 
from the previous winter. While 
both downtown and the North 
Side streets need some attention, 
the condition of the streets on the 
South, West and East sides is far 
worse.

I urge the city to ensure all 
ward office, sanitation and trans-
portation employees are trained 
and empowered to report the 
multitude of potholes that need 
immediate attention. At the same 
time, we need a new campaign to 
remind all residents and business 
owners to call 311 or 312-744-5000 
to report all the things they see 
that need to be fixed, such as dark 
streetlights, burned-out traffic 
lights, missing or faded signs, and 
untouched potholes.

Asphalt plants in our area are 
closed from November to April. 
Now is the moment!
— James A. Pierce, Chicago

Preserve what remains pristine
I have nothing but respect for 

the dedicated staff at the Shedd 
Aquarium and their efforts to aid 
the beluga whales that were trans-
ported from Canada. This serves 
as a reminder of nature’s fragil-
ity. All species are susceptible to 
illness and trauma.

And that’s why it’s so important 
to preserve what remains pristine 
of our planet and not surrender 
it to those in power who would 
exploit its riches.
— Teresa Groat, Chicago

No need to get in that jab
Regarding the editorial “The 

Shedd Aquarium did all it could 
to save the beluga whales” (Sept. 
25): I agree 100% that the Shed 
did everything it could. I am not 
sure the Tribune Editorial Board 
needed to trash Marineland of 
Canada in Niagara Falls in the 
process.
— Dean R. Martin, Chicago

Voice of the People

A woman hangs a tent cover to dry on a tree branch in a homeless 
encampment at Ronan Park on April 16 in Chicago.  JOHN J. KIM/TRIBUNE

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

By Michael Pfleger, 
Seth Limmer, 
Ciera Bates-Chamberlain 
and Otis Moss III
CHICAGO TRIBUNE

The Book of Deuteronomy 
prescribes a building code: “When 
you build a house, you shall make 
a parapet, a railing, for your roof; 
thus you will not bring blood guilt 
on your house if someone falls 
from it to their death.”

The law contains no fire, brim-
stone or compelling story to illu-
minate how this building code is 
in fact a moral code. However, the 
logic underneath is the whole of 
the argument. Anyone who builds 
a place where people gather is 
responsible for the safety of those 
people; that responsibility is 
discharged during construction. 
Morality demands we protect 
people in advance.

Chicago has spent roughly a 
decade building such a railing. It 
is found in our remarkable civic 
infrastructure of the community 
violence intervention networks 
that span our city.

From January through August, 
Chicago recorded 289 homicides, 
almost exactly even with the total 
last year during the same period. 
Last year closed with the fewest 
homicide Chicago has seen in 
six decades. Last month saw the 
fewest deaths of any August since 
2011.

These numbers did not drift 
downward on their own. They 
are the result of thousands of 
people who went to work: Street 
outreach workers who know 
which corner is about to erupt, 
medical responders who sit with 
members of a family in the worst 
hours of their lives, case manag-
ers who find a young man job 
and a reason, congregations that 
keep the basement lights on and 
the gym open, philanthropists 
and a business community that 
fund it all and an amazing core of 
executives who run an array of 
organizations connecting all these 
communities. We, together with 
our colleagues and faith coalition, 
have witnessed and shared this 
work for more than a decade. It is 
unglamorous, underpaid — and 
incredibly effective.

It is also a most fragile edifice.
Much of this infrastructure 

runs on philanthropic grants, 
funds from the business commu-
nity or expiring federal dollars 
from one-year contracts. In June, 

Mayor Brandon Johnson signed 
an executive order creating an 
Office of Gun Violence Reduc-
tion. We celebrated this advent, 
and we meant it. But an executive 
order lasts exactly as long as the 
executive who signs it; violence 
prevention cannot be rebuilt from 
scratch every time the Fifth Floor 
of City Hall changes occupants.

That is why Ald. Ronnie Mosley, 
21st, filed an ordinance to create 
a Department of Gun Violence 
Reduction; it is now sitting in the 
Committee on Budget and Govern-
ment Operations. A department, 
unlike an office, has a stand-
ing in the city’s infrastructure. A 
department, unlike an office, has 
contracting authority, so violence 
interrupters can be employed 
rather than be perpetually sent out 
for bid. A department has a line in 
the budget that a future administra-
tion cannot quietly erase.

This department asks the city 
for no new money; we in the faith 
coalition are not requesting an 
appropriation. We are asking 
that the scattered dollars the city 
already spends on violence reduc-
tion, with no full accounting, be 

gathered in one place, a depart-
ment answerable to the City 
Council and legible to the public. 
No new funds, but a new system 
with accountability.

And here is where the arith-
metic gets a little uncomfortable. 
Fifteen aldermen have told us, 
some privately and some from a 
podium, that they support this 
ordinance. Four names appear 
on it on the city’s website. The 
gap between 15 and four is the 
distance between agreeing with 
something and governing.

We understand the season in 
which we find ourselves. Elec-
tions are coming. Wars are grind-
ing on overseas and fill the front 
pages, as they should. And football 
is back at Soldier Field.

But with gun violence, what 
is at stake is life and death in the 
city; it’s whether a 16-year-old on 
the West Side remains alive on 
Thanksgiving. Whether he makes 
it to Christmas.

We have also heard our ordi-
nance described as the mayor’s 
project, which is a convenient 
thing to say in an election year. 
And it is absolutely untrue. Our 

faith coalition, Live Free Illinois, 
and block club leaders and moth-
ers across the city have been push-
ing for permanent, accountable 
violence prevention infrastruc-
ture since before this mayor took 
office and before his two prede-
cessors. We have buried young 
people under three administra-
tions. We are not sent by City Hall. 
We come from the community.

Our coalition meets every 
Monday. We spend part of each 
meeting on the phone with orga-
nizers and other cities that have 
stood up to offices like this one 
and can tell us what worked, what 
was wasted and what they wish 
they had written into the ordi-
nance. We know what works.

Chicago’s budget will be written 
in the next several weeks. After 
that, the window closes, and we 
begin again in the spring, a spring 
in which some of the people this 
department would protect may 
fall victim to gun violence.

Last month saw the fewest 
deaths of any August since 2011. 
But 39 people were slain in gun 
violence in our city in August. 
That’s 39 lives lost. The numeri-

cal improvement over time is to be 
celebrated, but this tragic toll of 
death should never be tolerated.

So we are asking plainly of the 
15: Sign on, publicly. Of the unde-
cided: Read the ordinance and 
don’t be distracted by the politics 
that surround it. To the Commit-
tee on Budget and Government 
Operations: Call the question and 
advance this ordinance forward to 
the full City Council. To the City 
Council: Establish a Department 
of Gun Violence Reduction.

Tradition teaches that a city, 
like a home, is judged by what we 
build and how we protect, not by 
how loudly we mourn our losses.

Maybe we in Chicago erect this 
railing before anyone else falls 
victim to death by a gun.

Chicago faith leaders Rabbi Seth 
Limmer, the Rev. Otis Moss III, 
the Rev. Ciera Bates-Chamberlain 
and the Rev. Michael Pfleger 
joined the Tribune’s opinion 
section in summer 2022 for a 
series of columns on potential 
solutions to Chicago’s chronic gun 
violence problem. The column 
continues on an occasional basis.

Chicago’s public-safety progress is a fragile edifice

Ald. Ronnie Mosley, 21st, arrives July 15 before a Chicago City Council meeting at City Hall. He has filed an ordinance to create a Department of Gun 
Violence Reduction. BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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