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No end in sight

Iran war is escalating costs for the global economy

One month into the conflict between the Umted States (US)-Israel and Iran, there
islittle visibility on the: Bothsid: conditions, whichmake
itimpossible for either belligerent to meet. The US’ 15-point plan demanded from
Tehran guarantees that would have emasculated the country’s ability to defend
itself against future attacks in a hostile region. Iran, in return, demanded counter-
conditionssuch aslifting sanctions, ceasing assassinations of leaders, and guaran-
tees against future US aggression.

This mutual intransigence — despite efforts by Pakistan, Egypt, Turkiye, and
Saudi Arabia to broker a deal — is likely to inflict progressively heavier economic
costs on the global economy. Countries in Asia heavily dependent on West Asian
fossil fuel are already struggling to contain the inflationary impact and hardships
of fuel shortages with adverse long-term consequences for their economies and
government finances. For example, slashing the special additional excise duty on
petrol and diesel by ¥10 per litre — to provide relief to oil-marketing companies,
which ing the hit— could pare Indi bybetween31.2
trillion and ¥1.7 trillion on an annualised basis. More pain for the global economy
is on the cards with the resumption of retaliatory attacks and the unanticipated
escalation by Yemen’s Houthis against Israel. This new front could threaten another
key global trade route via the Suez Canal and the Red Sea.

Until now, the Iranian mining and blockading of the Strait of Hormuz, which
accounts foraquarter of trade in seaborne oil and gas and is the main outlet for West
Asian fossil-fuel producers, have caused oil prices to soar from $73 per barrel (for
benchmark Brent crude) to $110-119, along with heavy shortages. Eastern Asia has
been particularly hard hit as it sources 80-90 per cent of crude oil and natural gas
via this route. Saudi Arabia sought to adjust to the blockade by increasing oil flows
through its east-west overland pipeline to the Red Sea port of Yanbu, which eased
pressure on prices of crude oil. That outlet, too, is now threatened along with trade
between Asia and Europe. The Suez Canal/Red Sea accounts for a third of world
container traffic, and the world has already experienced the impact of Houthi dis-
ruption in 2023 and 2024. Ships were forced to take the longer route down the west
coast of Africa and around the Cape of Good Hope, causinga sharprise in shipping
costs, including insurance premiums, and adding to global inflationary pressures
and disrupted supply chains.

Itis increasingly evident that the US and Israel have seriously miscalculated
Iran’s responses and capabilities. The i Tran’s political and it
leaders have not compelled Tehran to surrender. On the contrary, it has deployed a
range of weaponry, which has wrong footed its opponents time and again. Despite
amonth of pummelling Iran with the world’s most sophisticated weaponry, US
intelligence agenciesreportedly reckon thatonly about a third of its missile arsenal
and drone capability has been destroyed. They are unsure of the status of the rest.
Fora country that has planned for just this contingency — and has experience of
prolonged warfare and hardship —along-drawn asymmetric war of attrition is not
seen as a disadvantage. But with a face-saving exit eluding the US and Israel, the
prospect of lasting peace in West Asia appears increasingly remote.
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Restricting social harm
US verdicts expose design flaws in social-media platforms
‘Two recent jury verdicts in the United States (US) seem to have redrawn the legal
map for holding social-media companies accountable. In California, a jury found
Meta Platforms and YouTube liable for harm caused to a young user, not because
of specific posts but because of how their platforms are designed. For years, such
casesranaground on Section 230 ofthe Communications Decency Act, 1996, which
shields platforms from liability for u 1content. Thistime, the claim was
carefullyreframed. Jurors were di d theplatform - How
feeds are structured, how engagement is sustained, and how users are repeatedly
drawn back. Thelegal question was whether the harm flowed from ﬂurd party con-
tent, which would trigger Section 230 immunity, or from th

Reducing energy vulnerability

A tenfold increase in the share of renewables
in the total energy supply is needed

ILLUSTRATION: AJAYA KUMAR MOHANTY

Theexternal hasgivenu: h n hi rgy security, the role of renewables cannot
about ourdomestic' ities. Th invol-  grow i ‘The system requires an order of
Vil di mar altersthecalcu- magnitude expansion. What is the path to renewables

lusofnsk ForIndia, the macroeconomic implications
ofoil-priceshocks havebeena problemsince the early
1970s. The structural weakness is visible in the data.
Imported crudeoil constitutes21.7 percent of the total
energy supply. Imported natural gas accounts for an
additional 2.6 per cent. Theseadd up toa vulnerability
of 24.3 per cent. The strategic literature in India has
]ong documented the risks of this dependence, upon
unstable region. The i consen-
sus favours a transition. There i |s a 1eady answer: We
theIndian
abundant solar mdmt.mn Mndem tenh-
nologies for
tions forenergy independence.

‘Where are we in this journey? Over
the past decade, modern renewables
generation in India, measured in tera-
joules, grew by 8 per cent per year. This
figure suggests motion. A growth rate of
8 per cent over adecade doubles absolute
output. But with all this growth, we are
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at 32 per cent of the total energy supply?

We took 20 years to get to a 3.2 per cent share. This
won't go to 32 per cent quickly within the present
paradigm. It requires foundauonal changesin energy
policy. to idies or pub-
lic-sector mandates will not bridge this gap. Three
structural shifts are necessary to mobilise capital and
align incentives.

‘The first elementis the transformation of the elec-

The second element involves the taxation of exter-
nalities. Energy choices involve hidden costs. The
combustion of fossil fuels damages public health
through particulate matter, contributes to climate
change, and creates a strategic vulnerability for the
country through imports of oil and gas from an un-
stable region. Economic theory addresses this market
failure through Pigouvian taxation. A carbon taxis the
optimal intervention for India. It establishes a price
for carbon emission, altering relative prices across the
economy away from dirty fuels.

‘When carbon-intensive activities become expens-
ive, private firms adjust their supply chains. Capital is
reallocated toward energy efficiency and renewable
alternatives. A carbon tax uses the profit motive to
drive the energy transition. The Indian economy is
taxed very heavily and nobody wants more taxation.
The path forward lies in a revenue-neutral reform of
indirect taxes. The current goods and services tax
(GST) involves multiple and very high rates, and com-
plex classifications. This structure imposes com-
pliance costs and distorts resource allocation.
Revenues from carbon tax can finance the long-pend-
ing reform of going to a low, single-rate GST.

The third element is finance. Renewable energy is
capital-intensive. The viability of projects depends on
access to low-cost equity and long-term debt Azo-fold
increasein the mass-

gy shar

tricity sector. The prevailin;

central planning. State entities design
procurement, determine quantities,
and administer prices. This institu-
tional arrangement misallocates capi-
tal, deters risk-taking, and deters
innovation. Central planning cannot
process the complexity of amodern, de-
centralised grid dominated by intermit-
tent sources of renewables. The system
must transition to the price mechanism.
The design of electricity markets must

really not in a good place. Modern re- SNAKES & allow prices to clear based on supply
newables account for just 32 per centof | ADDERS and demand in real time.
the energy supply. The achievement of Market prices and profit Tates are the
decades of energy policy reduces to one AIRY SHAH correctly

number: Modern renewables at 3.2 per
cent of the energy. supply
Modern his L Ex-

omic activity. When the price system
functions, it attracts private mvestment inrenewables

panding gross domestic product (GDP) requires a
commensurate expa.nsmn 1n energy supply Demo-
graphics, isation, and i ion guaran-
tee Lha[ eneray demand will scale up. The
C must

Lransfcrmauon At present, Lradmonal biomass con-
stitutes 20 per cent of the total energy supply. Econ-
omic ion implies the disg of

and energy
storage. Capital flows toward solutions that resolve grid
constraints. Akshay Jaitly and I have termed this
deeper energy-sector transformation as “the lowest

fruit of the coconut tree”

ngin,
(http://bit.ly/4vswLib). Central planners attempt to

pital formation. The i build-outin-
cludes generation and stor.ige capacl[y, grid
and storage Bi
is required by the demand side, eg the shift to electric
mobility. The balance sheet of the Indian state does
not is pacity to fi i ion. The
domestic financial system is similarly constrained.
The resource requirement exceeds domestic savings.
The solution lies in linking Indian infrastructure
needs with global capital markets. Friction on the
cross-border movement of capital increases the cost
of financing. Regulatory barriers and hedging costs
de[er foreign direct investment and foreign portfolio
Financial i isation i ired for the
energy transition. Removing barriers to capital flows
allows global savings to enter Indian clean energy pro-
jects, altering the mathematics of project finance.
Geopolitical friction helps clarify our economic
reality. The dependence on imported fossil fuels is a
constraint on Indian stability. Escaping this con-
straint requires abandoning the methods that pro-
duced it. The current outcome of a 3.2 per cent share
of renewables is the output of central planning, un-
pnced externalities, and capital controls. To get to the
irabl share, we need to

havea political- fthe righttech- 32 per cent
nologies. Markets take risks and discover the lowest- change course. This calls for an electricity system
cost i The state must build the market

biomass. It involves deep electrification of industrial
processes, transport logistics, and household con-
sumption. To alter the macroeconomic profile and

framework within which millions of private a,,ents op-

based on the price system, a carbon tax, and capital
account convertibility.

timise their energy productionand
sions based on unhindered price signals.

Theauthor is a researcher at the XKDR Forum

Modernising Indian corporate law

The Corporate Laws (Amendment) Bill, 2026, is a wel-
come step in the ongoing evolution of India’s corpor-
ate regulatory framework. Introduced in the Lok
Sabha on March 23, it proposes wide-ranging amend-
ments to the Companies Act, 2013, and the Limited
Liability Partnership (LLP) Act, 2008, to further ease
of doing business whﬂe strengthenmg governance.

is is on g friction from

choices. By placing the case in the realm of product liability, the court arrived at the
landmark decision.

Thisdistinction could open the door to a wave of similar lawsuits. In aseparate
case, ajuryin New Mexico reached a different but equally consequential conclusion
against Meta Platforms. The case, brought under consumer protection law, centred
onchild sexual exploitation and whether the company had misled the publicabout
the safety ofits platforms. The trigger was internal communication around Meta’s
2019 decision toexpand end-to-end encryption on Facebook Messenger. Evidence

1in courtshowed that warned such changes would reduce
the company’sability to detect and report child sexual abuse material. In the years
that followed, such reports fell sharply. Clearly, here the issue was the gap between
public K by the big tech companies.

and internal risk

Takentogether, the two verdicts shift scrutiny from what users post to how plat-
forms are built and governed. They also bring the role of internal knowledge into
sharper focus. Material presented in the California case suggested that concerns
around compulsive use and harm m younger users were known within companies
evenas viewer ithec i principle. Features such as

lification, and constant notific
to maximise time spent, creating feedbackloops that reward repetition and elevate
emotionally charged content because it travels further. For younger users, thiscan
translate into patterns of compulsive use, not by accident but by design.

The policy response to such findings is already tilting towards restriction, par-
ticularly for minors. In India, proposals to limit or ban social-media access for
children are gaining ground. However, blanket restrictions risk addressing the
symptom rather than the cause. Experience elsewhere shows that enforcement is
uneven, with users finding ways around age barriers. Definitions of social media
remain fluid, while adjacent platforms like gaming and chatbots replicate similar
engagement dynamics. If the courts have established anything, it is that the prob-
lem liesindesign. Regulation, therefore, must engage with the architecture of plat-
forms, includingsafer defaults for minors, limits to autoplay and endless scroll, and
greatert 1cy around ion systems, rather than rely solely on
bluntp 8. Regulatory d should nolongerjust focus on who usesthese
platforms, but how they are designed to be used.

modemnising mtema.l governance workflows, and con-

safeguards built through rules, these changes can re-
duce interpretational disputes and improve capital-
management agility, particularly where companies
arereturning surplus cash or managing dilution from
incentive plans.

Athird theme is digital-first governance with checks
intact. Annual general meetings (AGMs) and extraordi-
nary general meetings (EGMs) may be held in physical
mode, through videoconferencing/audiovisual means,
or in hybrid form (subject to conditions), enabling hy-

summary liquidation is clarified, including the ap-

i of an official liqui ora regi in-
solvency professional - supporting quicker, more
proportionate exits for low-risk closures.

The Bill proposes to streamline IFSC (Interna-
tional Financial Services Centre) compliance by mov-
ing IFSC entities to a foreign-currency standard for
share capital and financial records, with INR presen-
tation allowed only where the International Financial
Services Centres Authority permits.

centrating it most. brid meetings if meLAt Finally, the move from criminalisation to propor-
The Bill has been referred to a joint leastone physical AGM every th peri-  ti isawelc tion. Routine
committee (JPC) for scrutiny and stakeholder i mpu(s odic in-person i EGMs through  defaults shift from fi jon to civil i

before it returns for final consideration.
Akey feature is making compliance more propor—

videoconferencing may be convened on shorter notice
(at least seven days or as prescribed). As electronic ser-

adjudication matters by regional directors are ex-
panded fxeemg upNCLT time and enabling: speecher

tionate to size while retaining

The proposed expansion of the
“small company” thresholds (pai-
dup capital from 210 crore to T20
crore; and the turnover from 100
crore to 3200 crore) could bring
more entities in the growth stage
into a lighter compliance regime
without lowering baseline stan-
dards. Additional fees for delayed
filingsare to be rationalised (includ-

ing overall caps) and timelines for BHARAT vARA\D ACN ARI &
RAJESH MODANI

charge registration extended (the
overall wmduw up to 180 days), re-

forg il I govern- and recovery
isshifts fr i hto strengthen ity while reducmg fear hased
proofof service integrity, record- Pre-deposit requi ap-
keeping, and stronger internal stan-  pealsand hxghercompcun(hng lhreshu]ds at Lhe level
dard operating protocols. of regional di!
i isi Ire- T tribunal paths, while preserv-
(CSR)aimstoalignobli- ing ies for genuine disputes.
gations under this with capacity and ‘Where the government can add dJspropomonate
reduce procedural slippage. The valueisby shar last-mile hat in-

net-profit trigger rises from 5 crore
to ¥10 crore (or as prescribed), the
timeline for transferring unspent
CSR amounts for ongoing projects
has been from 30 to 90

ducing punitive outcomes for proce-

dural delays and supporting timely regularisation.

Comphauoe requirements have beeu eased for
‘mant ¢ (one board

meeting per year), and disclosures of director interest

(under Form MBP-1) moved from the annual filing to

achange-based trigger.

It also aligns corporate law with modern capital
and talent realities. Recognising contemporary
share-linked reward instruments beyond traditional
Esop (employee stock-option plans) reflects how
companies structure incentives today. Buyback provi-
sions have been proposed to be modernised: Ex-
panded eligibility (including Esop/sweat equity and
similar flexibility for ibed classes to

days from year-end, and the thresh-

olds for constituting CSR committee are proposed to

be increased (350 lakh to X1 crore, or as prescribed).

An enabling provision allows prescribed classes to be

exempt from CSR subject to conditions, creating
room for a more fact-based approach over time.

On corporate action and exits, several pmposals

tent translates into real experience. In incorporation,
issues are often operational rather than legal: Wider
acceptable address proofs/validity windows for
cross-border execution, and a more responsive esca-
lation mechanism at the processing stage would im-
prove transparency and predictability. On exits,
enabling a controlled mechanism to repatriate sur-
plus funds during strike-off (after filing but before
final order), expanding the practical reach of sum-
mary liquidation through thresholds and digital-first
mechanics and considering a fasttrack adminis-
trative exit for non-operational distressed entities

can reduce procedural drag and impr

ity. Fast-track mergers/demergers become more
workable through a 75 per cent “present and voting”
approval threshold, and the jurisdiction of one Bench
of the National Company Law Tribunal for schemes
based on the transferee/resultant company can re-
duce multi-Bench filings. Restricting schemes for

undertake up to two buybacks a year (sub)ect to a
and

already in liquidation address overlap
risks with insolvency pmuxses Smke off grounds ex-

clearer
removing affidavit-based solvency verification. With

pand forinactive/non restoring pre-
scribed categories shifts to regional directors, and

(with would strengthen capital recycling
and investor confidence. Overall, the Bill is direc-
tionally strong, ie simpler where risk is low and
sharper where the public interest is high. With
last-mile refinements incorporated, it can deliver a
more predictable and business-aligned corporate
framework in practice.

Theauthorsare, respecuvely, partnerand nauonal
leader, entity governance, EY'
partner, entity compliance & governance, EY lncha

L] ° ° 4 15thand 16th centuriesand & sugar. New habits of growing orexpanding.”
I e eStructhe mll‘ac e 0 Ca lta Sm ends in the years after World escalating consumption Still, the capitalist machine was
‘War I, when capitalism linked the labour regime of “made by people,” Jackson says, “which
seemed as if it could very well wage work in Europe to means it can beunmade by them.” It'sa
BOOK and vivid account of several centuries of is. “Instead of, say, observing that Britain  collapse. Jackson briskly enslavement in the New strikingly humanist assertion, evenifat
REVIEW capitalist expansion. Jackson, an had the Industrial Revolution and connects the creation of a World. worked other Jack: hard
economic historian at Berkeley, is a critic asking why other places did not,” he global monetary system and longer hours, earning more pressed to believe it. He compares
of capitalism, which he definesasa writes, “it makes. t of financial ‘money and buying more ownersof capital to “gut flora” —
system that turns things like labour and ise thatthe insts and institutions imports from plantations “necessary for the metabolism of the
land into assets for market exchange But was a weird thing to have.” tothe growth of chattel inthe Americas. This whole entity” but “individually
headds that the reasons for capi Many had tofallinto place, slavery mdusmahsauon and “industrious revolution™ unimportant.” He states that the
dominance are far from simple, and not and some it ivi Along THEINSATI ABLE created a novel consumer burningof fossil fuels has already
JENNIFER SZALAI alldamning. Colonialism and violence actors made all kinds of decisions the way, he zooms in on three MACHINE: How culture. pushed the climate past the point of no
arepart of the story, yes — butsoisa16- without any intention of changing the individuals who lived through  Capitalism Conquered Thesenew earnersweren't  return. “We can focus onsurvival,”
1n 2003, the literary theorist Fredric fold increase in average living standards. world. They weren’tdrivenjustbygreed,  key pointsin thisturbulent the World respondingonlytothesupply  Jacksonwrites. “But it is too late tostop
Jameson wrote that it was “easier to Capitalism remade the world, he says; they were motivated by survival. history: Martin Lutherin 1517, by Trevor Jackson of goods. Jackson shows that the catastrophe.”
imagine the end of the world than to transforming the Fanh and reconfiguring Wlth theadvent of capitalism, Isaac Newton in 1717 and Published by Norton  in England many of them had ‘Whether intentional or not, Jackson’s
imagine the end of capitalism.” Trevor social it i modes of ing scarcity, Vladimir Lenin in 1917. 312pages $33.99 been forced intowage workby  overall message is that the system
Jackson seems toagree, butonlytoa upended e ion 1ik and kinship, were replaced Comparing Newton’s the process known as becomes so self-reinforcing that it
point. In Thy it Machine: How thatf ‘would necessarily byaccumulation. The consequence has milieutoLuther'sshowshow T enclosure, in which common pushes individual humans into

Capitalism Conquered the Wor{d

cancel outany economxcgromh Thatthe

Jackson says that the p.
economic system has already gone a
long way toward destroying our “finite
planet.” Heargues thatifwe don't finda
way to change course, the end of the
world won't be something we have to
imagine; it will actually arrive.

Such is the grim foundation for
Jackson's book, which offers acompact

eightbillion on
average, richerand. healﬂuerthan[heu

been what he calls “a new and specific
form of social warfare.” Consider the
lass, whose

ancestorsth beforeis, he
allows, “amiraculous outcome.”
What it wasn't was inevitable. Unlike
boosters whoinsist that capuahsm isthe
resultofa for
competition and trade Jackson wants to
draw attention to how strange its history

tob ingever i d
pitiless: “Even the richest and most
powerful capitalists are themselves
subject tothe same struggle for survival
in the markets as everyone else.”
ThelInsatiable Machine begins with
Portuguese and Spanish explorers in the

radically transfonnauve capntahsm was.
InLuther’ i

lands — previously the means of

economy, most a

were privatised. The full

dietand kept only two sets of clothing.
Contrast this with the labourersin
Newton's London, who — while notrich
—could regularly consume soft wheat
bread and beer. The nexus of
imperialism and

story of 's links toslavery is
necessarily intricate; Jackson has
wnnen a smoothly readable account

insignificance. Luther, Newton and
Lenin are included in this book merely
because they provide “snapshots™ of
their economic worlds: “The people
themselves are not important, which is
exactly the point.”

ing noneof il
Capitalism, in Jackson’stelling, is
reflexively voracious: “It obeys the
also brought dumb, i logicofits own

them tropical treats like tobacco, teaand

unthinking operation. It cannot stop

The reviewer is the nonfiction book
critic for The Times.
©2026 The New York Times News Service
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Neighbours first
India must invite Nepal's new Prime
Minister, Balen Shah, to revive ties

n an exchange of early messages, Prime Mi-

nister Narendra Modi and Nepal’s newly-

sworn-in Prime Minister Balendra “Balen”
Shah said they look forward to “working closely”
to take forward bilateral ties. Delhi and Kathman-
du are prepared to begin a new chapter in rela-
tions, united by familial bonds, a shared culture,
open borders, and intertwined politics. Land-
locked Nepal has depended on trade and transit
through India, with India’s plans for an energy
grid in the region an important channel for Ne-
pal’s hydropower exports and revenues. Like ma-
ny former leaders of Nepal, Mr. Shah studied in
India. Familiarity aside, it would be a mistake to
assume that his ascension will chart a well-worn
and predictable course between the two coun-
tries. At 35, he is Nepal's first Madhesi leader, and
upturns the old dominance of the Brahmin-Chet-
tri Pahadi elite. New Delhi must have a greater
understanding of the priorities of this new Gen-Z
movement that brought down the K.P. Sharma
Oli government in 2025. This is a new leadership
that has not inherited the old foreign policy un-
derstandings of the past generations of leaders
that came through the panchayati movement,
Congress and Communist parties, or the Maoist
movement that overthrew the monarchy. In that
sense, the Shah government's foreign policy, in-
cluding its ties with China and the U.S., as well as
the overarching relationship with India, is yet to
be formalised. In the past decade, India has in-
creased its development assistance to Nepal, but
it also strained its ties over the constitution, the
long blockade on border trade, and territorial is-
sues. As Mayor of Kathmandu, Mr. Shah was
known for his overt nationalism, and rejection of
the “hegemony” of India and other powers,
while his use of a map of “Greater Nepal” had
been read with some concern in New Delhi.

The Modi government should tread lightly,
and positively, as the Shah government finds its
feet, but offer India’s full support in dealing with
Nepal’s immediate challenges. Among those are
the impacts of the war in West Asia where Nepal
will need help with fuel and fertilizer imports.
Approximately 14% of Nepal’s population (about
3.5 million) work abroad, and the country is de-
pendent on remittances and tourism revenues.
New Delhi could also reconsider requests from
previous Nepali governments to allow overflight
for new Nepali airports, reduce restrictions on
purchasing Nepali power produced with third-
country assistance and to update the bilateral
friendship treaty. Differences delayed New Del-
hi’s invitation in 2024 to Mr. Oli, upon his election
— he eventually visited Beijing first. It is time to
quickly invite Mr. Shah to visit Delhi at the ear-
liest, and for Delhi and Kathmandu to move for-
ward, putting “Neighbours first” in South Asia.

.
On a wing
Subsidies will not create demand for
air travel to small towns
l n a bid to revive the regional aviation sector,

the Union Cabinet has signed off on a ‘Mod-
ified UDAN’ scheme with a sixfold higher
outlay. The scheme had first been launched to ex-
pand aviation to interior areas, using scheduled
commuter airlines. Even then, industry analysts
and experts had complained that UDAN did not
make a viable business case for small regional air-
lines due to a lack of supporting infrastructure,
low or unpredictable passenger demand, insuffi-
cient coverage of operating costs, and lack of
awareness. In Modified UDAN, the subsidy pe-
riod for tier-Il and tier-IlI routes has been in-
creased from three years to five years, an exten-
sion at least one of the small carriers had sought
under UDAN before the COVID-19 pandemic hit.
The exchequer will also fund the subsidies direct-
ly rather than having airlines levy an additional
charge from passengers, with the government
setting aside ¥10,043 crore over the next decade
to this end. The government will also spend
12,159 crore to redevelop a hundred unused air-
strips, ¥3,661 crore to build 200 helipads in re-
mote areas, and purchase aircraft and helicop-
ters for state carriers to boost last-mile
connectivity to better match the mode of tran-
sport to actual demand and geography. The
scheme will also pay for ongoing costs such as
staffing and maintenance of low-traffic airports.
Regional aviation in India is structurally fragile
and unlikely to become widely self-sustaining
due to the unyieldingly high cost per passenger,
price sensitivity, competition from rail and road
transport, and operational inefficiencies. UDAN
did not address them adequately and, sadly,
Modified UDAN carries that failing over. The fore-
most one is weak underlying demand, with
UDAN often picking routes with insufficient eco-
nomic activity even as leisure and occasional tra-
vel could not sustain regular flights. E: di

A missed opportunity to guarantee minimum wages

here has been a lively debate in the last

few months about the respective

merits of the Mahatma Gandhi

National Rural Employment Guarantee
Act (MGNREGA) and Viksit Bharat - Guarantee for
Rozgar and Ajeevika Mission (Gramin) Act, or
VB-G RAM G Act for short. Absent from this
debate, however, is a critical issue that haunts
both Acts: wage rates.

A key parameter

The wage rate is a critical parameter of
employment guarantee. A relatively high wage
rate can create a lot of enthusiasm among
workers, as it happened in the early days of
MGNREGA. And, enthusiasm is important for the
success of the programme. Conversely, wage
suppression can easily be used to restrain the
programme or even phase it out over time. Wage
rates, in any case, also have a strong influence on
Pprogramme costs.

The wage rates of MGNREGA workers are
determined under Section 6 of the Act. This
section has two parts. The first part, Section 6(1),
empowers the central government to notify
MGNREGA wage rates. Different rates can be
notified for different “areas”, and in practice, this
has come to mean different States.

Section 6(2) states that until such time as the
central government notifies wage rates under
Section 6(1), State-specific minimum wages apply.
More preclsely MGNREGA workers are entitled to
the minimum wage notified by the State
government for agricultural labourers.

MGNREGA came into force on February 2,
2006. Until 2009, the central government
abstained from notifying wages under Section
6(1). Therefore, State-specific minimum wages
applied. In many States, minimum wages for
agricultural labourers were higher than market
wages at that time. This is one reason why
MGNREGA was so popular in those days.

In some States, there were significant increases
in minimum wages between 2006 and 2009. The
most notable instance was a sharp increase in the
minimum wage in Uttar Pradesh in 2007-8 (when
Ms. Mayawati was Chief Minister), from %58 to
100 per day. Some observers argued that State
governments were indulging in unrestrained
increases in minimum wages because MGNREGA
wages were fully paid by the central government.
Others countered that State governments had to
pay the same wage on their own public works,
and that this would be a restraining factor. They
also argued that, except in Uttar Pradesh, there
was little evidence of sharp increases in minimum
wages.

The jury was still out on this when, in late
2009, the central government pressed the panic
button and notified MGNREGA wage rates under
Section 6(1). In the short term, this led to a
further increase in wages, as the central

Jean Dréze
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government notified ¥100 per day in most States,
with a top-up in States where the minimum wage
was above that norm. This was sold asa
pro-worker move, in pursuance of a promise
made by the Congress Party in the run-up to the
2009 general election. Over time, however, this
move enabled the central government to
moderate the growth of MGNREGA wages. In
fact, the central government froze MGNREGA
‘wages in real terms from then on. To this day,
wages are raised State-wise every year to the
extent of price increases (based on the Consumer
Price Index for Agricultural Labourers), but not
more.

Real-wage freeze consequences

This real-wage freeze rapidly led to two serious
issues. First, MGNREGA wages started lagging
behind minimum wages in many States, as
minimum wages rose in real terms but MGNREGA
wages did not. By 2025-26, the MGNREGA wage
rate was lower — often much lower — than the
minimum wage of agricultural labourers in most
States, according to a recent analysis by Laavanya
Tamang. This defeats an important purpose of
MGNREGA: sustaining minimum wages. It also
raises the question whether it is at all legal for the
government to pay MGNREGA workers less than
the minimum wage (this matter was taken up in
the Supreme Court of India but was not clearly
settled).

The other issue is that MGNREGA wages also
started lagging behind market wages. Between
2009 and 2014, real wages were rising quite
rapidly in rural India, partly because MGNREGA
was tightening the labour market. By 2014, the
ratio of MGNREGA wage rate to agricultural wage
was around 60% for men and 75% for women at
the all-India level, according to Labour Bureau
data. The gap maintained itself from then on, as
rural wage rates stagnated in real terms.

The real gap is actually much bigger than it
looks. The reason is that market wages are not
only higher than MGNREGA wages but also
(generally) paid on time - often the same day.
MGNREGA wages, by contrast, are often paid
after long and uncertain delays. The central
government keeps denying this, but the evidence
is clear, notably from recent studies by the
LibTech group. In fact, not only are there delays,
sometimes, MGNREGA wages are not paid at all,
for example due to technical failures of the
Aadhaar-based Payment System or National
Mobile Monitoring System. The result is a
tremendous “discouragement effect” — many
rural workers have lost interest in MGNREGA.

The absence of any marked decline in
MGNREGA employment generation levels may
seem to contradict this. A recent analysis of
Periodic Labour Force Survey data, however,
suggests that MGNREGA employment levels are in
fact much lower today than they were in the early

years of all-India implementation, contrary to
official statistics. The growing gap between
official statistics and actual employment seems to
reflect a major increase in leakages in the same
period.

The discouragement effect and the resurgence
of corruption are integrally related. When
workers lose interest, there is no vigilance.
Worse, workers may be tempted to cooperate
with corrupt elements instead of working by the
rules.

Continuing policy failure

Unfortunately, the VB-G RAM G Act is all set to
perpetuate this crisis. For one thing, it does not
contain any new, constructive provisions that
might help to ensure the timely payment of wages
or to curb corruption. For another, it continues to
empower the central government to determine
wage rates (under Section 10), even as the
rationale for this has vanished.

Remember, the argument for an early switch
from Section 6(2) to Section 6(1) under MGNREGA
was that, when wages are fully paid by the central
government, they should not be determined by
the State government. Under the VB-G RAM G
Act, however, wage costs are shared 60:40
between Centre and States. There was every
reason to drop MGNREGA's Section 6(1) from the
VB-G RAM G Act and revert to the principle of
Section 6(2): guaranteed payment of minimum
wages. Instead, the central government did the
opposite: it dropped Section 6(2) and retained
Section 6(1), giving itself perpetual powers to set
the wage rates of VB-G RAM G workers.

There is another issue here. Section 6(1) of
MGNREGA began with a non-obstante clause
(“Notwithstanding anything contained in the
Minimum Wages Act, 1948”) that acted as a kind
of legal fig leaf for overriding minimum wages.
0ddly, there is no equivalent of this clause in the
VB-G RAM G Act. But then, how can the central
government justify paying anything less than
minimum wages?

A way forward would be for the central
government to notify wage rates equal to or
higher than minimum wages in all States (under
MGNREGA or the VB-G RAM G Act, as the case
may be). This would feed many birds with one
crumb. It would put wage payments on a sound
legal footing. It would lead to a much-needed
increase in real wages. And, it would also
produce a simple rule for updating wage rates
over time.

More likely, the central government will
prolong the real-wage freeze and use it as a
means of ensuring that employment generation
under the VB-G RAM G Act declines over time. If
50, the wage freeze should be challenged in court.
Indeed, with the non-obstante clause removed,
the payment of anything less than minimum
wages is patently illegal.

A Bill that secures IPS officers’ role in deputation

introduced the Central Armed Police

Forces (General Administration) Bill,
2026 in the Rajya Sabha to regulate the general
rules governing the recruitment and conditions of
service of ‘Group A General Duty Officers’
(GAGDO) and other officers in the Central Armed
Police Forces (CAPFs). This Bill provides that 50%
of Inspector General posts, a minimum of 67% of
Additional Director General posts (ADG), and all
Special Director General (SDG) and Director
General posts shall be filled by deputation from
the Indian Police Service.

0 n March 25, 2026, the central government

Applies across CAPFs

By implication, deputation to the rank of the
Deputy Inspector General and below, shall
continue to be regulated by the prevailing rules.
The Bill also saves any financial benefits granted
to the GAGDO (Group A officer of the rank of
Assistant Commandant and above) issued before.
This Act shall apply to the five CAPFs — Central
Reserve Police Force, Border Security Force,
Central Industrial Security Force, Indo Tibetan
Border Police and Sashastra Seema Bal. While the
Bill aims to institutionalise the historical
contributions and representation of the IPS in the
CAPFs, it is seen by some as an instrument to
undo the directions issued by the Supreme Court
of India in Sanjay Prakash and Others vs Union of
India and Others (May 2025).

‘The Court ruled mainly on two issues; to
complete the pending cadre review and
undertake the review of service rules in a given
time-period; and to progressively reduce the
number of posts earmarked for deputation in the
CAPFs up to the level of Senior Administrative
Grade (SAG) i.e., Inspector General rank, within a
period of two years. It is thus clear that the
recognition of the CAPFs as Organised Group ‘A’
Services (OGAS) was subject the provision of

Aformer Indian Police
Service (IPS) officer

The Central
Armed Police
Forces (General
Administration)
Bill, 2026
strengthens
service rules
and clarifies IPS
deputation
policy

deputation of IPS officers to various CAPFs.

The Court noted that there are various issues
connected with the deployment of CAPFs,
including coordination with the State
Governments and the State police force. The
appointment of IPS officers in each CAPF is vital
to maintain the character of each CAPF. This is a
policy decision manifest through the service rules
of the CAPFs. The question of who shall head
these forces was never contentious. It was not
even a case that the petitioners’ service
conditions had worsened since they joined the
service.

A ‘unifying link’
Most of the senior operational posts in States are
held by ADG or SDG rank officers. Therefore, the
appointment of IPS officers to the CAPFs at senior
ranks is essential for smooth relations with the
State forces. Their selection process and training,
along with field experience, give them a broader
vision and an edge in leading forces whose main
aim is to assist or work in tandem with State
forces. Those who use the term ‘parachuting IPS
officers into CAPFs’ seem unaware of Sardar
Patel’s vision, which envisaged the IPS as a
unifying link between the Union and the States.
The IPS officers have lived up to his dreams for
decades, upholding the constitutional mandate.

The Ministry of Home Affairs, in January 2026,
modified the empanelment guidelines of IPS
officers at the Centre and made a minimum
two-year stint at the Centre mandatory for
empanelment at the rank of Inspector General.
Therefore, the appointment of IPS officers in the
Superintendent of Police (SP)/Deputy Inspector
General of Police (DIG) ranks in the CAPFs will
further cement their camaraderie with the cadre
officers.

As far as reducing the posts of deputation is
concerned, the Court seems to have ruled on the

policy matter which exclusively falls within the
domain of the legislature and executive. While
the Court clearly stated that the matter of taking
IPS officers on deputauon is a policy matter and
the central government in its wisdom had taken a
view that the presence of IPS officers in each
CAPFs is vital, it erred in directing the central
government to reduce the posts of deputation.

Judiciary’s role

The duty of the court is to interpret law. Courts
may fill gaps in certain spheres, but they are not
to plunge into policy making by adding
something. The court is not expected to sit as an
appellate authority on an option it feels wiser to.
The Court has previously held that ‘the wisdom
and advisability of the policies are ordinarily not
amenable to judicial review unless the policies
are contrary to statutory or constitutional
provisions or arbitrary or irrational or an abuse of
power’.

The Court, in Gazula Dasaratha Rama Rao vs
The State Of Andhra Pradesh & Others (1960), held
that ‘the service provisions under ... the
Constitution do not enshrine any fundamental
right of citizens; they relate to recruitment
condition and tenure of service of persons, ...
appointed to a Civil Service or to posts in
connection with the affairs of the Union or any
State’. Rightly so. The Court, in Indian Ex
Servicemen Movement and Ors. Vs. Union of India
and Ors., held that it did not find any
constitutional infirmity in the ‘One Rank One
Pension’ principle.

The service conditions of CAPFs can be
enhanced through regular intake and timely
cadre reviews. The appointment of IPS officers on
deputation to the CAPFs, being a policy matter
beyond the scope of adjudication, is rightly being
codified, leaving no room for divergent
interpretations in the future.

the subsidies, even if they are eased from the
third year onwards, could keep routes alive for
longer but will not of itself create demand. In this
sense, the government’s reluctance to revisit how
it identifies and nurtures routes, and how diffe-
rent transport modes might substitute for air tra-
vel in low-density regions, seems inexplicable.
The emphasis on last-mile connectivity and bet-
ter planning also appears only partially incorpo-
rated as the details the Civil Aviation Ministry
shared did not mention ground transport links or
integrated scheduling, among others. Whether
the decision to sustain connectivity using sus-
tained government support, rather than cultivate
a market that can stand on its own, will lead to
lasting changes depends on whether route selec-
tion and integration with broader transport and
economic networks improve in practice.
cM™
K

»

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Global silence continues
The President of the U.S.
Donald Trump is speaking
and acting not like a
democratically elected
leader of a democratic
country, but like an
autocratic leader of a
medieval country talking
about which country he is
planning to conquer next
(Inside pages, “Trump
declares ‘Cuba is next,
denies losing MAGA
support”, March 29). The

real tragedy of the times is
that the rest of the world is
almost silent. When
Venezuelan President
Nicolas Maduro was
captured by the U.S.,
ostensibly termed as a law
enforcement operation
“against an illegitimate
leader” by the U.S., only a
few countries have either
condemned or expressed
deep concern. And that was
it. The reaction of world
leaders has not been much

different in the ongoing Iran
war. Now, Mr. Trump says
“Cuba is next”, almost as if
it is a football match or
some such thing against
another country’s team. It is
high time that the U.N. and
sensible world leaders
initiate some concrete and
collective action to make
Mr. Trump to realise that we
are living in an era defined
by an international order.
Kosaraju Chandramouli,

Hyderabad
) | |

American media report

If reports of U.S. business
tycoon Elon Musk attending
the private conversation
between U.S. President
Donald Trump and Indian
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi are true, it would
constitute a serious breach
of standard protocols
governing such sensitive
discussions (Inside Pages,
“It was solely a
conversation between
Trump, Modi”, March 29).

Since the U.S. has not
issued any rebuttal, the
Union government needs to
clarify what took place.

V. Johan Dhanakumar,
Chennai

A good beginning

Royal Challengers
Bengaluru (RCB ) won the
IPL opener against
Sunrisers Hyderabad in
Bengaluru on Saturday in
style. That it chased the
target of 202 runs with six

wickets in hand and 26 balls
to spare is a case in point.
Virat Kohli and Devdutt
Padikkal are the main
reason for RCB registering a
phenomenal win. Of course,
RCB’s bowlers did their bit
well too. All said and done,
RCB has started this IPL
edition on a good note.
S. Ramakrishnasayee,
Chennai
Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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How to secure India’s supply chains A ssidetracked raibvay in Visakhapatnam
X . ) ) . ) . The delay in the functioning of a Railway zone has led to anxieties flaring up
ndia’s manufacturing reliant on imported oil and gas. midstream inputs such as APIs,
ecosystem is deeply Even as the country steps up electronics, and industrial
embedded in global supply ble energy adopti intermedi amongst others. being created with headquar-
chains. From energy and expanding domestic oil and gas tersin Visakhapatnam, Odisha
fertilizers to electronics and exploration is necessary to ensure | The need for diversification staked claim over the entire

chemicals, several sectors rely
heavily on imported raw materials
and intermediates. The recent
geopolitical development in West
Asia has shown how quickly
supply disruptions can ripple
through the economy,
underscoring a stark reality that
while global interdependence is
beneficial, it also amplifies
vulnerability. As the country
navigates ongoing supply chain
disruptions, the events have
reinforced the need for building
long-term resilience through
reduced import dependence.

Ensuring flow of energy
Energy is the backbone of any
economy, powering
‘manufacturing, transport,
agriculture and services. India
imports about 85% of its crude oil
and over 50% of its gas, making it
highly vulnerable to geopolitical
shocks. Price spikes transmit
quickly across sectors, raising
input costs across manufacturing;
increasing logistics expenses; and
even pushing up consumer prices
via diesel and fertilizer linkages. It
is estimated that every $10 per
barrel hike in crude prices can
cause a $13-$14 billion rise in the
import bill, 30-40 bps rise in
consumer inflation (with complete
pass through), and could even
lower Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) growth by 0.2-0.3
percentage points. Long-term
energy security is, therefore,
critical and must be anchored in
diversification, domestic capacity,
and technological transition.
Accelerating renewable energy
is central to reducing import
dependence on oil. India’s
progress towards the target of 500
GW of non-fossil capacity by 2030
is noteworthy. However, resilience
requires significant investments in
RE storage to manage
intermittency. The National Green
Hydrogen Mission offers a
pathway to decarbonise industries

Anant Goenka

long-term energy resilience.
hening buffers by

President of the FICCI

Supply chain
resilience
cannot be built
through isolated
interventions. It
requires an
integrated,
forward-looking
approach

expanding strategic petroleum
reserves can help the country
withstand short-term supply
disruptions. India has already
started to diversify oil import
sources, which is a positive step.

Securing food security

Even as India has emerged as a net
exporter of several
agri-commodities such as cereals
and marine products, some of the
most critical segments of the food
value chain are deeply
import-dependent. India’s high
import dependence on edible oils,
pulses and fertilizers is a key
concern as any supply disruption
can have direct c e

On the raw material front, copper,
lithium, cobalt and other rare
earth minerals remain globally
concentrated, making India
vulnerable given their centrality to
electronics, electric mobility, and
advanced manufacturing. On
intermediates, India imports
nearly 6570% ofits
pharmaceutical intermediates
from China despite being a global
leader in generic drug exports.
Likewise, with respect to
electronic imports, India has a
high dependence on
semiconductors, display units,
and components from East Asia.
Limited domestic capability in
high-end industrial machinery
constrains India’s manufacturing
cc ith and reinforces

on
inflation and rural livelihoods.

Pulses and oilseeds need
assured procurement, price
support, and region-specific crop
diversification. Scaling and
accelerating the existing missions
on oilseeds can reduce the current
import gap, where domestic
output meets barely 44% of
demand. The government must
also work towards buffering and
holding strategic reserves for
edible oils and pulses to meet any
contingency requirements.
Fertilizer sector reforms must
focus on the diversification of
suppliers mix, enhancing the
domestic production of
phosphatic and potassic fertilizers,
and the introduction of alternative
bio-fertilizers that can be adopted
at scale.

Supply chain risks in
manufacturing (raw materials and
intermediates) can also have a
deep impact. India’s imports
account for nearly 19% of GDP. Of
this, raw materials make up 34%,
intermediates 31%, and capital
goods 24%. Consumer goods
account for just 12%. India
dominates downstream
manufacturing but is exposed to
imports in upstream and

reliance on external ecosystems.
These are not easily substitutable
inputs. When they are disrupted,
production stops.

The first and most critical
priority is thus deepening
domestic manufacturing in
intermediates. While current
policy frameworks have largely
incentivised final assembly, the
next phase must target overall
domestic ecosystems such as
strengthening the manufacturing
of APIs, and semiconductors.
Diversification must also continue,
with long-term supply agreements
and strategic partnerships across
regions, including in the markets
of Africa and Latin America.
Re-engineering of industrial
processes can also help reduce
import intensity. Encouraging
industry to adopt direct
conversion technologies,
alternative materials, and
input-efficient production
methods will gradually lower
structural vulnerability.

Supply chain resilience cannot
be built through isolated
interventions. It requires an
integrated, forward-looking
approach involving government,
industry, and global partners.

B. Madhu Gopal
madhugopal.b@thehindu.co.in

he Visakhapatnam-
T headquartered DBK

Railway executed
three prestigious Railway line
projects without any time or
cost overruns over 50 years
ago. Now, even after seven
years since Visakhapatnam
was chosen as the headquar-
ters of the new South Coast
Railway (SCoR) zone, there
has hardly been any progress
on the ground.

The failure of the Railway
Board to issue a Gazette notifi-
cation on the SCoR so far has
created doubts in the minds of
the public about the Centre’s
intentions. Though Railway
Minister Ashwini Vaishnaw
has stated that the new zone
would start “soon,” he has re-
mained silent on the issue of
the Gazette notification,
which is crucial for the zone to
start functioning.

The Narendra Modi-led Na-
tional Democratic Alliance
(NDA) government had an-
nounced the creation of the
SCoR, with its zonal headquar-
ters in Visakhapatnam, ahead
of the general elections in Fe-
bruary 2019. After the elec-
tions, there were hardly any
steps taken to get the ball roll-
ing. An Officer on Special Duty
was appointed and a Detailed
Project Report submitted, but
concrete decisions have been
inordinately delayed. Though
Mr. Modi had visited Visakha-
patnam on a couple of occa-
sions between 2019 and 2024,
and had the foundation stone
laying ceremony included in
his schedule in one of these vi-
sits, it was withdrawn at the
eleventh hour. Bharatiya Jana-
ta Party (BJP) leaders had then
claimed that the operationali-
sation of the SCoR would be-

Andhra
Pradesh

nefit the YSR Congress Party
without giving any advantage
to them. But now the Telugu
Desam Party (TDP)-Jana Sena
Party (JSP)-BJP alliance go-
vernment is in power; and
apart from laying the founda-
tion stone last year, progress
on the Railway zone has been
slow. What is stopping the
‘double-engine sarkar’ from
hastening work on the zone?

Off the rails
Interestingly, on the other
hand, some BJP leaders, in-
cluding Union Minister Kishan
Reddy from Telangana, have
expressed concerns over the
injustice done to Visakhapat-
nam and the north Andhra re-
gion by the Bhubaneswar-
headquartered East Coast
Railway (ECoR) over the last
two decades. While this in-
cludes the delay in extending
highly patronised trains termi-
nating at Visakhapatnam junc-
tion to Bhubaneswar, and the
failure to start new trains orig-
inating from Visakhapatnam,
it also has to deal with an issue
involving the Waltair divison.
At the time of the creation
of the ECoR, in 2003, a large
portion of the Waltair division
(originating in Andhra) was gi-
ven away to create the Sambal-
pur division in Odisha, while
the remaining part was
merged with the ECoR. At pre-
sent the Waltair division, un-
der the ECoR, extends over a
length of 1,106.44 km, cover-
ing three States — mainly And-
hra, Odisha and Chhattisgarh.
Even then, as the SCoR was

Kottavalasa-Kirandul ~ (K-K)
line, which is the lifeline of the
Waltair division. This is in con-
trast to the earlier proposal to
bifurcate the KX line.

Andhra Pradesh BJP presi-
dent PV.N. Madhav, when he
was BJP MLC, had written to
the then Railway Minister stat-
ing that the revenue from the
Waltair Division was more
than the combined revenues
of Vijayawada, Guntur, and
Guntakal divisions put togeth-
er. He had noted: “We are will-
ing to part with the Odisha
portion of the KK line bet-
‘ween Koraput-Kirandul, Kun-
eru-Theruvali, and Koraput-
Rayagada, as they belong to
Odisha. But how can the back-
ward regions of Uttarandhra
[region in northern Andhra]
be transferred to Rayagada Di-
vision?” However, the BJP-led
NDA government is now in fa-
vour of transferring the entire
KK line to the Rayagada divi-
sion in Odisha to further its
political interests in that State.

Delayed progress

The lack of a gazette notifica-
tion has effectively meant no
work happening across any
fronts. At a meeting about a
decade ago, top officials of the
DBK Railway Project recalled
that all three major line expan-
sion projects were completed
on time because DBK Railway
had full powers to take deci-
sions, preventing procedural
delays in obtaining sanctions.
Now, though a General Manag-
er has been appointed for the
SCoR, Railway sources say
that without the issuance of
the Gazette notification, he
has no powers to take major
decisions. It is high time that
Visakhapatnam —the growth
engine of Andhra Pradesh- is
given a better deal by the ‘dou-
ble-engine sarkar’.

The rise of temporary teachers in West Bengal

The State has not been able to expand its institutional capacity in line with rising demand

| DATA POINT

Arnab Chakrabarti
Anwesha Basu

est Bengal’s higher
w education system is in-
creasingly being de-

fined by an unusual feature: an ex-
ceptionally high reliance on
temporary teachers. While con-
tractual and ad-hoc faculty are not
uncommon across Indian universi-
ties, the scale observed in West
Bengal is far beyond the national
norm. Evidence from the All India
Survey on Higher Education
(AISHE) reveals that this is not a
short-term administrative adjust-
ment, but a persistent structural
feature of the system.

Chart 1 captures the magnitude
of the issue. Over the past decade,
the share of temporary teachers in
West Bengal has consistently re-
mained above 15%, far exceeding
that of any other major State. In
2021-22, while Rajasthan (1.25%),
Tamil Nadu (2.84%), and even Ut-
tar Pradesh (6%) reported relative-
ly modest shares, West Bengal
stood at a striking 18%. In absolute
terms too, the State leads, with ov-
er 13,200 temporary teachers —
higher than Karnataka (11,300),
which ranks second. The skew is
even sharper along gender lines.
Temporary appointments account
for 22.5% of all female teachers in
the State, compared to 15.4% for
men. The next highest share of fe-
male temporary teachers among
major States is just 7.8%.

While the latest data from
AISHE are available only up to
202122, the insights they reveal
are still relevant. Structural fea-
tures of higher education systems
such as institutional capacity, hir-
ing practices, and workforce com-
position tend to evolve slowly. As
such, the trends observed are un-
likely to have reversed dramatical-
ly in the short span since, and con-
tinue to offer valuable insights.

A common explanation for the
unusually high share of temporary

teachers in West Bengal could be
that such reliance stems from a
freeze in permanent recruitment.
However, data does not support
this claim. Growth in permanent
teaching positions in West Bengal
has fluctuated between 8% and
15% annually — neither stagnant
nor unusually low relative to other
States (Chart 2). Moreover, we see
that the growth of temporary and
permanent teachers in West Ben-
gal has broadly moved in tandem.

An alternative line of inquiry is
whether this pattern reflects a de-
mand-side pressure, specifically
whether a higher Gross Enrolment
Ratio (GER) in West Bengal has
outpaced the system’s ability to ex-
pand permanent faculty. However,
a comparison of GER across States
suggests otherwise. West Bengal's
GER (26.3% in 2021-22) is not par-
ticularly high; in fact, it lies toward
the lower end of the spectrum,
with States like Tamil Nadu (47%),
and even Rajasthan (28.6%) out-
performing by a margin.

The problem, therefore, lies el-
sewhere — on the supply side of
higher education.

Strained numbers
West Bengal has not been able to
expand its institutional capacity in
line with rising demand. Between
2017-18 and 2020-21, the number
of institutions grew by just 10.83%,
well below other States with rela-
tively weaker educational infras-
tructure, such as Rajasthan
(23.5%), Madhya Pradesh (21%),
and Uttar Pradesh (19%). This li-
mited expansion has resulted in a
heavy burden on existing institu-
tions. With roughly 1,100 students
per institute, West Bengal ranks se-
cond in the country, behind Delhi,
and far above most other States.
This strain is further reflected in
teaching capacity. The pupil-
teacher ratio in the State ranges
between 29 and 35 — among the
poorest in India (Chart 3). Com-
pared to many other major States,
the number of permanent faculty
per one lakh students is also low in
West Bengal (257). These indica-

tors converge on a single conclu-
sion: there are simply not enough
institutions or permanent teachers
to meet the demand for higher
education.

In this context, the proliferation
of temporary teachers appears
less a policy choice and more a
coping mechanism. An excessive
reliance on temporary teachers
may have a fiscal incentive from
the State’s perspective in the short
run, but it has certain long-term
consequences on the health of the
higher education system. By de-
sign, such positions offer limited
job security, lower pay, and little
scope for research or professional
development. This can adversely
affect teaching quality, as instruc-
tors juggling multiple appoint-
ments may have less time and low-
er incentive for  student
engagement or curriculum deve-
lopment. A system that depends
heavily on precarious employ-
ment risks disincentivising indivi-
duals from pursuing academic ca-
reers altogether. Moreover, since
temporary positions are dispro-
portionately filled by women and
early-career academics, existing
inequities are deepened.

The implications of this structu-
ral imbalance extend beyond the
higher education system itself. In
recent years, the policy focus of
the West Bengal government has
increasingly leaned towards cash
transfer schemes aimed at imme-
diate welfare gains.

While such interventions help
vulnerable households, they can-
not be a substitute for long-term
investments in human capital.

Addressing the underlying
structural constraints — expanding
institutional capacity, improving
student-teacher ratios, and streng-
thening the base of permanent fa-
culty — is essential. Without these
reforms, the State risks undermin-
ing its ability to generate a skilled
and productive workforce.

The authors are Assistant Profes-
sors, FLAME University. With in-
puts from Ridhima Mittal, UG2 stu-
dent, FLAME University.

Faculty
fragility

The data for

the charts were
sourced from the
AllIndia Survey on
Higher Educatio

CHART 1: The share of temporary teachers across select States
(2010-11 to 2021-22). Figures in %

West Bengal
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Space dept. posts out of
UPSC purview

New Delhi, March 29: Though the Union Public
Service Commission is not in favour of excluding
from its purview technical and administrative
posts, it has finally made an exception in the
case of the Department of Space and the Space
Commission in “national interest”.

The Commission’s view had been that certain
Ministries and departments had the tendency to
seek ion from the requi of Article
320 (3) of the Constitution in regard to large
categories of posts under them. Several
proposals for the exclusion of posts, mainly
scientific and technical, had been referred to it,
and the Commission had advised against them.
It considered that proposals of this nature raised
fund
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CHART 2: The annual growth (in %) in the number of permanent teachers
across States and years
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CHART 3: Pupil-teacher ratio in major States in 2020-21. The pupil-teacher ratio
is the average number of students enrolled per teacher
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1 issues of national importance, the
precise impact of which on the role and
functions of the Commission, on the standard
and quality of public services and on the morale
of officers manning these services needed to be
clearly understood. As an instance, it has
pointed out that the Government had referred to
it for reconsideration the proposal for exclusion
of technical and administrative posts in the
Department of Space and Space Commission
from the Commission’s purview. While
appreciating the fact that the work in the
Department and Space Commission was of a
highly technical nature, the UPSC said that it
had already explained that special ar

had been made for obtaining the best technical
advice for making selections to these posts.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MARCH 30, 1926

Calcutta commercial
Institute

Calcutta, March 29: Presiding over the prize
distribution ceremony at the Government
Commercial Institute, this afternoon, the
Hon’ble Mr. JW.A Bell, President, Bengal
Chamber of Commerce, said that in a
conservative country, like India, it was always
difficult for a comparatively new institution to
find its way into public confidence. This Institute
filled a want in the educational system of India;
but it was desirable in a great industrial country,
which India was becoming, that there should be
an institution in which education was imparted,
along strictly commercial and industrial lines.
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Death toll due to Artificial water Worth of deals Maoists surrendered Stolen mobile phones
extreme weather harvesting structures  secured by Ethiopia at  before Odisha Police recovered by Delhi
in Afghanistan in India in 11 years investment conference since January 2025 Police

Severe flooding, a landslide and
17 thunderstorms in parts of

Afghanistan have left 17 people
dead and 26 injured over the last 24 hours,
authorities said on Sunday, the latest
casualties from extreme weather in the
country this season. a»

in lakh. Nearly 50 lakh
0 artificial water harvesting
structures have been created
under the ‘Jal Sanchay Abhiyan” and 70,000
lakes were made under the ‘Amrit Sarovar
Abhiyan’ in the last 11 years, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi said on Sunday. e

in § billion. Ethiopia has secured
13 $13 billion worth of investment

deals, the state investment
commission said. Like other frontier
economies in Africa, the East African nation
has been seeking to boost foreign direct
investment. reuters

Odisha DGP Y.B. Khurania on
77 Sunday said 77 Maoists have

surrendered before police in
the State between January 2025 and
March this year. He also said 27 Maoists
have been killed in exchanges of fire with
security forces since January 2025. rn

The Delhi Police said on
100 Sunday that the Crime
Branch has traced and
returned over 100 lost or stolen mobile
phones to their rightful owners in a
coordinated drive. en
(COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM
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On Maharashtra’s anti-conversion Bill

How does the 60-day notice requirement work? Who can file a complaint under the law? What penalties does the Bill prescribe for violations? When can a

marriage be declared null and void? Why have civil rights groups raised concerns? How has the State justified the need for the law?

EXPLAINER

Vinaya Deshpande Pandit

The story so far:
he Maharashtra Freedom of
Religion Bill, 2026, was passed
by both Houses of the
Maharashtra Legislature a few
days ago. The Bill has been opposed by
several civil society organisations, which
have expressed apprehensions about the
State encroaching on the personal liberty
ofits citizens. They claim that the Bill
violates the fundamental rights enshrined
in the Constitution.

What is the Maharashtra Freedom of
Religion Bill?

The Maharashtra Freedom of Religion
Bill, 2026, has been defined as “a Bill to
provide for protection of right to freedom
of religion and prohibition of unlawful
conversion from one religion to another,
and for matters connected therewith or
incidental thereto.” It aims to prohibit
conversions carried out through
allurement, misrepresentation, force,
undue influence, coercion, or any other
fraudulent means.

Itlays down an elaborate procedure for
conversion, including a declaration of
intent with a 60-day prior notice. A
post-conversion declaration is also
required.

What are the key provisions?
Under the proposed Act, it is mandatory
for the police officer to register a
complaint even if the relatives of the
converted person approach them. The
complainant may be the converted
person, or their parents, siblings, or any
other person related by blood, marriage,
or adoption.

Any marriage solemnised solely for
unlawful conversion shall be declared null

Chief Minister Devendra Fadnavis says conversions causing disturbance to public order in the State. PTi

and void by the court, on a petition filed
by either party. Any child born out of
such a marriage or relationship belongs to
the religion of the mother before such a
marriage or relationship. The child will
have succession rights to the property of
both parents as per the prevailing laws.
Maintenance will have to be given, and
custody will remain with the mother
unless decided otherwise by a court.

‘What punishment is proposed under
the Bill?

Punishments for violation include
imprisonment of up to 10 years and a fine
of up to ¥7 lakh. Offences under the Bill
will be cognisable and non-bailable.

The offence of unlawful conversion is
punishable with up to seven years’
imprisonment and a fine of ¥1 lakh. If the
person converted is a minor, a woman, a
person of unsound mind, or belongs to
the Scheduled Castes or the Scheduled
Tribes, the punishment increases to seven
years’ imprisonment and a fine of %5 lakh.

Mass conversions will attract similar
penalties. Repeat offenders may face

imprisonment of up to 10 years and a fine
of ¥7 lakh. Institutions found guilty of
forced conversions may face cancellation
of registration and withdrawal of
government aid or grants. Office-bearers
may also face imprisonment of up to
seven years and a fine of 35 lakh. Victims
will be entitled to r ilitation

Opposition leaders have termed the Bill
‘regressive’ and alleged that it targets a
particular community.

Since offences under the Bill are
non-bailable, civil rights activists have
expressed concerns that it may target
interfaith marriages and minority
religious practices. They also fear the
intervention of families and vigilante
groups in pressuring consenting adult
couples.

“In any case, this places State
surveillance over deeply personal
decisions related to faith and marriage,” a
civil rights activist said.

Bureaucrats have also raised
administrative concerns. “There is no
established certification system for
religions right now. We will have to
develop a system. This is an
administrative concern. We will have to
look into the models that other States
have developed. An entire gamut of
administrative mechanisms will have to
be created,” a senior 1AS officer said,
adding that the revenue authorities will
now come into the picture for matters of
marriage and personal laws, which were
1 by the civil courts so far.

maintenance, and custody of children.

What are the concerns raised?
Concerns have been raised on several
grounds, including the lack of empirical
evidence to justify such legislation, the
social implications of the 60-day prior
notice requirement, the curtailment of
the individual’s right to freedom of
religion, and administrative overreach
into personal matters.

Last year, the State government
appointed a seven-member special
committee under the Director General of
Police to study legal issues related to
religious conversion. Its report has not yet
been made public, though the
government has said that the committee
recommended enacting a special law.

“Personal law is increasingly becoming a
matter of administrative authorities. This
creates a complication for marriages out
of free will, too,” an IAS officer said.

How has the State government
addressed these apprehensions?

The government has said that the right to
freedom of religion is not absolute. It has
also been said that the cases of forcible
religious conversions have been
increasing in the State, and that the
government does not currently have
effective laws to tackle the law and order
issues arising out of them.

“These instances are causing
disturbance to public order in the State
and are affecting social harmony,” Chief
Minister Devendra Fadnavis has said.

THE GIST
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The Maharashtra Freedom of
Religion Bill, 2026, seeks to
prohibit unlawful religious
conversions and mandates
procedures such as a 60-day
prior notice and
post-conversion declaration,
with violations attracting
imprisonment, fines, and
non-bailable offences.

v

The Bill has drawn criticism
from civil society and
Opposition leaders, who argue
it curtails personal liberty,
enables State interference in
faith and marriage, and may
target interfaith relationships,
while the government defends
it as necessary to address
forcible conversions and
maintain public order.

Pak. as U.S. mediator with Iran
recalls Nixon’s China outreach

Washingtons decision is shaped by Pakistan’s proximity, its ties with Tehran, and its lack of ties with Israel

WORLD INSIGHT

Suhasini Haidar

akistan’s emergence as

Washington’s choice as a

mediator in talks with Iran can

be explained in a number of
‘ways. Since Operation Sindoor in May
2025, U.S. President Donald Trump has
been flattered by Pakistan’s description of
him as a “peacemaker”, and he has
reportedly built a personal rapport with
Pakistan’s Field Marshal General Asim
Munir and Pakistani PM Shehbaz Sharif,
meeting them several times.

In particular, Mr. Trump hosted
General Munir to lunch at the White
House in June last year, amidst the last
U.S-Israeli strikes, in an effort reportedly
to ensure that Pakistan would not support
Iran militarily.

Pakistan’s offer of a critical minerals
deal to the U.S. and decision to join the
Gaza Board of Peace (BoP) have also
helped forge the relationship.

For Iran, Pakistan’s advantage over
many other possible mediators is not only
its proximity but also the fact that it does
not recognise Israel, and thus is not

»

amenable to concerns or inputs from the
Benjamin Netanyahu government. This
may suit Mr. Trump as well, who has
reportedly conveyed a 15-point proposal
to the government in Tehran, which it
hopes will lead to a ceasefire.

Cold War precedent

However, Washington’s decision to
engage Pakistan as a facilitator for talks
may also be rooted in history, given
Islamabad and a different General's role
in facilitating U.S. talks with China 55
years ago, at the height of the Cold War.

At that time, U.S. President Richard
Nixon had begun to work on his plan to
open up relations with Beijing (the U.S.
still formally recognised Taiwan as the
Republic of China), but direct Sino-U.S.
Ambassadorial talks had floundered.
Pakistan was not the first option, as he
and his National Security Advisor, Henry
Kissinger, considered others.

Mao Zedong, Chairman of the Chinese
Communist Party and leader of the
People’s Republic of China (PRC), turned
down the idea of France as he wanted a
“non-Western” channel. The Warsaw
track fell apart after two rounds of talks
between U.S. and Chinese officials, as Mr.
Mao protested U.S. attacks on Cambodia,

which were part of a U.S. Army effort to
cut off supplies to Vietnamese troops.

While Mr. Nixon’s need for partners in
Asia, as the Vietnam War drained the U.S.,
drove him to seek China, Sino-Soviet
tensions gave Mr. Mao a reason to engage
with Washington.

The U.S. tried Romania, working
through President Nicolae Ceausescu to
reach out to the Chinese government, but
hit an unexpected block. “We went to the
Romanians, thinking they were most
independent of the East Europeans and
they were communists and therefore the
Chinese would like that. Turns out the
one group the Chinese didn’t trust were
Communists,” Mr. Kissinger told journalist
Tom Brokaw decades later, explaining
that Beijing feared Romanian officials
would divulge details to the Kremlin,
which would attempt to sabotage the
process.

By then, Mr. Nixon had also established
a secret channel to the PRC’s leadership
through Pakistani President General Agha
Mohammad Yahya Khan. “In Nixon’s
view, Khan was an attractive intermediary
since he had good relations with the
leaders of the U.S. and the PRC, and he
provided a means to circumvent the U.S.
Department of State, which Nixon feared

might oppose or publicise his initiative,”
records the U.S. Office of the Historian, in
a note about the China opening.

According to one account, the White
House sent two identical notes, one
through President Yahya Khan and
another through President Ceausescu, but
it was Pakistan’s Ambassador to
Washington, Agha Hilaly, who returned
with a response first, a whole month
before his Romanian counterpart did. In
July 1971, Mr. Kissinger travelled to
Pakistan, where he feigned an illness and
‘was taken to Nathiagali (near Murree),
away from the eyes of the press corps and
even his own diplomats in Islamabad.
Gen. Khan had arranged for a commercial
PIA flight 707 to take him from
Rawalpindi to Peking (Beijing) for talks.

Mr. Kissinger, who had been hosted by
Indian officials a day before, reportedly
used “Delhi belly” as his excuse to ensure
a 64-hour getaway that included meeting
Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai and others in
China for the first time. Planning for Mr.
Nixon’s visit to China in February 1972,
which he referred to as the ‘week that
changed the world’, had begun.

Cost of back-channel diplomacy
The event had deep and lasting impacts
on South Asia as well. Mr. Nixon’s
preoccupation with his back-channel to
China and deep-seated rancour against
India led him to turn a blind eye as
Pakistan’s troops unleashed a genocide
on Bengalis in East Pakistan. On March
25,1971, the Pakistan Army launched
Operation Searchlight, killing an
estimated three million over the next nine
months, according to the Bangladesh
government.

On April 28, 1971, Mr. Kissinger sent a

memo to Mr. Nixon detailing options
before the U.S.: (1) support Pakistan
militarily; (2) maintain neutrality; (3) help
“Yahya achieve a negotiated settlement”.

Mr. Nixon'’s instructions, despite
desperate telegrams from the U.S.
Embassy in Dhaka about the violence,
were clear. “To all hands, don't squeeze
Yahya at this time,” he wrote, checking
option (3).

The crackdown led lakhs of refugees to
flee to India, spurring India’s support to
the Muktibahini movement led by Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman, who had won Pakistani
General elections in December 1970 but
was imprisoned. The India-Pakistan war
followed, where the U.S. even attempted
to threaten India by dispatching a naval
fleet, but ultimately, Bangladesh was
formed by December that year. India’s
perspective was shaped by the 20-year
Indo-Soviet Treaty of Peace, Friendship
and Cooperation signed in August 1971.

Pakistan has played the role several
times. External Affairs Minister S.
Jaishankar reminded opposition MPs at an
all-party meeting last week, when they
criticised the government’s failure to play
a bigger role in the crisis. Since 1981,
Pakistan has represented Tehran through
its Embassy in Washington’s “Iran
Interests Section”. During the
two-decade-long U.S. military
intervention in Afghanistan, Pakistan also
acted as a mediator with the Taliban.
Islamabad was the venue for Quadrilateral
talks between Egypt-Pakistan-Turkiye-
Saudi Foreign Ministers on Sunday, and
could host a U.S. delegation this week.
Much depends on whether the Iranian
leadership, which accused the U.S. of
planning a ground invasion, will join the
talks.
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From memory to archive, women’s writing
creates new ways to narrate the past

Using literature, memoir, and ethnography, women's stories challenge male-dominated narratives; they reclaim history by turning personal memory

into a powerful record of lived experience and structural inequality

Uma Mahadevan-Da: ta

ver the years, women’s writing

has engaged in both creative

expression and historical

excavation. Probing the gaps
and omissions in traditional
historiography, it has produced new ways
to narrate, archive, and comprehend
individual and collective life. Weaving
strands from history, literature,
ethnography, and memoir, it unsettles the
boundaries between the subjective and
the analytical and challenges conventions
long shaped by institutional archives and
male-dominated narratives by bringing in
lived experience, especially that of
women.

In her Nobel Lecture, delivered in
2022, Annie Ernaux articulates this
project with powerful clarity: “I will write
to avenge my people.” For Ernaux, writing
is an instrument with which to strip off
surface layers and reveal deeper truths
about gender, class, and time. Reading
Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, she
came to recognise that the world was
made “by men and for men.” Searingly
personal experiences — a backstreet
abortion, her father’s death, her mother’s
Alzheimer’s, and the relentless weight of
class — are crafted into narratives that go
far beyond the individual. “All these
factors,” she writes, “brought me back...to
my ‘people’, and gave my desire to write a
quality of secret and absolute urgency.”

Ernaux is sharply aware of the limits of
writing as a corrective to injustice.
Personal accomplishment cannot erase
centuries of oppression and humiliation,

of being “the last in a line of landless
labourers, factory workers and
shopkeepers, people despised for their
manners, their accent, their lack of
education.” Nevertheless, she can still
bear witness. Going beyond memoir, her
writing becomes a form of historical
witnessing in which memory operates as
an archive of loss and longing. Literature
is her “continent,” and her mission is
“nothing less than the possibility of
transfiguring reality.”

Documenting individual histories
Contemporary ethnographic work
similarly documents individual histories
in everyday lived experience. Asiya
Islam’s A Woman'’s Job: Making Middle
Lives in New India follows the lives of
young lower-middle-class women through
education and employment in cafes and
call centres in globalising Delhi. At the
crossroads of modern aspirations and
traditional constraints, these young,
educated, urban women move in an
unstable middle space circumscribed by
expectations about caste, class, gender,
and sexuality.

Sheela, a café barista, has studied up to
Class 12 but could not go further due to a
lack of money. Her mother is a domestic
worker in multiple homes; her father is
unemployed. Knowing a few standard
English phrases — “Good morning,
sir/ma’am”; “What can I get for you?”;
“Have in or take away?” — she is aware of
her lack of options: “I'll continue here
because I'm unable to get out of it. If 1
leave this, I'll have to sit at home.”

Jahnavi’s parents are presswallahs, like

her grandparents. She gets paid 9,000
per month but tells her family she gets
less, saving the rest. Fired from her first
job for “not talking nicely” to a male
manager, she now works at a specialty tea
café.

Ranjini juggles a 10-hour shift in a fast
food chain, a distance BCom, and
housework; she also wakes up early to
prepare for Delhi Police selections.

In these narratives of young women in
new India, ethnography makes visible

Aimé Césaire, Frantz Fanon, Stuart Hall,
Raymond Williams, and others. She
became curious about the role of the
individual in history. This question led
her to research Ashoka, and her first book
was published in 1961. “There were no
book launches in those days, thank God.”

Kumkum Roy grew up in Calcutta amid
political discussions. College brought
freedom. Moving to Delhi in the 1970s was
different. The university included
impressive women faculty - Thapar, R.
Champ i, K. kshi

what is overlooked by d
narratives. These stories, while intensely
personal, also point to the structural.

Studying and writing history

The question of who writes and interprets
such histories remains key. This brings us
to another dimension of women’s
engagement with history: studying and
writing it. Women Writing History: Three
Generations, by Romila Thapar, Kumkum
Roy, and Preeti Gulati, brings together the
voices of three Indian women historians
across three generations.

Romila Thapar’s entry into the field of
history was accidental. Starting college in
Pune, her education was interrupted by
her family’s move to Delhi — it was
believed a young girl could not stay in a
college hostel in the 1950s. At the School
of Oriental and African Studies in
London, she was taught by Arthur
Basham. Reading de Beauvoir’s The
Second Sex was “a big milestone in terms
of how it anchored me.” Listening to Eric
Hobsbawm made her question who
writes history and why. London exposed
her to currents of change in the ideas of

Shereen Ratnagar, and Suvira Jaiswal. But
a Sanskrit guru refused to teach Kumkum
Vedic Sanskrit as she was a woman.
Harassment was common on Delhi buses:
“We learnt to use our shoulder bags as
shields and our elbows as
weapons...Carefree commuting was out of
the question.”

She also experienced harassment
within the academic space. “I could not
help thinking about how slowly things
change, if at all they do.”

Preeti Gulati, too, recalls harassment
on the Metro. Within the family, too,
gender norms were slow to change: “My
Nani cried at the birth of every single girl
child.” Her interest in history began with
silences around the Partition in her own
family.

About her work as a historian, she
reflects: “I think I subconsciously refuse
to place gender at the forefront of my
research because it occupies so much of
my present and my everyday that I might
risk losing my mind if I give it more
space.”

(Uma Mahadevan Dasgupta is in the IAS)
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Here is a quiz on IKEA and its founder Ingvar Kamprad on his 100th birthday being
celebrated on March 30

V. V. Ramanan

| N
QUESTION 1

A
The name ‘IKEA' is an acronym. | QUESTION 5
In 1994, Kamprad publicly
for? apologised to his employees for
“the greatest mistake of my life.”

What do the four letters stand

A

QUESTION 2 What was the issue?
Atwhat age did Kamprad start | &

his first business activity by QUESTION 6

selling what common product to | At IKEA, product names follow a
taxonomy based on Scandinavian
geography, language, and themes.
So, what are the naming

In which year was IKEA founded | categories for beds & wardrobes,
rugs and children’s products?

his neighbours?
[N
QUESTION 3

and what was its first business
model?

A
A QUESTION 7
As of late 2025, how many IKEA
stores were operating worldwide
and in how many markets?

QUESTION 4
The LOVET, a leaf-shaped side
table, was the first piece of

CcM
K

flat-pack furniture sold by IKEA in
1956. What was the inspiration to
go into such a concept?

| 8
Visual Question:

»

This is widely regarded as IKEA's all-time
best-selling product, with a unit sold every 10
seconds globally. Name it. IKEA MUSEUM

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz: 1. A cook from
Ireland working in early 20th-century New York refused to believe she was
making people sick because she herself never felt ill. However, the authorities
detained her twice — the second time for life, on this day in 1915. She
subsequently became a symbol of public health versus personal freedom.
Ans: Mary Mallon ("Typhoid Mary”)

2. Gaétan Dugas was a Canadian flight attendant who was diagnosed in the
early years of a disease that later became a devastating epidemic. What's the
disease in question? Ans: HIV/AIDS

3. At a religious gathering in Seoul in 2020, one attendee with mild COVID-19
symptoms sat through multiple services over several days. Name the church
at the centre of this incident. Ans: Shincheonji

4. More than 90% of people who get this disease are asymptomatic yet also
shed the virus, allowing the disease to spread silently. Ans: Polio

5.1n 2002, in Guangdong province in China, a doctor named Liu Jianlun
became symptomatic of a disease, but still travelled to Hong Kong and
infected 16 guests at the hotel where he stayed. As a result, the disease spread
to Canada, Singapore, Taiwan, and Vietnam. Ans: SARS

Visual: Name this U.S. health worker who was forcibly detained after attending
to Ebola patients during an outbreak in West Africa. Ans: Kaci Hickox

Early Birds: Varghese Joseph | Anju Sharma | Prem Nath Tiwari | K.N.
Viswanathan | Sadhan Panda

KNOW YOUR ENGLISH

Opposition
calls report
hogwash

Minister accused of playing
gooseberry in tense alliance talks

S. Upendran

What is the meaning and origin of
‘hogwash’? (Bikram Das, Cuttack)
‘Hogwash’ has been a part of American
English since the 15th century. Over the
years, the word has undergone a change
in meaning; today, it is mostly used in
informal contexts to suggest disapproval.
When you refer to someone’s talk as
being ‘hogwash’, what you are suggesting
is that the individual is speaking
nonsense; what he is saying is utter
rubbish. The word can also be used to
refer to one’s terrible style of writing.

‘Hogwash’ comes from ‘hog’ and
‘wash’. ‘Hog’ is mostly used to refer to a
castrated pig, and ‘wash’ refers to the
kitchen leftovers used to feed animals. For
along time, farmers mixed the leftovers
from the kitchen with water and fed them
to the hogs. This was the original meaning
of the term. Since the food given to the
animals had no nutritional value, any
form of communication (speaking and
writing) that lacked substance began to be
called ‘hogwash’. With the passage of
time, the word began to be used to refer
to cheap or worthless liquor as well.

What is the plural of ‘antenna’? How
is the word pronounced? (Dilip Nayar,
Kannur)

The word ‘antenna’ consists of three
syllables; the first is pronounced like the
word ‘an’ and ‘Ann’. The second sounds
like the word ‘ten’, while the vowel in the
third sounds like the ‘a’ in ‘china’. The
word is pronounced ‘an-TEN-e’ with the
stress on the second syllable. The word
has two possible plurals; one is to add the
plural suffix ‘s’. The word is then
pronounced ‘an-TEN-as’, and the stress
continues to be on the second syllable. It
is also possible to add the Latin suffix ‘ae’
to the word to make it a plural — in this
case, it will be spelt ‘antennae’. The first
two syllables are pronounced like the first
two syllables in ‘antenna’. The final
syllable ‘ae’, however, is pronounced like
the ‘ee’ in ‘fees’, ‘bees’, and ‘knees’. In
this case, the word is pronounced
‘an-TEN-ee’.

‘What is the meaning of the expression
‘play gooseberry’? (L. Vibha,
Secunderabad)

This is a role that most sane individuals
would be reluctant to play. When two
people are in love, they would like to be
left alone — an unwanted third person
entering the situation would be most
unwelcome. When you ‘play gooseberry’,
you become the unwanted third
individual in the situation.

In the past, unmarried women were
never left alone in the company of men —
they were always accompanied by
someone to keep an eye on things. This
individual acted as a chaperone; she had
to make sure that she could overhear
most of the conversation, and at the same
time, maintain a distance from the
couple. If the couple stopped and sat
down, it was the job of the chaperone to
pretend that she was picking flowers or
fruit — sometimes, it was gooseberry, and
sometimes, apples. The expression ‘to
play gooseberry’ is seldom heard
nowadays — the unwanted person is
nowadays usually referred to as the ‘third
wheel’.
upendrankye@gmail.com

Word of the day

Scurry:
rushing about hastily in an undignified way

Synonyms: hurry, sprint, scoot

Usage: people scurried in a rush to the gate.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/scurry

International Phonetic
Alphabet: skari/
~
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For feedback and suggestions for
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Secretive jungle cats need habitats
outside protected areas: study

A new study’s finding that jungle cats use agricultural landscapes aligns with previous knowledge of the species, in and around farms, these cats keep rodent populations in

check, thus ‘protecting’ crops; however, these landscapes lie outside protected areas and harbour several threats, including fragmented habitats and speeding vehicles

Ananya Singh

ungle cats (Felis chaus) are found

across diverse habitats, from

grasslands and wetlands to

deserts. They are present across
Asia, with large populations in India and
Nepal, among others. The IUCN Red List
lists the species as being of ‘least
concern’.

This has led to a “misconception that
they are doing fine”, Kathan
Bandyopadhyay, a postdoctoral research
associate at the University of [llinois
Urbana-Champaign, said.

Jungle cats’ populations are in fact
considered to be shrinking. In India, they
are protected under Schedule II of the
Indian Wildlife (Protection) Act 1972,
which means hunting or trading them is
illegal.

Despite being the most widespread of
India’s small cats, jungle cats are
understudied and have received little
conservation attention relative to larger
carnivores such as tigers and leopards.

Conservation baseline

This animal — with a white muzzle, yellow
irises, large ears ending in black tufts, and
the sometimes faint striping on its long
legs — avoids dense forests and
heavily-modified landscapes, preferring
agro-pastoral and open habitats,
according to a new study based on the
largest dataset on the species in India.

The study was published in Scientific
Reports, and provides a baseline for
future conservation planning.

“Until now, we didn’t know about their
population status or how they are
responding to several habitat and climatic
covariates,” Dr. Bandyopadhyay, who
undertook this research as a PhD student
at the University of Wyoming, said.

The team found human pressure to be
the foremost factor influencing where
jungle cats live and that while they can
tolerate moderate levels of human
disturbance, they avoid densely
populated areas.

“Our results highlight the importance
of agro-pastoral landscapes in conserving
wildlife beyond protected areas,
especially as urbanisation continues to
expand,” Dr. Bandyopadhyay said.

‘An important analysis’

To estimate how many jungle cats were in
India and where, the team compiled
camera-trap records from more than
26,000 locations across India. These
records were a ‘bycatch’ of tiger surveys
and were supplemented with data from
previous studies, radio-collared
individuals, and the authors’ personal
observations. The researchers then
included one camera-trap record every 25
sq. km, one radio-collar data point from

every 5 sq. km, plus all secondary data
(from outside protected areas). Then they
used machine-learning to model suitable
habitats using the final dataset of over
6,000 records.

The team combined these results with
sex-specific home range data to estimate a
countrywide population of over 3 lakh
jungle cats, with at least 1.57 lakh and at
most 4.59 lakh individuals. “It's an
estimate. It gives you a limit within which
the cat is likely to be,” Yadvendradev
Jhala, senior scientist at the National
Centre for Biological Sciences and the
study’s co-author and co-supervisor, said.

Across 21 States with suitable habitats,
Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Odisha
were estimated to support the largest
populations.

The study is an “important analysis”
and has “strengthened the observation
that the jungle cat is tightly associated
with open natural ecosystems, currently
under enormous threat of conversion to
other forms of land use, such as built-up
areas and large-scale linear infrastructure
like highways,” Shomita Mukherjee,
senior principal scientist at the Salim Ali
Centre for Ornithology and Natural
History, Coimbatore, and a member of
the ITUCN/SSC Cat Specialists Group, said.
Dr. Mukherjee was not a part of the
study.

Ideal landscapes

Per the study, jungle cats prefer warm,
semi-arid regions that are seasonally dry,
with moderate rainfall and canopy cover.
Their predicted hotspots lie in India’s east
rather than in the drier west.

Ajungle cat in Rajasthan, 2021. KANDUKURU NAGARJUN
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Our results highlight the importance
of agro-pastoral landscapes in
conserving wildlife beyond protected
areas, especially as urbanisation
continues to expand

KATHAN BANDYOPADHYAY

Postdoctoral research associate at the University of
linols Urbana-Champaign

India needs land policies that recognise
the ecological value of open ecosystems,
Dr. Mukherjee added.

According to her, the finding that
jungle cats use agricultural landscapes
aligns with previous knowledge of the
species. In and around farms, these cats
keep rodent populations in check, thus
‘protecting’ crops.

However, these landscapes lie outside
protected areas and harbour several
threats, including fragmented habitats,
speeding vehicles on roads, and
poaching, according to the study.

It also pointed to a potential threat
from hybridisation with domestic cats,
which could compromise their genetic

lineage, although Dr. and

foraging spaces with other livestock, so
where there is livestock, there could be
the risk of these canines as well.

A policy for small cats

According to Dr. Mukherjee, the study’s
strengths lie in its large spatial coverage
and sample size, although she added that
jungle cats from Sikkim had been left out
and that the population figures were
based on a “meagre dataset of a few
radio-collared individuals in just a couple
of locations”.

“Yet this should not be seen as a
limitation but an effort to get the best out
of data currently available,” she added.

Dr. Bandyopadhyay said the records
from Sikkim were sporadic and
insufficiently viable for the models.

Scientists still have a great number of
unknowns, including jungle cats’ denning
sites, litter sizes, ranging patterns,
densities, and diets.

Small cats are generally hard to study
because they are nocturnal and secretive.
Public awareness is also low, and few
organisations have been willing to fund
more study.

Going forward, Dr. Jhala said, there isa
need to plan wildlife passageways

longside infrastructure development in

Dr. Mukherjee cautioned that this idea
doesn’t have enough evidence.

Another key threat is the stray dog
population, which “acts as a source of
wildlife diseases and kleptoparasitism —
that means snatching kills from jungle
cats and other carnivores,” Dr.
Bandyopadhyay said.

Per the study, stray dogs could share

agro-pastoral and open habitats. “When
roads pass through a tiger or elephant
corridor, there is a policy to try and
mitigate those. But when they pass
through agro-pastoral landscapes, we
don’t plan for it even though these areas
support rich biodiversity,” he said.
(Ananya Singh is an independent
journalist. ananyaasingh.as@gmail.con)

THE GIST

Despite being the most
widespread of India’s small
cats, jungle cats are
understudied and have
received little conservation
attention relative to larger
carnivores

v

According to a new study, the
estimated countrywide
population of jungle cats is
over 3 lakh

v

Jungle cats avoids dense
forests and heavily-modified
landscapes, preferring
agro-pastoral and open
habitats

BIG SHOT

Ahandout picture taken in 2023 off Dominique Island shows female sperm whales holding a newborn calf above water until it can swim on its own. Last week, U.S.-based Project

CETl researchers reported they had witnessed the rare spectacle of a wild sperm whale being born, immediately carried to the surface by members of its clan. arp
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WHAT IS IT?

exRNA: on a mission

Vasudevan Mukunth

Clean Water on March 28, scientists

reported that extracellular RNA
(exRNA) from bacteria can persist in
disinfected drinking water. They also
found that by studying the exRNA, they
could figure out what the bacteria were
doing just before they were damaged or
killed, releasing the exRNA. This way, the
scientists could figure out which survival
strategies worked for the bacteria —
which can be used to make better
disinfectants.

exRNA is RNA that exists outside cells,
in body fluids such as blood, saliva,
urine, and cerebrospinal fluid. For
decades, scientists believed RNA only
functioned inside the cell and assumed
that if RNA ‘leaked’ out, enzymes in the
blood would destroy it. However,
researchers have found that cells in fact
intentionally ‘export’ RNA.

To survive outside the cell, exRNA
travels in its own molecular containers
that prevent enzymes from breaking it
down before it reaches its destination.

exRNA has been found to be part of a
sophisticated long-distance
communication system. A cell releases
RNA to deliver instructions to another
cell elsewhere in the body, changing
how it behaves or which genes it
activates. This process helps coordinate
responses in the immune system, tissue
repair, and development. However,
cancer cells can also release exRNA to

l n a study published in the journal

Anillustration of the RNA called mRNA. GETTY
IMAGES

promote tumour growth.

The discovery of exRNA changed
modern medicine. For instance, just by
testing a patient’s blood or other body
fluids, doctors can identify specific RNA
patterns linked to cancer or heart
disease.
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Commercial pitch

IPL goes global with PE|VC entry, amidst questions

-20 cricket has always been about mega
bucks. But as the 19" edition of the Indian

Premier League gets underway it is clear that

itsfi ialisation has

This could alter the

d global proportions.

inwhich IPL iesare

invested and its returns split between various

stakehold

5. PE/VC ft

ding could reshape the

commerce of cricket — and maybe the game itself.

Even before the first ball was bowled, it

- was the sale of franchises Royal Challengers

Bengaluru (RCB) and Rajasthan Royals (RR)

Y
\Q.i'a""‘:

at eye-popping valuations — $1.78 billion
for RCB and $1.63 billion for RR— that
made big news. RCB was acquired bya

consortium led by Aditya Birla Group, the
Times Group, Bolt Ventures and Blackstone.
RR was bought bya consortium led by US
based tech entrepreneur Kal Somani, backed
by US business families including Walmart.
The entry of Blackstone and Walmart signals
IPL turning into a global sporting property.
To be sure, it has some way to go before it
can catch up with NFL, NBA and English
Premier League. But these two deals could
also pave the way for other IPL franchises
attracting foreign money. According to
analysts, every IPL franchise now is worth
more than $1.5 billion. IPL’s business value
stands at $18.5 billion and its brand value is
$3.9 billion, according to Houlihan and
Lokey, an NYSE-listed global investment
bank. IPL’s massive viewership is obviously
the prime attraction for global investors.
The 2025 season attracted 251 million TV
viewers on Star Sports and 1,370 million
viewers on the opening weekend on
JioHotstar. The 2025 final attracted 678
million viewers on JioHotstar, the official
streaming platform.

However, there are some concerns
nevertheless over how much more the
financial model can be expanded. The IPL
has four major streams of revenues — media
rights, sponsorships, ticket sales and
franchise fees. The revenue model of IPL
leans heavily on broadcast rights. BCCI
shares almost 60 per cent of broadcast
revenues with franchises. Though broadcast
rights over the years have gone for huge
sums, this seems to have plateaued with only
one player bidding for it —JioHotstar that
now also owns Star Sports. Ticket prices
cannot be raised beyond a point. That leaves
sponsorship and selling ad spots as cash
cows. But will longer ad spots increase
match duration and impact fan experience?

Foreign investors betting on the
expansion of IPL into more franchises and
matches could run up against scheduling
problems with the international cricketing
calendar and availability of foreign players.
Cricket is perhaps the only global sport that
is played across four formats — Tests, ODIs,
T20and the Hundred. The franchise-based
model exists only in T20 and the Hundred.
The rest are country-based formats. It
remains to be seen how the globalised model
plays out. Questions about what it does to
the game per se, as well as cricket’s parity or
lack of it, with other sports will remain.

FROM THE VIEWSROOM.

The smoke and heat of war

—
Alexander Sebastian

climate cost analysis of just
A the first 14 days of the

US-Israel war on Iran
revealed that it had emitted over 5
million tonnes of greenhouse
gases, draining the global carbon
budget faster than 84 countries
combined, reported The Guardian.
Experts say the figures will be
catastrophically higher by the
time the war winds down.

Amid the economic disruption,
itis not surprising that most of us
don’t see the war’s impact on the
environment. Reports of black
rain and breathing problems in the
region can easily get buried under
volatile stock markets and supply
chains.

The Climate and Community
Institute, the same think-tank The
Guardian quoted, says the US
military and military
manufacturing industries are
among the biggest climate
polluters in the world. The US
‘military s also the world’s largest

institutional consumer of fossil
fuels.

We live our lives trying to be
diligent about our paper straws
and public transport, carryinga
sense of guilt that our petrol cars
and plastic bags are harming the
environment. We opt for the
obviously overpriced
‘environment-friendly’ goods at
the supermarket. Elsewhere,
powerful nations with business
interests and a ‘saviour complex’
bomb people they don’t like,and
setfire to oil wells. The bigger
question is: Who pays the price for
the power games of politicians?

The environmental cost of the
West Asia war makes it
everybody’s business. We are all
stakeholders. While we keenly
watch the markets crash one day
and crawl back up the next, what
ought tobe kept in mind is thatall
our investment plans only make
sense ina world with breathable
air,and an inhabitable climate.
With the billions of tonnes of
toxins released into the
atmosphere as the war goes on,a
dark cloud hangs over all of us.

TCA SRINIVASA RAGHAVAN

©'s now exactly 30 days since the
USand Israel started the war
against Iran. 30 because February
has 28 days onlyand the fighting
started on February 28.

Unless you are what’s called
‘hopelessly optimistic’ or foolishly
optimistic, you will concede that global
output is not only about to shrink bya
huge amount, perhaps a third or
thereabouts. Germany thinks we are in
for an ‘economic catastrophe’.

Others may have a different estimate.
Buta massive shrinkage is around the
corner. The only beneficiaries will be
those who make and sell arms. But the
expansion in their profits will not
compensate for the losses of the rest.

This will not be the first time in
human history for sucha huge
shri e. I’s happened several times
before. The last one was just five years
ago after the Covid pandemic.

For the last 75 years various
governments, whenever output has
shrunk, have responded with Keynesian
measures, spending more than they
were earning as tax and other revenues.
This has worked with varying degrees of
success because the Keynesian solution
assumes a deficiencyin aggregate
demand, not supply.

But this time it’s the other way
around. It’s the supply that’s going to be
the problem. First of energy and then
because of that, everything else. Unlike
inthe past, the problem can’t be fixed by
expanding central banks’ balance sheets,
that is, by massive government
borrowing.

Specifically, no amount of deficit
financing will restart the oil and gas
wells in the Middle East for several
years. They aren’t like taps.

‘The US and Israel have thus kicked
the global economy hard. For
mind-boggling ineptitude this would be
hard to beat.

'WHAT IS TO BE DONE?

Sowhat should governments do that will
mitigate the impact of this kind of
gigantic supply shock? One answer lies
inancient Indian and modern American
history.

DD Kosambi, the great Marxist
mathematician, pneumismatist and
historian, wrote 70 years ago that by the
end of 8th century Indian villages had
become self-sufficient within small areas
because trading with villages far away
wasn't possible and thus limited
supplies of many things. Those were the
early trade groupings between villages in
2100-150 mile radius.

oELH
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" Tﬁis war Wlll inflict

A3 5

severe economic pain

The government now needs to prepare the country for a period of erratic and limited
supplies. Direct supply management poses an administrative challenge

Rationing — limiting how much of
something you can have — was imposed
by the market itself because availability
was both restricted and random.
Consumption levels were very low
anyway, so this sort of rationing didn’t
annoy the people.

Of course, energy supply wasn’t the
problem then because demand for it,
unlike now, was entirely manageable.
There was lots of wood available. This
time itis not.

The shortages in energy and related
supplies are going to cause a massive

It’s the supply that’s
going to be the problem.
It can’t be fixed by
expanding central banks’
balance sheets. Specifically,
no amount of deficit
financing will restart the
oil and gas wells in the
Middle East for

several years

compression in global output. This has
‘happened twice in the 20th century, that
is, during the First and Second World
Wars.

But even in those years, America
didn’t have to introduce rationing like
Europe did, at least not very severe
rationing anyway. Basically, it traded
verylittle and was nearly self-sufficient.

So there we have it: we are going to
see shrinking trade and self-sufficiency,
justlike in the 8th century. That will
have to be the way ahead until the supply
of energy from West Asia returns to its
pre-February 28 levels, which experts
say could take around five years.

SHORT SUPPLY IN INDIA

Indians are used to this state of affairs.
The current generations have seen
greater availability of things than the
ones before 2000. But the idea itselfis
not alien. That makes the job easier for
the government.

But the actual problem is different.
The current [ot of civil servants have no
experience of direct supply
management. We can expect them to
make a gigantic mess of it because

allocation and deliveryis very, very hard
to manage. That's the real danger the
government faces today. I wonder if it’s
even aware of it.

The experience of food delivery
during the Covid years was doubtless
exemplary but that was because it was
just wheatand rice that had to be
delivered to everyone. Today, it’s going
1o be very hard to deliver all the other
essentials.

How, for example, will entitlement be
determined, verified and executed? One
can be sure that there is agood deal of
thought being given to this but it’s the
State governments that have to do the
actual work and their capacities are
quite limited. Quite simply, they don’t
have trained staff and the administrative
infrastructure forit.

Net-net, the government, having
successfully quelled the panic over
petrol and cooking gas, now needs to
prepare the country fora period of
erratic and limited supplies. The Prime
Minister’s speech in the Lok Sabha last
week was only the first step in this
preparation. A lot more needs to be
done.

Why the govt is pushing consumers to piped gas

This shift will reduce India’s reliance on imported LPG and insulate the country from global supply shocks

bl.explainer

—
Richa Mishra

The blockade of the Strait of Hormuz
following conflict between the US,
Israel, and Iran has made India
aggressively push for increasing the
availability of natural gas and petroleum
products. The Natural Gas and
Petroleum Products Distribution Order,
2026 has been specifically designed to
tackle several historical hurdles that
have stalled the country’s transition toa
gas-based economy.

‘What is the government trying to
do through the Natural Gas and
Petroleum Products Distribution
Order, 20262

The government’s primary goal through
this order is to accelerate India’s
transition to a gas-based economy by

the government aims to reduce
vulnerability to global supply
disruptions, such as the one caused by
the ongoing conflict in West Asia.

Why is the Centre trying to shift
people from using LPG to PNG?
The move is primarily to strengthen
national energy security and reduce the
massive import bill. India imports
approximately 60 per cent of its LPG,
with nearly 90 per cent of those imports
passing through the Strait of Hormuz.

Unlike LPG which arrives via ship and
truck, PNG is delivered through fixed
underground infrastructure that can be
fed from diverse sources, mostly
domestic fields and multiple import
terminals, making it far more resilient to
global shocks.

By forcing consumers with pipeline
access to switch to PNG, the
government can redirect limited LPG
stocks to rural and remote regions
where laying pipelines is not

mandating a shift from LPG cylinders to
Piped Natural Gas (PNG) where
infrastructure is available.

Issued under the Essential
Commodities Act, 1955, the order
focuses on — Mandatory PNG
Transition, LPG Discontinuation, Faster
Infrastructure Rollout, Access Rights,
and Energy Security.

By promoting PNG, which hasa
higher domestic production than LPG,

Iy viable. In major metros,
PNG s currently roughly 12-15 per cent
cheaper than non-subsidised LPG.
Besides, Consumers pay only for what
they consume, eliminating “dead stock”
left in cylinders and the need for upfront
lump-sum payments.

How will the larger issue of gas
availability be addressed?
The shift to PNG while gas supplies are

B

PIPED GAS. The way forward

tight may seem contradictory. But the
government is using a Priority and
Efficiency strategy to make it work.

For example, under the Mandatory
Sectoral Prioritization done under the
Natural Gas Control Order, 2026,
domestic PNG and Transport (CNG)
now have the first right to all available
gas (both domestic and cheap long-term
imports). Experts say, it takes far less gas
to power akitchen thanafactory. LPG is
aheavier and more expensive fuel to
manage than natural gas. The shift will
also help in Supply Chain Savings.

Everyurban household that shifts to
PNG frees up a cylinder for a rural
household where pipelines can’t reach.
This balances the total energy basket
without needing an immediate 100 per

cent increase in total gas volume.

According to information available as
of March 2026, India has crossed 1.6
crore (16 million) domestic Piped
Natural Gas (PNG) connections. The
government aims toreach 5 crore (50
‘million) domestic PNG connections by
2030.

The gas for PNG and CNG comes
from two main pools: Domestic
administered price gas and imported
gas.

Gas produced from domestic fields is
soldatregulated, lower prices. Under
the Order, 100 per cent of this gas is
diverted to City Gas Distribution (CGD)
companies. India has secured 20-year
contracts with countries like the UAE
and Qatar. This gas is ring-fenced — it
cannot be sold to factories until the
needs ofhomes and cars are met.

The government is mandating that
domestic fields (like those in the KG
Basin) prioritize City Gas Distribution
(CGD) companies. Previously, gas
producers sold to the highest bidder,
mostly power plants. The government is
shrinking the gas pool for industry to
ensure the domestic PNG pool remains
full

India already produces 92 MMSCMD
of natural gas domestically out of a total
daily requirement of 191 MMSCMD.
City gas distribution has expanded from
57 geographical areas in 2014 to over
300 today, according to the government.

© BELOW THE LINE
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GAS. Novel moves sri

Cylindrical vision

Doyou have a commercial LPG
cylinder to offer? Come to Munnar
and enjoyafree stayin aresort fora
day.

The resort owner in the hill station

has given an unusual offer of
rent-free accommodation for aday
with complimentary breakfast on
one condition: guest should arrive
with their own cooking gas. The crisis
has forced the owner to temporarily
shut operations for aweek,
prompting this creative workaround
tokeep the business running.

While the resort has switched to
firewood for cooking the sharp
increase n its price — from ¥4 per kg
to¥20 — hasadded to the
challenges. The offer will remainin
place until the LPG supply returns to
normal.

Musical chairs

Earlier this month, the Commerce
Ministry invited applications for the
post of director, Basmati

(BDEF). At least four retired officials
have applied for it.

The director’srole is seenas
significant in view of the Ministry
collecting ¥70a tonne plus GST from
basmati exporters when they seek
registration-cum-allocation
certificates.

However, the fate of the four will be
known when a key Commerce
Ministry official returns from an
overseas visit.

Meanwhile, the age limit for the
vacancy has been fixed at 65,in
particular to accommodate retired
IAS officers. So, what is the wait for,
asked an industry person.
Spaced out

An executive of a multi-national
‘gadget company was left shocked

D Export

\garecent visit to Chennai

where he had come to inaugurate
one of the experience centres of the
gadget maker. Contrary to
expectations, the venue turned out
tobeatiny multi-brand retail outlet,
nolarger than a few office cubicles.
While his team had tried their best to
create amakeshift stand displayinga
handful of products, the executive
was left uncomfortable as he
addressed the press amidst
customers walkingaround in the
background and signs of competing
brands featuring prominentlyin the
background.

Silence on Kaleshwaram
Telangana Chief Minister Revanth
Reddy doesn't miss an opportunity
totakeadigat the Opposition. This

not ordering a CBl probe on the
project despite the State
government’s pleas over the last one
year.

Speakingin the Assembly, Chief
Minister said: “Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and Union Home
Minister Amit Shah openly made a
statement that the KCR family
siphoned off funds allocated for the
Kaleshwaram project. It was Union
Minister G Kishan Reddy who also
commented that the Centre s ready
toorder the CBI probe and put KCR
and Harish Rao behind the bars
within 48 hours of the state
government being ready.”

The State government had written a
letter to the Centre requestingto

offonthe
project. He lambasted the BJP for

handover K: am to CBI.
No luck so far. Our Bureaus
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Delhi’s green heritage
A voyage of discovery into the city’s flora and fauna

BOOK REVIEW.

KC Vijaya Kumar

ities often getreduced to
‘ cliches: Delhi’s pollution,

Mumbai’s rush, Chennai’s
heat, Kolkata’s time-warp, and
Bengaluru’s traffic congestion.
But beyond these definitions,
there are more layers to discover

CAPITAL

within Indian urban sprawls. L
Neha Sinhadoes precisely that

inher latest book Wild Capital, Title: Wild Capital

taking the reader onavoyage of Author: Neha Sinha

discoveryinto Delhi’s floraand
fauna. Like her earlier book Wild
and Wilful,a sense of wonder
permeates her outings that
sample nature’s myriad hues, this
time specificallyin India’s capital.

Publisher: Harper Collins
Price: 3799

from therat-race. “It might seem

The writing resonates with the daunting to find such people, but
styleusuallyassociated with ‘more often than not, peoplewho
Ruskin Bond, and in her specific share similar interests are people

arc,aconservation biologist’s
rigouris evident. Just like Bond
and other gifted authors, Neha

you cangetalongwith,” Neha
writes, Later sheadds: “Goinginto
nature has meantagoing out of

makesyoupauseandpeeroutside  comfort zones,and agrowing
thewindow. In Indi inward for rootedness.”
nature-writing can attimesdothe

grand-standing trick of only SEMALS’ WAY

following the tiger. But Neha begs The semal treeis often areference
tobedifferent. point, ananchor that whips up

some terrific lines: “Semalsare the
baysthatthe crashmgwaves ofa
th

Nothing escapes herattention,
beitleaf-litter, long grass, flowers,

Insight into a historian’s method

Romila Thapar challenges inherited narratives and demystifies some stereotypes about early India

BOOK REVIEW,
Uday Balakrishnan

nhis celebrated erie:

discussion in scholarship, particularly
when it turns to sensitive themes suchas
therise of Hindutva. She does not rebut
opinions so much as dissolve them by
plﬂcmgthem in hlstorxcul context.

Thi ity inher

Civilisation, the well-known

art-historian Kenneth Clark

compared an African tribal mask

with a Greek statue of Apollo.
While admiring the mask’s power, he
nevertheless concluded that the Greek
statue represented a higher state of
civilisation. African art, he claimed,
arose from a world of fear and darkness,
while Greek art sprang from light and
reason.

The judgment tells us little about
African culture and a great deal about
Clark’s own assumptions. It illustrates a
‘warning by the writer Jan Myrdal: “Many
authoritative books reveal more about
the society that produced them than
about the cultures they claim to
describe.”

It is this habit of mind that Speaking of
History resists. In conversation with
Namit Arora, Romila Thapar shows that
‘historyis neither intuition nor inherited
belief, buta demanding craft. AsAJP
Taylor once observed, the historian’s
task is tounderstand an epoch on its
own terms, not to judge itagainst
modern or personal scales. Thapar’s

‘halso echoes EH Carr’s

bugs, gnarled trees, birds and kite’s flight dock i e
animals. Even water bodiesand bays that have protected usfrom
scrubjungles are highlighted. the hightide of negative
Thereare references to herlife, thoughts.” Neha finds naughty
and howin enmeshingitwith squirrelsand coppersmith barbets
nature, she finds stillness and joy. upon this tree,and diligently she
‘Whensheloses herdog Gypsy,the  notesdown their quirksand
dark shroud of grief dissipates charms.
slowly through her forays into the The finest of nature’s prose can
outdoors. be culled from the backyard, it
Inthiseraof cramped living doesn’t necessarily demanda trip
spacesand designer lawns, Neha's ~  to the Nilgiris Biosphere or the
anguish s evident when she Himalayas. Our cities do have
writes: “Manicured gardens look their own spaces of grace,and
to erasethe needs of time, Nehadoes yeomen serviceto
privileging the fast-growing over Delhi,justlike other wordsmiths

the slowand patient. Standingina
centuries-old forest, Iwonder if
we canappreciate where weare
and howwe must spread the seeds

in the past, beit Khushwant Singh
orWilliam Dalrymple.

That nature, ifallowed, heals
itselfand us,isatheme that runs

oftheold.” through this book. Armyveteran
Beitthe Central Ridge, the Colonel Pankaj Sharma tells Neha:
Hauz Khas lake, the land around “Itell others, the moment you can

Mughal-eramonuments, and near
the Yamunarriver, Nehadips into
the respective terrain’s present,

settle into lifeabit, look at birds.
Theywill soothe you.” Itisalsoa
book that islike ahangout zone for

‘broods over the pastand fellowwriters. Robert Macfarlane,

highlights nature’sevolution,beit  Salman Rushdie and Amitav

lossand growth, and the constant Ghosh, areall quoted.

flux. Neha stresses that Delhi, with
Justasthebookthrowslighton  its myriad environmental issues,

Delhi’s tryst with the elements, canstill reviveitself. Thereis hope

and Neha’s odd health scares, it
alsooffersawarm embracetoits

lingeringinthe last few pages.
“Nature doesn’task usfor reports,

naturalists. Be it Pradip Krishen, payments or untruths,” she writes.
Vallari Sheel or Vijay Dhamsana, Thisis non-fiction with the finest
theyallfindagenerousmentionin  ofliteraryflairand agorgeous

the tome. Their pithy lines,and hat-tip to India’s capital.
insightsintoforests that fringe

Delhi, reveal people placed far ‘The reviewer is Sports Editor, The Hindu

thehindubusinessline.
TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

March 30,2006

STPI units eligible for IT sops

The Finance Ministry has said that Software Technology Park of India (STP)
units should not be denied tax exemption under Section 10 A of the
income-tax law merely on the grounds that approval to such units have been
granted by the directors of the STPIs and that such parks have not been
approved by the Central Government.

Videocon-GAIL group bags Oman contract

Only days after making public its acquisition bid for Daewoo Electronics of
South Korea, Indian consumer durables major Videocon Industries Ltd has
gone prospecting for oil in Oman. The company said a consortium that
includes GAIL (India), BPCL, HPCL and Oilex of Australia had been awarded
Block 56 in Oman for exploration and further development.

Norms eased for unlisted cos raising money abroad

The Government has eased the domestic listing rule for unlisted companies
that raised money from overseas markets and are not making profit. Such
entities have now been permitted to comply with the listing condition on the
domestic stock exchanges within three years of having started making profits.

insistence that historians must uyto
understand why people acted as they
did. This requires method, i.e., choosing
subjects open to inquiry, asking the right
questions, verifying sources through
scrutiny, and organising evidence intoa
reasoned and honest historical account.
‘The conversational format brings this
out effectively. Arora often speaks in the
voice of the informed lay reader:
confident, contemporary, sometimes
specu.lauvc, and frequently axiomatic.
Thapar responds without
condescension, grounding the

NEW READS.

critique of colonial interpretations of
Indian history. She revisits James Mill,
who wrote a history of India without
ever visiting the country and framed
Hindus and Muslims as two hostile
nations. Thapar challenges these
inherited narratives by pointing to
long-established trading networks and
intellectual exchanges, reminding us
that Islam had a peaceful presence in
India long before invading armies.

ISSUES OF RELEVANCE

Several of the later conversations
address issues of immediate relevance:
Islam’s integration into Indian society,
the limits of nationalism, and the need
torevise our own historical
interpretations. This is especially
important today when religious
polarisation threatens India’s
democracy, secularism and pluralism.
Thapar’s approach here recalls Margaret
MacMillan’s warning that the past can
be used and misused to justify exclusion
and violence.

Thapar also demystifies cherished
assumptions about early India. On
patriarchy, she notes that available
evidence suggests enslaved women were
treated as property, exchanged as gifts,
neither of which is cause for celebration.
She questions romantic claims of
ancient tolerance, asking why Ashoka
would need to plead for non-violence if
itwas already the norm.

Notall her conclusions are
uncontroversial. Her scepticism about
the existence of a common Indian
identity in early Sanskrit sources invites
debate, given howwidely the epics
circulated among ordinary people. Yet
thevalue lies in her willingness to leave

Title: Speaking of History -
Conversations about India’s Past and

Present

Authors: Romila Thapar and Namit
Arora

Publisher: India Allen Lane

Price: 3699

© MEET THE AUTHOR

Romila Thapar is emeritus professor
of history at Jawaharlal Nehru
University

Namit Arora is a writer, social critic,
and the author of four books

questions open rather than force
conclusions.

Speaking of History is less a survey of
the past than a demonstration of how to
think about it. By identifying what is
genuinely worthy of pride in the Hindu
past, such as the decimal system, zero,
algebra,and geometry, Thapar pouJ.[s

claims, If Thapar is the book’s
intellectual conscience, Arorais its
necessary foil. His questions, while
accessible, frequently carry the freight
of contemporary grievance, and it is
‘what draws Thapar out. Where Arora
nudges the conversation toward
predetermined conclusions, she resists;
where he reaches for historical analogy
tovalidate a present-day position, she
reframes. The pattern is revealing: each
time historical examples are invoked to
score a contemporary point, Thapar
demonstrates why that move fails: the
pastis not a quarry from which
convenient stones may be extracted, but
acomplex terrain that resists easy
navigation.

In this sense, Arora’s instinct to
instrumentalise history, so common
among informed lay readers, becomes
the book’s most useful device. It gives
Thapar’s rigour something towork
against, and in doing so, makes the case
for serious historical method more
vividly than a more scholarly
interlocutor might have done.

Atroubling question nevertheless
remains. Romila Thapar is among the
most celebrated historians India has

produced, yet reputation alone cannot
bndge the distance between the seminar
room and the public square. In an age
when history is being aggressively

p popular of
the past is increasingly shaped by
articulate voices whose credentials do
not always bear scrutiny. It is they who
set the terms of public debate. This book
largely addresses readers already
inclined to listen. For Thapar’s thinking
to matter beyond an admiring audience,
it must find ways to travel further
without sacrificing the rigour that makes
itworth hearing in the first place.

The reviewer it ist e

out how easily real ach
displaced by exaggerated or mvcmed

of state, saciety, and history. He
and contemporary history at liSc, Bengaluru
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Publisher: Ebury Press

The book is a clear and

practical approach to

everyday eating, blending
- science-backed health

principles with deeply

personal, intuitive,
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Title: Freedom On Trial
Author: Akash Vajpai 1

Publisher: Rupa
Publications India

The book uncovers a
forgotten front of the
Independence movement,
where colonial courts
became battlegrounds
and justice itself stood
accused

Title: Creator to Crorepati
Author: Aaditya lyengar

Publisher: Penguin
Business

The book offers a
no-nonsense guide to
navigating the creator
economy, explaining what
works, what doesn't, and
how to start turning content
intoincome

Short take

Teaindustry looks to retain aroma

—
Sujit Patra

punitive US tariffand
geo-political disturbances, tea
exports recorded a high in 2025,

The last calendar year was
remarkable, as the industry witnessed
higher production and exports. The Tea
Board and the Commerce Ministry have
supported the industry, which is valued
ataround 1 lakh crore. The industry
now regards 2026 with both
apprehension and optimism.

After ahuge fall in tea output of 90
million kg (mkg) in 2024, there was an
increase in production by 66 in
2025; North India accounted for much of

D efying fear of a slowdown due to

the increase in both productionand
exports. While CTC, commonly
consumed in India as well as exported,
sawa 36 mkg jump in production,
Orthodox saw production and exports
rise 30 mkg and 22 mkg, respectively.
Orthodox tea production hita record
high of 148 mkg, and the growth came
from the small growers who produced
78 mkgi.e. 57 per cent of India’s
production even as big growers lost crop
in 2025.Due to this, supply of better
quality CTC was crimped in 2025 while
availability of plain and medium
varieties increased.

Higher import has been a worry for
the industry, thougha major portion of
itwas meant for re-export. Bulk of these
imports were from Nepal, Kenyaand

Vietnam. Cheap quality imported teas,
blended with indigenous teaand
re-exported as Indian tea, have become a
‘headache for the industry; the
government needs to enact some
multi-origin rule to protect india’s
qualityimage.

In 2025, India posted a record tea
export of 280 mkgs. In the midst of
geo-political turmoil and high tariff by
US, exporters focused on Iraq, Iran, UAE
and China. Iran, Iraq and UAE now
jointly account for over 40 per cent of
India’s exports.

Iraqand UAE have now replaced
Russia (31 mkg) as the largest
destinations. The combined increase in
shipments to Middle East more than
offset the deepening contractionto US

and EU. The current West Asian conflict
could disrupt tea exports, if the war does
not end soon. The Centre's restoration
of RoODTEP, shipment credit, will surely
help the tea industry’s efforts to boost
exports.

Price scenario has been gloomy since
June 2025 and heavily discounted till the
end of the year. Tea Board’s Directive of
100 per cent dust tea auction and
random testing has had some impact on
the market. Realisations have improved.

Pipeline stocks are low compared to
last year. Premiumization of tea as well
asinclement weather in North India
since November 2025 suggest that
prices may stay firm for a while.

The writer is former Secretary, Indian Tea Association

@ BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2646

EASY

ACROSS

1. Chiefly (17)

8. Mineral salt, halite (4-4)

9. Great affection (4)

10. Fool, buffoon (5)

13. Rock hollow (4)

16. Neaten (4)

17. Clenched hand (4)

18. Insensitive or rritating person (4)
20. Pull together, revive (5)

24, Pond creature (4)

25. Harem (8)

26, Just proportion in all the parts (11)

DOWN

2.Speed event (4)

3.0f the nose (5)

4. Connected by marriage (2-3)

5. Tree with light purple flowers (5)
6.Scaring (11)

7. Enjoyment, delight (11)

1. Express willingness (5)
12. OF the senior service (5)

14. Dry, parched (4)

15. Jetty (4)

19. Put one off (5)

21. The white poplar (5)

22. Inclined oneself (5)

23, Of Czech, Slovak, etc group (4)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2645

ACROSS 1. Vaporise 4. Odds 8. Nip 9. Piano 10. Ska 11. Strudel 12. Trend 13. Considerate 17. Water 18. Lignite 20. Too 21. Aloft 22. Irk 23.

NOT SO EASY

ACROSS

1. In the main panic, Il pry into it (11)

8. This sort lack a form of halite (4-4)

9. What tennis player starts with is passion (4)
10. Funny man not always clever to admit it (5)
13. Schoolboy’s warning looks hollow (4)

16. Neat way to get one’s balance (4)

17.1t's a duke’s handwriting (4)

18. Irritating person to see in dinner dress (4)

20. The right supporter for a motoring event (5)
24. Like a salamander found on leaving Sir Isaac (4)
25. At sea, girl can come to nothing but the harem

®)
26. It gives the effect of distance to obsolete
optics (11)

DOWN 1. Vanish 2. Paper 3. Stall 5. Dissect 6. Shandy 7. Forthright 9. Pedestrian 14. Outlook 15. Twitch 16. Beaker 18. Loose 19. Idiot

DOWN

2. Rush for the groove that holds the ball-bearings (4)
3. Of the nose that turns up in Pamela’s ancestry (5)
4. Working as a solicitor related by marriage (2-3)

5. Pale mauve is all one can make with carbon (5)

6. Finger thing that may be causing alarm (11)

7. Enjoyment of cattle in ode written about it (11)

11. A bid made for possible contents of iron (5)

12. Name of a grandparent concerned with the fleet (5)
14. Dry raid carried out (4)

15. A buttress that may be put out to sea (4)

19. Put one off making bucks around the end of August (5)

21. Be in the drink with a white poplar (5)

22. Was inclined to allow an insert to be made (5)

23. Eastern European has almost given up the French waltz (4)

Hake 24. Deserter
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{ OUR TAKE }

Widening gulf
over Iran war

There is growing unease among the GCC States
over costs of the US's unclear Iran strategy and
the effectiveness of its security guarantees

s the war in West Asia enters its fifth week,

with the Trump administration deploying

thousands of American troops to the region

for possible ground operations, the potential
for fissures between Washington and the member
States of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) —
Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the
UAE — has only increased. This remains a distinct
possibility if the war expands and gets prolonged,
notwithstanding Saudi Arabia and the UAE
remaining open to the possibility of joining the
conflict against Iran. Though Saudi Arabia’s
leadership reportedly egged on US President Donald
Trump to continue his military campaign against
Iran, serious questions have been raised in the GCC
States about the effectiveness of the security
umbrella provided by the US in the face of Iran’s
attacks on energy and other infrastructure.

There are also concerns about whether the
security guarantees provided by hosting US military
bases in the Gulf States have been overhyped as
these facilities have been targeted with some success
by Iran, with civilian infrastructure being impacted
as collateral damage. Iran has warned of broadening
its targets if the war continues. The leadership of
Oman has even questioned the decision by Israel and
the US to launch military strikes at a time when
significant progress was reportedly made in talks
brokered by Muscat between Washington and
Tehran. This has not only sparked distrust about the
US’s unclear strategy but also shattered a decades-
old system of balance that the Gulf States managed
to create with Iran that served their interests and
even those of the US.

Iran’s firm grip on the Strait of Hormuz has also
had a devastating impact on most GCC States,
dealing a crushing blow to their hydrocarbon-
dependent economies as energy shipments — their
most important export — have virtually come to a
halt. The conflict has also exposed the fragility of
efforts by Saudi Arabia and the UAE to position
themselves as stable centres of economic growth and
investment as part of efforts to diversify from their
dependence on oil revenues.

The dynamics that served as ballast for the close
security partnership between the US and the Gulf States
have been changed by the current conflict, and the
fallout of this will be felt for many years even if the war
were to end in the near future. This system now lies in
tatters and leaves the GCC States more vulnerable than
ever, whatever the outcome of the war.

Hatching of hope for
the Indian bustard

he first Great Indian Bustard (GIB) chick hatched
Tin the wild in Gujarat is welcome news for the

bird's conservation. Dwindling numbers —150-
200 at present from close to 1,000 in the 1970s — have
notonly earned it an IUCN classification of “critically
endangered”, butalso have put the very survival of the
species under question in recent years. The chick was
hatched from a fertilised egg brought from Rajasthan
and placed in the nest of one of the three birds (all
females) reported in Gujarat. Given the three birds were
laying eggs that had no chance of fertilisation with no
males around, this experiment was crucial to studying
the efficacy of translocation of eggs. The successful
hatching in the wild is important for several reasons.

For a long time, wildlife experts have argued for
expansion of the bird population outside Rajasthan,
which hosts the largest GIB population within the
country. A raft of development imperatives in the
areas of the state that the bird inhabits are in conflict
with conservation essentials. As a ground-dwelling,
highly territorial bird, the GIB faces significant
vulnerabilities from the shrinking of its habitat,
including predation by animals that live in and around
human settlements, such as dogs. This is compounded
by the fact thatit is a slow breeder, laying only one egg
per breeding season. Its survival, therefore, depends
critically on expansive, protected grasslands that
afford enough genetic diversity through lower chances
of inter-breeding.

Tothatend, not just Gujarat, buta handful of other
states where the bird has been reported need to be
explored for habitat expansion potential. With the
Gujaratexperiment reporting initial success—the
chick’s continued survival and thriving needs to be
closely watched — there may be hope yet for the bird.

{ GRAND STRATEGY }
‘Happymon Jacob

Why India can’t be a
mediatorin Iran war

Effective mediation
requires either leverage to
ensure compliance or
having nothing to lose.
India has too much to lose
from a failed attempt and
too little leverage to
guarantee success

ere is a raging debate in

idia on whether the coun-

try should mediate in the

Tran war. Those in favour

argue that India’s unique

relationships with Tehran,

Washington, and the Gulfas well asits

global standing make it the natural
‘mediator between Tehran a i

Great powers mediate in conflicts within their spheres of influence

Chma is doing. Beijing has every

to be a mediator, most of

a clear strategic interest in brokering  playedanimportant rolei 156
peace or an opening where it could  the Suez risis ot 1956. That record
‘make a genuine difference or because  should not Butitbelonged being be
the parties to the war invited India to histor f
mediate. None of that. The debate meequlthslance a nnn—ahgned move- mgoula]togelhcr
resulted fmm Pakistan taking theinitia-  mentwith i Effective i

wxm larworld ice. | havmgno[hmgm lose. Tbe
Egypt,and offered i None of th istin2026.  great powers mediate in conflicts
The response in India has been one of The pro-mediation argument is brit- ~ within their spheres of influence
competitiveanxiety: If Pakistan can,why  tle because many advocating Indian  because their leverage can compel

not us! At best, that is a fear of missing.
out. Atworst, its jealousy of a smaller
nelghbour attracting the kind afanen»

mediation today, just days ago, had
argued that India should condemn the
US and Israel for the strikes on Iran.
Th 2 s

tion some in our strategic
believe India deserves. But neither the
fear of missing out nor jealousy is a
sound basis for good foreign policy.

To be fair, some voices calling for
Indian mediation are sincere, arguing
thatindia hasa moral ohhgzman anda

tod 1disagree

A country that publicly condemns one
party in a conflict cannot present itself
to that same party as a neutral broker.
You cannot be both the moral critic o a
pan.y inawarand the honest interlocu-

tor in that war. If you insist that India

compliance. Pakistan is mediating
because it is desperate for relevance

which India lacks — a UN Security
Council veto, a formal strategic part-
nership with Tehran, deep economic
leverage over the Gulf States, a great
power in Trump’s eyes, and a special
envoy for the region. Chinese foreign
‘minister Wang Yi has made 18 callsin
27 days since the war started. And yet

and h: from
trying, Neither applies to India. It has
too much to lose from a failed attempt
and too little leverage to guarantee
success. Without the ability to move
Washington or Tel Aviv, an Indian
mediation would be a speccacle

the war 1f China, with all
that advantage and weight, cannot
move the needle, what exactly can
India do?

There is a final, underappreciated
danger. Every time India endorses the
principle that extema] powers, not the

 Consider

with them on the merits. But the argu-

does both you want
performance, not honest mediation.

ip the US under Trump. The
tariff dispute is barely resolved, the

UN, havea ‘mediating
active conflicts, it quietly weakens its
oown longstanding resistance to third-

abroad while refus-

trying because our neighbour

ton, Oth mentdriven by opucs and compendve Consider the speclflc conditions of  trade dealis fragile, and its own difficul-  party involvement in Kashmir. Media-
diplomacy, precedentinpar-  instinctdeser this war mediation. ties with the Trump administrationcon-  tion as a norm, after all, cannot be
ticular, toshow that India once mattered Let'srecall alittle history. Indladoes The manner in which the third-party  tinue. India has no institutic infra-  selectively i
in international mediation and can  have a history of mediation. In the  talksorganised byOman wereusedby  structure for high-stakes conflictmedia- ing it at home. Those demanding
again, itical willItis ~ Korean War, it; the US and Israel asacover to sprmgn tion either — no tradition of special  Indian mediation are actually not ask-
aseductive argument, but itis wrong.  channel between i dBei-  surpris tokeep i fli i ing India to make peace, but be seen
Here'swhy. jing i 53UN  inmind. Omani-me-  back-channels to the relevant parties, ~ out there tryi

Letme begin withan unmmfunable resolution that led to thearmistice. This ~ diated m]ks cuncluded on February26  and no recent precedentordiplomatic s at it. That is not statecraft. That is
question: i o i with Oman’ isterdeclaring  setup for ion. If the debate is  vanity.
when we didn'thear any of thisduring ~ extended to South East Asia, where “significant progress”and a follow-on  about i i i i

the Ukrainewar? Ifyou tracethetiming  India, chairing the Com-  meeting for March 2. Less ture to give India genuine mediatory Happymon Jacob is distinguished visiting
of the medlauon argumem in New mission for Superwslou aml Conlml than 48 hours later, Washingtonand Tel  capacity, I will defer to such wisdom. professor, School of Humanities & Social

Delhi, y¢

ou will
debatelsnola resultofIndia ldendfymg

oversay

Geneva Accordsin Indochina. Indmalso

Avivlaunched their strikes. Mediation
was a convenient cover. For India, the

But thatis a long project.
Then there is the lesson from what

Sciences, ShivNadar University. Theviews
expressedare personal

{ STRAIGHTFORWARD }
Shashi Shekhar

The wages of war, and
the lessons of history

‘media attention around the world —asa

photograph that would have launched a

thousand conversations on the very
meaning of humanity. But it didn't, The media
chose to ignore it, leading us to wonder if we
have created a blind and insensitive social
bubble around us.

Let us talk about the scene. On March 24,
dozens of women marched hand in hand,
barefoot, on the streets of Rome. These were
mothers from Gaza and Israel. Their children
or relatives were victims of the violence
unleashed by Hamas and the revenge
extracted by Israel.

Their message was loud and clear: The res-
idents of Israel and Gaza both consider them-
selves children of Adam and Eve, and all they
need is peace. The march was a lesson for
those who think every Israeli wants to burn
Gaza down.

‘These women met Pope Leo XIV on March
25. The Pope had already made an appeal for
peace. But did he talk to the US or Europe at
the behest of these mothers? There has been
no news of his reactions since then. When
and where would he get a better opportunity
to use his influence and the moral authority of
his office?

We are living in times of dwarves, not lead-
ers, The global community prior to and just
after World War II saw giants such as
Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King and
Nelson Mandela, whose actions, appeals and
arguments carried a lot of weight and found
resonance around the world. They kept the
world awake and alive through their own
awakening.

Inspired by them, ordinary people raised
their collective voice against injustice.

Let me share an example. It was June 8,
1972. Children in Vietnam's Trang Bang
region were running for safety, fleeing Ameri-
ca-supported attacks. Nine-year-old Kim Phuc
became the embodiment of the horrors
visited upon Vietnam by the war, when she
‘was photographed running stark naked after
anapalm attack burnt her back.

The whole world was shocked the next day
when her photo appeared on the front pages of
newspapers. The American public took to the
streets denouncing the then-President, Richard
Nixon. Under pressure from the public, Nixon
was forced to order the end of the war.

Our mental universe seems to have been
corrupted beyond repair, in the years since
those instances of anti-war activism. The
US-Israel bombing of Iran for over a month

It was a scene that should have hogged

IT IS DISTURBING THAT
THE RISE OF THE US AS
THE SOLE SUPERPOWER
SINCE 1991 HAS BECOME
OPPRESSIVE. [IRAQ, LIBYA,
SOMALIA, AFGHANIST/
VENEZUELA, AND NOW
IRAN'S DESTRUCTION
ARE SAD REMINDERS
OF THIS FACT

now has killed, among others, over 170 girls
and teachers in the Iranian city of Minab. Teh-
ran released photos of the dead girls. Videos
and photos of their grieving parents were
shared in media and social media, but how
many of us cared to look at them?

‘The western media may block it out but the
deaths will keep haunting humanity for centu-
ries to come. Our deliberate blindness can't
hoodwink history.

‘The Lidice Massacre offers perspective. On
orders from Adolf Hitler, Nazi forces lined up
173 men and boys above 15 years of age in Lid-
ice, a village in the present Czech Republic
and shot them point blank, in retaliation for
the death of a Nazi official. Women and chil-
dren were sent to Ravensbruck concentration
camp. The majority of them were gassed (nine
children were housed with Nazi families to be

“Aryanised”). The statues of 82 murdered chil-
dren of Lidice still stand, underlining the hol-
low humanity of our civilisation.

Russia’s war on Ukraine is now inching
towards its fifth year. There are reports of
thousands of schoolchildren, women, and
men being trafficked. So far, close to 400,000
people from both nations have been killed in
the conflict. A Lancet report from February
says, in Gaza, close to 75,000 people have

have
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There must be pressure on the

=
aggressor. Lifting sanctions is certainly
not pressure. It looks strange

What the State fails
to get about dissent

an immediate confrontation but leaves
a larger democratic question unre-
solved. WangchuK's fast had sougm cunsntu-

adakhi activist Sonam Wangchuk's
I recent release from detention may close

ended in violence.

ing the Kudankulam nuclear plant were dis-
‘missed as impediments to development.

‘The pattern is more pronounced in India’s

frontier regions where dissent is filtered

tional for Ladakh
and polmcal safeguards such as mclusmn
under

through
Here, protest is rarely treated as democratic

version into a Union Termory The govern-
ment's defence of this rested on the familiar
Ianguage of national security that Ladakh isa
sensitive borderland whose politics cannot be
separate from the strategic pressures posed by
China and Pakistan.

On paper, such caution appears logical.
However, the episode revealsa tension

of national secuﬁtyA The bombing of . Aizawlin
during th ion of the Mizo

gency reveals how swiftly dialogue could give
way to force when unrest emerges in border-
lands. In Manipur, Irom Sharmila’s 16-year
hunger strike against AFSPA was met with
repeated arrests and force-feeding than politi-
The same reflex has echoed

within the grammar of Indian democracy. Gov-
ernments often engage dissent only after it

been killed and hundreds
been displaced.

Flimsy justifications are forwarded by the
aggressors for the attacks on Ukraine and
Gaza. But the attack on Iran is living testi-
mony of political lies and deceit. After
destroying Iran's nuclear facilities in June
2025, why have US President Donald Trump
and Israel Prime Minister Benjamin Netan-
yahu attacked the country again? They may
keep spouting their justifications but they are
now caught in their own trap. They forgot
Iran is no Gaza. The Persian civilisation is one
of the oldest in the world. One can’t just oblit-
erate them from the face of the Earth. Iran
isn't just doggedly fighting back, it has also
created a real scare for the global economy.
‘Who has the upper hand in the present con-
fiict? Who's winning it? What will the winner
gain after victory? What fate will the van-
quished suffer?

Itis disturbing that the rise of the US as the
sole superpower since 1991 has become
oppressive. Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Afghanistan,
Venezuela, and now Iran’s destruction are sad
reminders of this fact. The US could wreak
such misery because its military and eco-
nomic might has remained almost unchal-
lenged. The Vietnam War ended in 1973. At
the time, the US economy — at $3.5 trillion —
was the world's largest. The erstwhile Soviet
Union was second and Japan third. The US
economy was more than twice as big as
Japan's. Today, the difference between the
two countries is six times. This asymmetry
has made several US presidents reckless and
arrogant,

This is the reason the death of innocent
children and the lament of their mothers don't
move anyone anymore. This barbaric aspect
of human civilisation should scare us all.

Shashi Shekhar is editor-in-chief, Hindustan.

rather than while

acmss Kashmir, the Northeast and now
Ladakh. Geography reshapes the State’s per-
ception of dissent.

it can still inform governance. The treatment of djssem inthe past dccade

Political theorists have thatdis-  reflects both inuity and i of
sentis not ion within but ies. The Narendra Modi govern-
one of its organising principles. menthas increasingly relied on legal

Democratic systems derive resil-
ience from their capacity to absorb
disagreement before it hardens into
rupture. Protests are an early-warn-
ing mechanism through which soci-
eties register policy failures and
moral anxieties.

Shubhrastha

and administrative instruments —
from sedition provisions to anti-ter-
ror legislation — to frame protestas
amatter of security than democratic
negotiation. Nationwide protests
against a constitutionally sound
CAA we.re often treated through a

dissent has often been ignored until

it becomes politically costly or tolerated only
within carefully defined boundaries set by
those in power. The forms, however, have
evolved across different phases.

In the early decades post Independence, dis-
sent was acknowledged but carefully con-
tained. Jawaharlal Nehru, as Prime Minister,
shephcrdad the First Amendment in 1951 Criti-
cism was welcomed in arenas the State could

der lens. Farmers pro-

testing agricultural reforms were

initially dismissed. Later, the government

entered into negotiations and repealed the

laws, Engagement has come only after sus-

tained mobilisation made confrontation una-
voidable.

Supporters of such measures often argue
that a more assertive State is necessary in an
era of geopolitical rivalry and internal fragmen-
tation. But the deeper question— whether dis-

liament, universi tel-  sentis asani in gov-
lectual circles, But when dissent spllled into  ernance or as an irritant to be managed —
streets, it was often treated remains Tt would be equally mis-

By the late 1960s and 1970s, this paternalism
‘hardened into suspicion. Indira Gandhi's politi-
cal style increasingly interpreted dissent as
potential conspiracy. The railway strike of 1974,
one of the largest industrial actions in the
world, was treated less as a labour dispute than
as a challenge to State authority. During the
Emergency, the distinction between dissent
and disloyalty collapsed altogether as opposi-
tion was criminalised.

fihe Mandal Co

taken to romanticise protest movements. Activ-
ists and campaigners, like all political actors,
pursue alignments and calculations. However,
the measure of a confident democracy lies pre-
cisely in its ability to engage dissent without
immediately recasting it as threat.

Protests are democracy’s untidy but essen-
tial language — signalling anxieties when insti-
tutions fail to listen. When governments

nd only after escalation, they expose weak
channels for early dialogue. India must treat

by VP Singh in 199
caste students including tragic acts of selftim-
molation. It was handled primarily as a matter

dissent as unless it
wishes to remain a republic that votes vigor-
ously but listens reluctantly.

of policing than a chance for a
national cunversauon on caste, merit and
Singh's ten-

The views expressed are personal

Durin,
ure, land acquisition conflicts in Singur and

School of Global Leadership. Gurugram. The views
expressed are personal
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Meta-Google ruling: Al
labs must pay attention

Ajudicial verdict on the harms caused by addictive-by-design social media spotlights the

menace of reckless digital innovation just as AI-guided warfare raises global risks skyhigh

nanage of unprecedented tech evolution,
the law can easily fall behind the curve; all
too often, legislation fails to keep pace. Yet,
precedents matter. Last week, ajury in the
US held Google and Meta liable for social-
media platforms designed to be addictive,
thus exposing underage users to health risks
they left unflagged. The news was duly wel-
comed with sighs of relief. At last, social media
was being hauled up by the US justice system.
‘What objections to harmful posts could not do,
given how America shields free speech and
social-media platforms for what users post, a
lawsuit that put YouTube and Instagram in
the dock has done. A 20-year-old plaintiff was
awarded damages that look tiny against the
$132.2 billion and $60.5 billion made last year
by their respective owners, Google’s parent
Alphabet and Mark Zuckerberg’s Meta. How-
ever, since a tidal wave of similar lawsuits is on
its way, these megacorps are set to escalate their
defence. Rather than pay the penalty, they plan
toappeal the verdict. Their likely hope: the
addiction bit could yet be proven flaky, which
would let them off the hook. Inall this, the ques-
tion of Big Tech's liability echoes an old battle
against Big Tobacco. And that's also why this
case isa wake-up call for the US tech industry.
Now that artificial intelligence (AI) has driven
the stakes skyhigh on what counts as reckless
orwilful harm by digital design, evenif done
indirectly, its quest for profit might face tighter
tests of justice even in the ‘land of the free.’
Fordecades, US tobacco firms looked the
other way as evidence mounted of smoking
risks. A scandal led to a big verdict in 2006 that
held America’s market lm(lcr guilty not just of
hiding how addictive and risky its products
were, but also lacing them with stuff to make

them harder to quit. As for social media, a
whistleblower at Facebook (now Meta) alleged
in 2021 that the company was aware of various
harms, but user-engagement for profits took
priority. The plaintiff who won last week was
found to have suffered anxiety, depression
and body dysmorphia, but the case pivoted on
whether app addiction was to blame. Snap and
TikTok, also accused, went for quiet settle-
ments. Google and Meta fought on liberty,
even as they sought to trash the argument that
dopamine hits delivered by their apps made
them irresistible. But app features like infinite
scrolls and algorithmic feeds were not just held
to be addictive, but wilfully designed to hook
eyeballs. Given what we know of the brain’s
reward circuitry and how dopamine lights up
oursynapses, plus the revealed conduct of the
accused, the US jury’s call was correct. It also
explains why some countries want to keep
under-16s off social media.

How historic will last week’s decision prove?
That depends on how it impacts future cases.
Social media acting like a drug might have
clinched KGM vs Meta Platforms et al, but the
case was broadly about digital products that put
people in harm’s way through a profit chase
that’s either rash or unethical. That should ring
an Albell. Alarm over how Al is evolving has
been hushed by an American triad: an armsrace
with China, Big Tech’s clout and free-market
theory. With calls for restraint reduced to cries
in the wilderness, America risks letting loose Al
tools that could menace us all. Warfare in the
age of Al should focus minds. Likewise, the risk
oflives taken wantonly by AT weapons deployed
toacton their own by rogue actors. What law-
makersare wont to overlook (or encourage),
perhaps the pursuit of justice could restrain.

Digital fraud compensation: It's
now for banks to tighten security

RBIs directions should push lenders to invest in high-end systems designed to safeguard customers

are, respectively, managing director, senior
partner and APAC head, risk and
compliance, Boston Consulting Group
(BCG); and principal, risk and data science,
BCG.

he Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI)

draftamendment directions

released this month are timely
and appropriate. These will hopefully
persuade banks to pnnnn/c resource

Areceiving bank that permits mule
accounts onits platform now bearsa
direct financial cost for that failure. The
EUwent further underits PSD:
arliament and Council
ached a provisional political agree-
ment in November 2025. Ifa fraudster
impersonates a PSP and tricks a cus-
tomer intoa transfer, the PSP owes a full
retund with no ceiling. Singapore’s Mon-
etary Amhul y deployed its Shared

y Framework on a waterfall

4 institutions pay
when controls fail, telecom firms pay if
SMS channelsare exploited and un]\'
when hoth have met their obli

Pre-emptive fraud detection: While
exceptional players exist, the typical
players in India’s banking and payment
ecosystem may not be keeping pace
withan evolving and ever-sophisticated
adversary. The reason may not be capa-
bility so muchaslackof pnunludllun
Some industry players that have highly
evolved digital processes in terms of
customer onboarding and loan deci-
sion-making may have relatively under-
developed fraud detection systems,
They still run on transaction velo
thresholds, geographic flags, fixed
tr.m\ (lOll(d]\\alld otheroutdated
mechanis 1foradifferent

does the loss fall on the customer. Scam
cases fell 26% in the first half of 2025
itself. Regulators in other major econo-
miessuch as the US, Australiaand New
Zealand are at various stages of applying
such regulations.
 RBI'scurrent draft focuses on digital

deployment forc digital fraud
overalland not just in payments. While
the Indian economy has benefitted sig-
nificantly from digital infrastructure,
including for payments, the time is right
tostep up the institutional capacity to
keep digital fraud in check. This will
enhance adoption of the digital infra-
s(rm lurt-h providing asafety net for

il ngacompen-
sation mechanism for victims of digital
frauds ranging from phishing to
coerced money transfers, the central
bank s acknowledging something the
numbers have been saying for years:
fraud in Indiais not a payment-rail
problem. Itisa i

emi .
step with global regula-
tors: Major global regulators have been
moving towards hard liability frame-
works on the understanding that
sophisticated digital frauds can't be
stopped by warning consumersalone.
Inthe UK, the Payment Systems Regu-
lator's mandatory reimbursement rul
came into force in October 2024, requir-
ing payment service providers (PSPs) to
splitlosses equally between the sending
and receiving institution up to £85,000.

350,000; each victim may
claim compensation only once in alife-
time. This should go along way in bol-
stering the confidence of the economi-
cally weak, although more effort may be

eraof payments. These generate false
positives that frustrate genuine custom-
ersand false negatives that let sophisti-
cated fraud through.

Wideradoption of advanced tools,
such as graph-network models that map
mule account networks, detect syn-
thetic identities, apply behavioural bio-
metricsand are linked with suspect-
mobile databases, would help. The
systems needed to run these models
require capital commitments, which

mqmrml by the whole ecosyste m. The

their incentive to prevent fraud rather

than absorb its aftermath.
Diy /)
Indiarecorded over 2.8 million ¢y
crime complaints on the National Cyber
Crime Reporting Portal in 2025, a 24%
jump over2024. Financial losses
reached 322, rore. Investment-

related scams dominated, accounting for
76% of total losses and 35% of all cases:
fake trading platforms, Ponzi schemes
and crypto traps run on WhatsApp and
Telegram group:
Annual Report fo
13,516 dlgnm] p

Within banking, RBI's
2024-25 recorded
yment fraud cases, rep-

.5% of all banking frauds,
s0f 3520 crore. Onein five
itha UPluser has been hit at

e, yet51%never file a complaint
so official figures understate the reality.

10 BEARS 6O

most institutions have deferred.

We need systemic capability: India’
fraud ecosystem requires shared infra-
structure—an inter-bank fraud intelli-
gence platform run by a specialized
bureau for fraud signals, mule account
identifiers, device fingerprints and
emerging attack patternsto be
exchanged in real-time a he finan-
cial system. Fraudsters exploit informa-
tion gaps between institutions, often
using the same ploys to attack banks
successively. Lack of communication
imposes higher costs on bank account
holders than need be.

RBI'sdraft sets a compensation floor.
However, it cannot reduce the volume
of frauds that makes compensation
necessary. Whether institutions build
uponit, driven by considerations of
customer service and operational
resilience, is the question that will
determine whether Indian consumers
find themselves better protected.

JUST A TROTGHT |

Scrolling is the
new smoking.

JOSHUA FIELDS MILLBURN

The paradox of being dark-skinned and upper-caste

MANU JOSEPH

discriminates this way

what it meant was lh.u he appeared down-

of us, including the class that is
So, the outrage is not a process of self-im-
provement. It i compensation for the

trodden
ditionally treated the downtrodden poorly.
Inasociety, marginalized people have one

toagroup thattra-

driver, not only because I have the habit of
standingstill on a pavement doing nothing,
but because of how I look. But is this so
tragi

At most, it is annoying if you were

isajournalist, novelist and
screenwriter. His latest book is
‘Why the Poor Don't Kill Us.!

nlh(’l‘!SOs Indld bneﬂ\ adoreda I(‘('ndg(’

Sp xman krishnan.
Then he de(l aml ldt(r returned as a
commentator. A few

pow rful peoplmned to hlde him fromthe
camera, they were reluctant to invite him to
the toss. It was conveyed to him that he was

media about this, he said that his life was
always this way, even when he wasa young
cricket star. Hewas often mistaken fora poor
person and treated shoddily.

By experience, | know that this may notbe
the whole truth behind why he was quitting
commentary, but nothing he said about how
peoplereacted to his general appearance is
shocking.

It disgusts Indians, though. We have for
long been disgusted at how colour-con-
scious India is. So you wonder who exactly

self-awareness that we will persist with this
behaviour that first associates the colour of
the skin with poverty, .mdlr(‘dlslhnwwhu
are clubbed as the underc

respect. An unsung fact of Indian mediocrity
inevery walk oflife, from dentistry to news
anchoring, is that it is populated with very
*presentable’ people.

Sivaramakrishnan was lucky that his
geniuswasinsportand notin the arts where
there arealot of pious souls who say all the
right thingsbut who ..\m ;.dlekwpem)tdus.s
Ofallthe thi is the most

comfort even though they are pushed aside
for how they look, what they are and what
label has been given to them. They are still
among their own. Every-
one around them shares
their plight. Also, in an

objective. But c\ cn in that sphere, hailing
from privilege makesallthe difference. This
was especially soin the 80s. And Sivarama-
krishnan, for his time, did come from the
right home, the right club. Which brings us
to the most intriguing part of hislament. He
isanupper-caste person who in his hour of
catharsis is speaking the language we nor-
y associate with victims of discrimina-
tion, not beneficiaries of inequality.
So, some people may not be so moved by

dark-skinned and upper-caste in India. For

Even those atop

withawoman youwished to impress, butin
retrospect always funny.

After PEN gave me an award meant for
“writers of colourwho have
been published in the
United States,” in my writ-

increasingly unequal Y i ten acceptance of the
nation, the high and the Indla S SOClal award, which was read
lucky are accelerating hierarchy can be #loudbymy publisherdur-
away from those who are ing the ceremony, I told
left behind. Asaresult, the them they should know my
underclass have very little treated poorly colour before 1 took their
interactionwiththeupper  for the colour of “it's the colour of
asses. But an upper-caste ppuccino.”
sstuck with hisown. Ifhe their Skin_ But But Sivaramakrishnan
does not look like the rest . probably never found all
orhis caste group. it isa  they’'re lonelier sy Onee.heweptat

perpetual torment.

‘When he was14, hewent
toChepaukstadium in Chennaito bowlat the
netsto the Indian team, and a player, whom
hedidn’t name, asked him to clean his shoes,
mistaking him for support staff.

Somethinglike this commonly occursto
Indians when they holiday in the West. At
least thrice, I have been mistaken for a

his own birthday cake

because someone joked
that it was chocolate to match his colour. A
lifetime of ridicule made him sensitive not
only to hi . but to hiswholeappearance
that he felt was rigged against him, a human
form that he implied would have been
respected more by hisown community if it
had fairer skin.

The only time his caste was invoked was
when writers, usually upper-caste writers
who were attempting on-behalf-of-the-
downtrodden essays, lamented that the
Indian cricket team was dominated by
So he was, theoretically, a
privileged man inan unequal nation. Yet, he
felt like one of the deprived.
kinned in Indiaareat a particu-
lar disadvantage compared to the dark in
other regions of the world for a particular
reason. | remember the bafflement of an
African who lived in Mumbai. He said that
when he would stand on a railway platform,
when the train arrived, from the Iu conm-
partment to the last, people dangling from
doorways would scream “Jaalu.” His baffle-
ment was that most people who screamed
were dark themselves. He also struggled,
like Muslims, to find a home in a city that
simpletonintellectuals oftenrefertoas cos-
mopolitan, which it never was. But he was
not as wounded as Siv aramakri ishnan
because y that did
not hold his colour against him since they
wereall his colour.

People of the same race and caste in India
come in different colours. So there is the
cruelty of discrimination, but without the
fellowship of the dark-skinned.

onge
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We must rethink insider lending
in cases of corporate insolvency

Related-party creditors of insolvent. firms should be asked to show that the credit extended was not actually equity in disguise

SAHOO & DHAN

YA JHA

are, respectively, former chairman, Insolvency
and Bankruptcy Board of India, and an emeritus
fellow of the Insolvency Law Academy; and a
student at Rajiv Gandhi National University of
Law, Punjab.

hould insiders that lend to their own

companies stand in the same queue as

arm’s-length creditors in insolvency?

Theanswer, at least in liquidation, is

largely ‘yes' under the Insolvency and

Bankruptcy Code 0f 2016. A promoter
may support its company by infusing equity in the
guise of debt through a group entity. If the company
later enters insolvency, the creditor, despite having
enjoyed informational and structural advantages
and effectively provided risk capital, may still rank
alongside external financial creditors.

Jud onsreaffirm this. In Times Innova-
tive Media Ltd, the appellant contended that the
related-party creditor should be treated asan
equity investor and be placed at the bottom of the
liquidation waterfall. The appellate authority
rejected the contention, holding that since the
statutory waterfall makes no distinction between
related and unrelated creditors, a claim cannot be
subordinated merely because the creditoris
related to the debtor.

Thisapproach aligns with the Supreme Court’s
reasoning in the M. Rajagopalan case in the con-
textof distribution under resolution plans. The
court clarified that the Code does not mandate
identical treatment for all creditors within the

Many insolvency regimesaddress this concern

y

\lam e uﬂhcu Llaxms risks undermining bmh The
C

Washington's war on statistics
will leave everybody worse off

Dodgy data could have severe economic and social consequences

MICHAEL R. BLOOMBERG
is the founder and majority owner of
Bloomberg.

e have a saying at Bloomberg,

one we brought with us to New

York City Hall: “If you can’t

measure it, you can’t manage it.” The fed-
eral government is now indanger of prov-
ingjust how much truth those words hold.
For over a century, Republicans and
Democrats have agreed on the need for
objective data to inform their debates. In
the 1890s, when the Senate commissioned
anovelstudy of pricesand wages, Senator
Nelson Aldrich, a Republic: d staunch
protectionist, explained the rationale:
“There was no expectation that the mem-
bersof the committee would agree about

»

Fears have arisen over America's statistical
system losing its integrity. ISTOCKPHOTO

(Ioll.'nrs ayearwl hilealso poremm[l) leading
|-market ineffici slow
investment and growth.

Making matters worse, the attack on the
integrity of federal dataisundermining the
private sector’s confidence init—and that
uncertainty can also be adragon the econ-
omy. Otherwise obscure technical changes
nowinevitably raise questions about politi-
and d ata r(*lmh il\

the political oreven the ec cbearings

ofthe factsascertained; but all were desir-

ous that hereafter there should be no re:

sonto question the integrity of the facts.”
Or, as New York Senator Pat Moynihan

would later put it, “Everyone is entitled to

theirown opinions, but not their own facts.”
Thme COMmon- \mw and Inpdrtmn

helped

through doctrines such
inUS b,mkruplc\' jurisprud lence. This empowers
courts to subordinate a creditor’s claim in certain
circumstances. Courts typically apply a three-
pronged test: the claimant must have engaged in
inequitable conduct: the misconduct must have

same class, nor does it prohibit treat-
ment. Distribution underaresolution plan largely
falls within the commercial wisdom of the commit-
tee of creditors (CoC).

Related parties occupy a peculiar position in the
insolvency framework. The Code bars related-
party financial creditors from participating in the
CoC toavoid conflict of interest and disqualifies
related parties of ineligible promoters from sub-
mitting resolution plans to preserve process integ-

ity. It subjects their transactions to heightened
scrutiny through longer look-back periods and
neLh.ml:ms to unwind deals favouril i
Isrecognize the potential
forabuse mherem in their position.

Yet, in the liquidation waterfall, related-party

lenders rank pari pas ss mth unrelated ones. Thi:

arm’s-length uerhlurs enables promoters to stra-
tegically structure or recharacterize intra-group
funding as debt in anticipation of distress, and
rewards insiders by allowing what is risk capital to
recover ahead of those who assumed genuine com-
mercial risk.

In India, the concernisamplified because finan-
cial creditors rank above operational creditors.
The outcome is counterintuitive: an insider lender
whose funding closely resembles equity recovers
ahead of an external supplier who extended trade
creditonarm’s-length terms. This raises a ques-
tion: Should the insolvency framework remain
blind to the structural advantages insiders possess?

xn]ured other creditors oruml‘erred anunfair
the claimant; and lination
must not be inconsistent with the statutory
scheme. The principle reinforced is that insiders
should not benefit from their own misconduct.

Other jurisdictions rely on statutory rules. In
Germany, most shareholder loans are automati-
cally subordinated below unsecured creditor
claims. Spain similarly places certain related-party
dchh near the bottom of the priority ladder. These

ksreflect alegis dj that
insider funding often rcwmbles equity more than
arm'’s-length debt.

International guidance reflects similar concerns.
The United Nations Commission on International
Trade Law’s Legislative Guide on Insolvency Law
recognizes that related parties are more likely to
possess early knowledge of the debtor’s financial
distress and may have received preferential treat-
ment. It, therefore, recommends special treatment
for certain related-party claims, including subordi-
nation where appropriate.

Indian insolvency Izm pro idesno. (‘ompanhlo
mechanism for sut insider clai 1
oninequitable advantage. Adjudicating authorities
cannot override the statutory waterfall on grounds
of fairness alone. Any change in the treatment of
related-party claims must, therefore, come
through legislative reform.

The Codeisbuilton two guld.lug |1rmc|ple< max-

of value and bal hold
ests. Treating insider lenders identically to external
creditors, without examining the economic sub-

inter-

those

fora Lomp.m\ s dJ.su essshould not reg:u.n control
through the resolution process. The same logic
should inform how insolvency proceeds are distrib-
uted. Where insider lending is structured to secure
anunfairadvantage over external creditors, the law
must have the capacity to correct it.

Acarefully designed framework for subordinat-
ingrelated-party claims could address this concern
without discouraging legitimate intra-group
financing. The ohjective should not be to penalize
insider lending, but to clearly distinguish between
genuine commercial credil and opportunistic
positioning. Where insider credit is extended on
arm's-length terms and for legitimate husiness
purposes, it should be respected as debt. But
where the structure reveals an attempt to game
the insolvency waterfall, the law should respond
accordingly.

Oneapproach would be to arebutta-
ble presumption that related-party financial claims
be subordinated below unsecured third-party
claims. During the claims verification process, the
resolution professional could identify related-
party claims separately and seek enhanced disclo-
sures on the commercial rationale for such a loan,
its terms and whether equity was a realistic alterna-
tivetoit. Where the transaction withstands scru-
tiny, the claim would be treated as debt. Where it
does not, the claim could be subordinated to
reflectits true economic character.

A regime that overlooks the distinctive position
of insiders risks undermining the fairness that
insolvency law seeks to achieve. Creditors who
assume genuine commercial hould not stand
on the same footing as insiders who can structure
their support as debt. Closing this gap would
strengthen the fairness and credibility of India’s
insolvency framework.

tem that became r ecogmted asthegl [.,l()hdl
gold standard, one that deliversimmense

spra\\,lmg dnd "d\\ ed bumc 13 pm\clpal
statistical agencies and about 100 other
programmes present users with different
interfaces that often produce frustration.
Many agencies struggle to maintain data
quality as people become increasingly diffi-
cult to reach with traditional surveys.
The righl wayto addm.sssudl slmncom‘

value for American citizens for
modest cost, about 0.1% of the federal bud-
get. The categories of data rnlleumn are

uccessful
investin modernization. Shift from expen-
sive phone calls and visiis (0 oline

endless—inflation, employme:
many others—because they are invaluable.

Government officials rely on this data
they make decisions about allocating

lataacrossagenciesand
incorporate private suppliers to improve
aceuracy and avoid duplication. Take
ad\anmge ol automation and artificial

resources to tackle probl and as they
determine whether policies and pro-
grammesare working. Ifyou think govern-
ment s inefficientand ineffective now, wait
untilyou ;emlnpcl.ue\umoul guml dala

Busin
enton thisdat: llm_\'makcplanningand
investment decisions.

Nevertheless, the USadministration has
been undermmmg the mlcgrm of the

i i

hi il big upfront
coststo hmld anew systemwhile simulta-
neously maintaining the old—but, done
right, it would save money in the long run.

The US Congress never anticipated an
assault on federal data. Only four of As
3 principal statistical agencies enj
any significant statutory protections, and
even those are w gislators should
stre ngthen those protec tions and provide

count | system by playing poli:
ticswith it. When, furexample the Bureau
of Labor Statistics (BLS) delivered a down-
beat jobs report last year, the president
abruptly fired its commissioner. After
introducing deep cuts in food stamps for

ht needed to mnd—
ernizesy T houldals

its confirmation power to reject nominees
with partisan or ideological biases who
seem likely to fudge numbersor weaken the
integrity of data collection. It was encourag-

the poor, scancelledasurvey meas-
uring how many people were going hungry.
Data on inflation, education, farm wages,
police misconduct and federal employee
morale have also suffered or disappeared
amid staffand budget reductions.

The potential harm goes well beyond
transparency. To give just one example:
The BLS that reduced data collection could
attimes change its estimates of year-over-
year inflation by 0.1 percentage point—a
variation that, small as it might seem, can
alterSocial Security benefits by billions of

ing! ise concernsabout the
partisanship of a nominee tolead the BLS,
leading the White House to drop him.
There’s another saying that I've long
lived by in business and government: “In
God we trust. Everyone else: Bring data.”
Butif the federal government makes it so
that data can’t be trusted, God help us.
We have no shortage of complex and
difficult problems in America. And trying
tosolve them without high-quality, non-
partisan and trustworthy data is sure to
make them worse. (©BLOOMBERG

Annihilation of caste: How capitalism could achieve it

economic

AMAR PATNAIK & ANSHUMAN SHARMA

are, respectively, a lawyer, a
former Comptroller and
Auditor General bureaucrat,
and former member of
Parliament; and director of
Global Policy Research
Foundation.

hedominant progressiveargumentin
India calls for dismantling of caste
through radical redi: lbuu(m b\'

ping asymmetries of power:
power, political power, s s, cultural

mercequietly dissolves barriersthat ideology

legitimacy, access to information, s} and
technology, opportunity and capability.
Acaste hierarchy has concentrated privi

isible in India. Platforms like
Zomato and Swiggy have normalized mil-

works on ‘bourgeois dignity’ argues that
societies flourish when commerce and
entrepreneurship gain social legitimacy.
When merchants and innovators are

lionsof' everyday.

lege across land and capital n
power), social prestige (social power), cul-
tural legitimacy (ritual authority), political
influenceand access to education and infor-
mation, hile, marginalized commu-

meansofland reforms, intery
revolutionary social restructuring. The
argument isthat the entrenched inequality
of India’s caste system must be annihilated
through political and ec m\omn lc velling.

nitiesare excluded acrossalmost every side
of the octagon. This multi-dimensional
asymmetrical power structure makes the
castesystem e\tr(-mclv resilient.

However, this esd coun-

ter-intuitive argument. W hal if the fasf
path toannihilating caste is through capit

Agrowing body of thought suggests that
markets, u\ll(pumuﬁlup and access to

lat rcdut_mg asy mmv—

Inter
i 1d

through redistribution policies—and le.n e
the broader structure intact.
Markets I ('rlmv multiple asymmetries and

capital can dissolve social hierarc
effectively than centralized redi
Caste as a system of power as) A

erode hierarchies: Capital can
compress multiple \ldex of the powerasym-
melr) octagon si When indi-

Is gain access to credit, entr

C der food without knowing the
caste of the cook or delivery partner—some-
thing that would have been
unthinkable earlier, when
notionsofritual purity gov-
erned food exchanges.
Plus, gig work. digital mar-
ketplaces and startup ece
ystems have made occu-
pational identity fluid.
person can be a delivery
partner today, a small
entrepreneur tOMOrrow
and a digital creator next.
Our economy is thus
becoming dynamicrather
1hauh(re<hlan Il\wul[h
ion and i

helpful f for und; ling the
system'’s multi-nodal hold on structural ine-
quality could be the ‘powerasymmetry octa-
gon' outlined by one of thisoped'sauthorsin
his work, Institutional Change and Power
Asymmetryin the Contextof Rural India (Pat-
naik, 2018). Thisapproach argues that ine-
quality in India arises from eight overlap-

ship, digital platforms and markets, power
shifts. Capital expands economic power.
Entrepreneurship expands opportunity
power. Digital platforms expand information
power. Skill-based employment expands
capability power. Markets reconfigure the
entire structure of opportunity and com-

increasingly come from entrepreneurial
success rather than lineage, social hierarch-
ies begin to rearrange themselves. Our mar-
kets are not morally neutral, but they are
redistributing status in real time.

The cultural legitimacy of capital: Eco-
nomic historian Deirdre McCloskey in her

Markets are
indifferent to
lineage. They
accord status

not by birth but
by one’s ability
to create value

social mobility expands. Europe’s transfor-
‘mationafter the Enlightenment, according
m Mccluske was not

tural shift that dignified
commerce. In merpmmg

butastructural challenge to caste hierarchy.
w hm lhe oney e—murg,malued become
they
.||1cr po\\ er across multiple dimensions of
Patnaik’s octagon. This is not just symbolic
mobilityas theability to generate value inan
economy c]mnﬂcs status p(‘rrcpl ion

Th

Redistributionve

attemptstolevel mequdlll\ by reallocating
existing wealth. This can addressimmediate
deprivation, but can’t transform structural
nppm mmt\' theway capital formation can.

eties, ind;
modest backgrounds muld
through markets. Our
economy isseeinga similar
conomic participa-
tion increasingly depends
on what one can build or
deliverrather thanon one’s
birth. While caste asks who
one was born to, markets
ask: Can you create value?

morally neutral, hulqme
lhe\ are active agents of status red
tion, they offer usa path to me.m
of caste—one of India’
andsocial goals. Caste isresi
isembedded in both culture and lhe econ-
omy. Ideology en cultural reform and
political mobilization has struggled to
achieveit. However, marketsand capital, if
widely accessible, have the capacity to
reduce sev enﬂ asymmetriessimultaneously

Bottomof the py Chandra
Bhan Prasad has argued that capitalism may
bethe most effective emancipatory force for
historically marginalized communities. He
arguesthat Dalit entrepreneurship, business
networks and private sector participation

represents not just economic advancement

and caste. Not because markets
are morally superior, but because they are
structurally indifferent to lineage.

If India can democratize capital deeply
enough, caste may not need to be over-
thrown through any dramatic action. It may
simply become economically obsolete.
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India’s clean power push needs a
missing piece: Energy efficiency

— By Kaushik Das Gupta
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Jaw-jaw is better than war-war
— Harold Macmillan
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH
INVOLVES USALL

G7 meetunderlines
fractures in the West

HEN THE foreign ministers of the Group of
Seven met at a mediaeval monastery outside
Parislast week, their agenda was inevitably domi-
nated by me US-Israeli war agams[ I.tan :md its
lobal ecc ‘The alle
foranimmediate halt toattackson civilians and civilian infra-
structure, emphasised the protection of diplomatic missions
and foreign nationals, and warned that continued escalation
could destabilise the wider Middle East. They called for coor-
dinated humanitarian assistance for affected populations and
underlined the need for a return to diplomatic channels. The
G7 ministers also warned that disruption to shipping through
the waterways posed a serious threat to the global economy,
given the large share of the world ‘s oil and gas that transits it,
and indicated ity efforts
to ensure freedom of navigation.
The barebones statement did lmle to conceal however, the

The West Bengal puzzle — social gains
have not translated into higher incomes

(o)

i

™)
FROM PLATETOPLOUGH

ASHOK GULATI
AND BIDISHA CHANDA

HEREIS no development left,”

perannum, against India's 09 percent, and
Bihar’s143 percent. Why haven't these gains
translated into higherincomes?

O i i failure
toattractand retain private investment. The
pivotal momentcamein2008, whenthelate
Ratan Tata announced that Tata Motors
would withdraw from the Nano plant in Sin-
gur, attributing the decision to Mamata Ba-
nerjee’s anti-land acquisition agitation
againstthe Left Front government. The sig-
nal to corporate boardrooms across India
outlasted the episode: WB was notasafe des-
tination for long-term capital.

claimed West Bengal (WB) Chief After coming to power, Banerjee did

Mi o ister Mamata Banerjee littletoreversethis perception. In 2013, the
ingtheTMCmani-  West Bengal i WBIS) wa

festo for the upcoming Assem-  introduced to promote industrial growth

bly elections. However, consider the per
capitaincome (PCI) numbersof WB: In 1960~
61, when Congress held office in the state,
'WB ranked second in the country on a PCI
basis, just behind By thetime

through arange of fiscal incentives, In April
2025, the state passed the Revocation Act,
retrospectively withdrawing three decades
of T pisie 3 e

P
for welfare schemes targeting

theLeft Fronttook overin1977,it

groups.

tothefifth position. And when Mamata Ba-
nerjee’s Trinamool Congress took over the

partners. reins in 2011, the state had fallen to the 17th

Europeanallies position. Three terms later, WB ranks 16th,

mrtheu reluctance to back the US against Iran. The Europeans, withaPCIofRs 1,63467 —well belowthe na-

for their part, feel angry at bei led from decisi a tional FRs 2,05,324 and farbehind
war at their doorstep; some have declared it illegal and want no Telangana’s Rs 3,87.623.

pan init. Secretary of State Marco Rubio reminded European

jorshareof Ukraine’s
defence over four years — a war, he pointedly noted, not of
America’s making, He also sought to reassure them that the war
against Iran would be over within weeks and that the US would

This is not to suggest that WB has stag-
nated in the past ﬁvedecad:s. On socxal in-

dicators,

Companies that invested on the basis of
those incentives now face serious financial
losses, with outstanding claims wiped off the
b night, making fresh
difficult. In2023-24, WB’s Gross Fixed Capi-
tal Formation (GFCF) stood at just
1.2percentofits GDP—nearly half
of India’s 2.3 per cent. The picture
worsens when one looks at Net

Female literacy among the 15-49 age group
stands at 93.1 per cent (according to the

prevail. For fi theG7| anchorof West- Sample System, or SRS, 2023).
i i rder. It iti At 1.3, WB’ total fertility rate is in line with
storms before. This time, though. th look deepand sucha: laand Tamil

structural rather than superficial and tactical.

F){(emal Atf’u.rs Minister § Jals.hankar attended the Paris
ialinvitee, Brazil,

Saudi Arabia, South Korea, and Ukraine. He used the occasion
to engage collecnvely and bdaterally with G7 ministers and to
tioninendingthe
war. Jai and his French agreed to maintain
close coordmauon on seLunng !he SL\'al( of Hormuz. The two
Narendra Modi’s par-
ticipation in the G7 Summit in June, underlining India’s con-
tribution to the group’s work on macroeconomic imbalances
and international partnerships. India’s presence at the Paris
meeting was a demonstration of the country’s growing global
salience — and a reminder of the greater responsibilities that
come with it. As the fracture within the West deepens, India’s
contribution to stabilising the Gulf situation becomes not

the

Nadu (SRS, 2023). This has translated intoa
population growth rate of just 0.5 per cent

Fixed Capital wrcr)—  flagship cash transfer scheme
amere 04 percentof GDP, com-  for women accounts for nearly
paredtoLipercent forIndia. This 7 her cent of the state’s budget

sharpdropreflectsthe high level of
depreciation, which accounts for
64 per cent of GFCF in WB, much
h;,her[hanlndmsﬁlperoem ul-

timately,

Mamata Banerjee’s answer to
all of this s freebies. Her

expenditurein 2026-27.
There is no major plan
forindustrialisation

ployment genemtxon dependon pnva(e in-

vestment. Fi ushion
poverty; only industry can alleviate it. WB
appears to have forgotten this lesson.

The growth data underscore the prob-
lem. Between 2011-12 and 2024-25, at con-
stant (2011-12) prices, WB’s GDP grew at an
averageannual growth rate (AAGR) of 4.8 per
cent, well below thenational figure of 6.2 per
cent. Biharwithan AAGR of 6.5 percent, UP
with 6.1 per cent, Odisha with 6.3 per cent,

5, d.

lacks the political will to invest, modernise,

Takejute. es80 per
cent of India’s jute, 6.8 million tonnes in
2024-25, and has 88 of India’s 118 jute mills.
Byany measure, itshould be the global capi-
tal of jute —a natural fibre. Instead, most of
the output goes into making sacks for food-
grains and sugar, sold largely to the govern-
ment. Bangladesh, starting from scratch
after1971, diversified, modernised, and cap-
n.ued international markets. Dar]eehng tea

y: Itlostt war

cent, with
7 per cent fared better. The picture is even
more concerning in agriculture, which em-
ploys 38.2 per cent of the state’s workforce.
The sector grew at an AAGR of just 29 per
cent in WB, and the state fared poorly com-
pared toIndia’s AAGR of 4 per cent. In com-
parison, Bihar's agriculture AAGR stood at
39percent, UP's57 percent, Odisha’s 4.6 per
cent, Jharkhand’s 5.9 per cent, and Assam ‘s
6.3 per cent during the same period.

Thisis puzzlingbecause WBisaleading
producer of vegetables includingcabbage,
brinjal Tt
afler the harvest. Typically, a farmer re-

third of what

to Ceylon Tea, whose lion logo guarantees
certified quality standards enforced cen-
trally by the Sri Lanka Tea Board. Darjeeling
tea, fragmented across individual estates
with no unified quality enforcement and a
GI tag routinely abused by fraudulent
‘blenders, could offer no such assurance.
MamataBanerjee’sanswertoall of thisis
freebies (revdis). Lakshmir Bhandar, her
flagship direct cash transfer scheme for
‘women, costs Rs 27,500 crore, nearly 7 per
cent of the state’s total budget expenditure
0f Rs 3.96 lakh crore in 2026-27. There is no
ma]orplan forindustrialisation oragro-pro-

pays The remaining two-thirds dissipates
in the supply chain, or is simply lost. The
state govemmen( dld try to build

'hain investment. WB's pub-
lic debt-GDP ratio was 34 per cent in 2023-
24, nextonly toPunjab’s 40 percent,among
major states. ThlS is because the welfare

thelines
ofSAFAL inDelhi(SUFALBangla),
but the results have been limited
atbest. What WB actually needsis
serious agri-processing invest-
ment — a PepsiCo doing contract
farming with potato farmers, pro-
cessors in fisheries, and direct
pipelines into high-value domestic
and export markets.
WB s not short of

We need a green exit

funded not from growth
dividends but from borrowed money.
Today's freebies are tomorrow’s fiscal crisis.
So, what will decide the 2026 elections?
Religion? Revdis? Or the Special Intensive
Revision controversy? We wish that it will be
decided on the basis of the TMC’s perform-
anceinthe past1Syears.

Gulatiis: dlsungulshedpmfessorand Chanda a
h assis tICRIER. Vie

A quietdiplomacy, basedin

from the urea trap nationalinterest

HE WEST Asia conflict has
xhruwn a spolllght onIndia’s

of by 2025
and 2050 worksout toabout $475 pertonne,

SWEST Asiaslides onceagain intouncertainty, the

presuxeonma;or powersto” lakesldes hasgrown.

E d familiar anxieties

over Ene[gy secunIy mantune stam].lty and re-
gio

merely needed but also urgent. Whatis with $540 for grey urea. Today,
l@sdlscusedlshowthlsvukxer— greyureainglobal 00
ability affects our food security.  pertonne. Inaneraof uncertaingeopolitics,
q n‘l ngt Spur Sincethe Green Revolution, Indiahasrelied ~ economics hastilted in favourof green. India’s restraint has attracted criticism from llmse who mistake
A A = on urea to supply the nitrogen essential for Indiahas thistran- silence for indecision. That reading is flawed.
ﬂ“ . f o CHANDRA highercrop y-elds Ureaaccounts forS6 per  sition; they need to be redirected. The Na- Imhas approach to Wesl Asiaisrooted in Lahbraled mult1~
e lClellt use O I’eSOlll'CCS BHUSHAN centofall nearly80  tional Green Hydrogen Mission focuses on lactors, Ing
percentofall nitrogenous fertilisers.Over80  exporting green ammonia and using it in ha ined parallel and with Iran,
NTHE1970s, when the first oil shocks emanated from West percentof domesticureais produced using  non-urea fertilisers and other sectors. The Israel, the Gulf; ies, and the US. Thisi i it
Asia, ludlau farmers were yusl starting to use urea aud di- imported natural gas, and morethanafifth ~ focus must shift towards green urea. The i hardi | realities, Crisessuch
of the total consumption is imported. Inef-  Union budget earmarked Rs 20,000 crore as the present one only underline why this approach is not just
relied on firewood and dung cakes for cooking, and a min- fect, nearly 90 percent of overfiveyearsfor utilisation defensible, but necessary.
uscule minority wore polyester and nylon fabrics. That isn’t so inIndiaisimport-dependent. and storage. The programme should priori- The stakes for India are lngh Nearly 88 per cent of i its crude
today, with over 70 million tonnes of annual chemical fertiliser The fiscal burden tellsitsownstory. The tise the supply of CO2 to urea plants. If we oili it of Hormu; that
330 million acti LPGH i al- urea subsidy has ballooned from lessthan  bring these programmes together and pro- becomes vulnerable every time regional tensions spike. At the
most60 percentofIndia’stextile production based o Rs 500 crorein 1980-81toRs 1.65lakh crore  videthem withstrategic clarity, wecantran- sametime, closeto9 million Indian citizenslive and work across
fibres, and polymers becoming ublquncus in everything from in2022-23. Enormous public resourcesare  sition the ureasector to green. the Gulf, contributing over $50 billion annually in remittances.
plasuc bags, bottlesand -ables. Itisnotsur- poured intosustainingasystem built onin- We must also optimise urea consump- Any public posturing that alienates one side risks end.angen.nﬂ
prising that US-Israel war is having a far security. The good news is that the technol-  tion, because urea s s:gmhcanﬂy overused energysupphes, Stra-
more widespread impact on India’s economy. Everyone — con- ogy and government p needed inth waterand cli- interest.
sumers, manufacturers, eatery operators, farmers and airline tobuild alternatives already exist. Whatis  mate. To achieve this, the government Crmcsoﬁen overlookthe fact that restraint hasbeen matched
companies — is feeling the heat. missing isa mission tobring themtogether. ~ should launch a Green Urea Mission that by concrete action. Despite the suspensnon of rupee- -denomi-
This war could be to India what the 1970s energy crises were Urea production involves two key pro-  doesthreethings: Transition urea manufac- nated oil trade with Indiase-
tothe Westerneconomies. That decade of lughmﬂanon andlow cesses: Producingammonia fromhydrogen  turing from natural gas to green hydrogen, cured a humanitarian window to import 500,000 tonnes of dis-
grow[h ( ion”) upended the y 1econ- and nitrogen, and then reactingit with CO2.  optimise consumption, and rebalance the counted Iranian liquefied petroleum gas preventing fertiliser
fiscal policy-led. Indian plantsderive hydrogenand COzfrom  fertiliser mix. If, by 2040, we move 90 per home. Sii itsenergy
way for Reaganomics in the US and Thatcherism in the UK. A natural gas, while nitrogenisdrawnfromthe  cent of urea production to green hydrogen, diversification strategy through nearly $10 billion in green
similarwake-up call awaits India, at least with regard todepend- atmosphere. Urea produced throughthis  increase the area under non-chemical far- hydmgen mvestmenfs from the 'UAE and Saudi Arabia.
ence on imported energy, especially fossil fuels. Indian farmers processiscalledgreyurea. Buthydrogencan ~ mingto30percent, improve nitrogen useef- India’sposture. Thesafe
are unlikely to go back to ploughing their fields with bullocks or also be produced from water through elec-  ficiency inagricultureby 30 percent,and re- passage of Indian-flagged vessels through the Strait of Hormuz
replace factory-made chemical fertilisers with composted cow trolysis. In lhe 1970s, the Fertiliser Corpor- duce the proportion of urea in nitrogenous during heij tensions India’s focus on mari-
manure. Norisitdesirable to returnto the era of smoky kitchens ationof plantusec 30 per cent, the rewards will be Any public time security and contingency pldnm_ng. These actions are far
and cooking with dried dung, tree branches or coal. But it cer- ‘We must to produce hydrogen until power shortages  immense. Urea imports would be elimin- posturi.llg that more -al than Protecting sea
tainly cannotbe businessasusual. The 1970sshock impelled Bra- optimise urea inthe Bhakra grid forced aswitchtohydro-  ated, subsidies would fall by 65 per centand alienatesone lanesand
zil to launch an ambitious ethanol-based transport fuels pro- . carbons. Carbon capture and utilisation ~ GHG emissions from the sector would de- . pacil dias byth t-
gramme. Efficient use of resources that India lacks, along with consumption,  (ccu), usingabsorptiontechnologies, too,is ~ cline by over 60 per cent. Water and air pol- siderisks nexshxps Relanons with Iran are vital for regional connectivity
paying their full scamty value and searching for viable alter- becauseureais  alreadywidely used inthe ureasectortore-  lution would be significantly reduced. The end ing hlsraelund
natives, policyand con- signiﬁcam.ly coverCOz2from fluegas. So, wealreadyhave  cumulative value of these benefits couldbe energy operation; engagement with Gulfstates is central to energy se-
umer jour. It or limiting ed, the building [echmques — from  aboveRs1trilli the next 25 years. lies. trad cun[y and dmspom we]fare, and strategic convergence with the
it toa certain number of bags per farmer, ala LPG cylinders. OVCFUS is, carbon di ncap- This will not happen without structural sipplies;trade -Pﬂr
Efficient imported energy use apart, India must step on the pollutingland,  yre, and nitrogen from the atmosphere —  reform. Theureasector is heavily regulated, routes,andthe  pypjic y siding wi risk
gas with ethanol. ing in petrol and in the pro- water and to produce urea using electricity alone.  with low profitability and almost no incen- safety of the platfor BRICS
ducti ified flex fuel vehicles. T - climate. Power that electricity with renewablesand  tive to innovate. The most viable path for- diaspor& funher limitsthe unhryof umla(eral rhetonc Aumg asarespon-
nied by pofinitiatis itives inche hi you get green urea. ward is phased decontrol —market competi- S . y ics, not
cal |emllsers (to enhance nutrient uptake and improve SOll To :}C ieve ‘The obvious question is cost. A studyof  tion, as in case of other fertilisers. © trate.glc' megaphone diplomacy.
heal[h) dimethyl ether from biomass-derived methanol (as a this, the all 36 urea plants in India by my colleagues A Green Urea Mission offers a pathway neutrahty 18 The West Asiacrisisisareminder that restraint, w
LPG), bio-CNG froy government from 0 seLf reliance. The thusnotmoral by preparedness and purpose, is a strength. India’s diplomacy
swell asmuni . and potash from shouldlaunch  the mostcost-effectis foranewurea the technology evasion —itjs  maynotbe loud, butitis calculated, resilient, and anchored in
distilleryspentwash. The higherwhenthe plant by 2028. By 2030, the levelised costis  isready,andth ional national interest. That is what effective foreign policy should be.
opportunity cost ofunported fuels thatextendstonationalse- aGr e_en' projectedtobe20 percentlowerthanthatof ~ isurgent. r}atmn
curity, ious. For India, Urea Mission  greyurea;by2050, this advantagewidensto interest The writeris chairperson, Delhi State Hajj Committee,
thisisan iamomentof nearly 100 per cent. For the sector, the aver- The writeris CEO, iForest andmemberof the BJP
FREEZE FRAME BY EPUNNY
40YEARSAGO Jalandhar terror attack road in Ludhiana when he along with Pun-  the activities of Sikh and JKLF
jab CM Surjit Singh Barnala visited the site  thereinthe past two-three years, informed
March 30,1986 ATLEAST12 people werekilled and eightin-  of the March 28 shootout. Amobof about  sourcessay.
jured when six jeep-borne terrorists 1,000 men and women came out of their
opened random firein Jalandharattheend  houses, raised anti-police slogans and in- Gorbachevontestban

:@J INDIA_N_EXPRESS @

(b

Delhi barudh o Tresday

ofanear-total general strike in Punjab, Ha-
ryana, Himachal Pradesh and the Union Ter-
ritory of Chandigarh. In otherincidents, a
terrorist was killed and about 40 people
were wounded in the police firing and mob
violence in Punjab.

ArunNehruescapes mob

UNION MINISTER of State for Internal Se-
curity Arun Nehru had to escape in the
face of an unruly mob of men and women
inthe curfew-bound area on the Daresi

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

dulged in brick-batting near Daresi.

India-UKtalks

INDIAWILL seek an assurance from Sir
Geoffrey Howe, the British

SOVIET LEADER Mikhail Gorbachev asked
US President Ronald Reagan for an im-
mediate meeting in London, Rome or any
other European capital to discuss a nuclear
testban . He said conti

tary, who arrives in New Delhitoday ona
four-day visit, that Britain will deal with the
activities of terrorists onits soil with the
seriousness they deserve. The pleais ex-
pected to be putacross forcefully since
New Delhiis of the view that Britain has
acted neither firmly nor adequately to stop

New Delhi

American testing despite a seven-month
unilateral Soviet moratorium was a
“pointed challenge” to the Soviet Union as
well as to all the peoples of the world, in-
cluding Reagan's own Americans. Gorba-
chev said he saw noinsurmountable ob-
stacletoanucleartest banaccord.



® WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

1t’s time for Trump to understand:
Israel's government won't stop Jewish
terror in the West Bank

— Haaretz, Israel
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We should never be cowed by anyone, and
never expect anyone to be subservient to us

C P RADHAKRISHNAN

TISagreat pleasure and honourto be
heretodayat theRamnath Goenka Ex-
cellence in Journalism Awards — an
occasion that celebrates professional
achievement as well as the enduring

spirit of fearless and principled Jaumthsm
anation-

alist,andani
of'social ility. Tt intheir
20th year, honour the legacy of Goenkaji,
which was defined by courage, indepen-
dence, and an unwavering commitment to
truth, especially during some of the most
challenging periods of our nation’s history.
Atatime when the role of the media is both
more powerful and more scrutinised than
ever before, hisideals continue toserve asa
withthe

posmve and constructive aspects of society
and opposing -
tive ones. Wrong should not be published.
Journalism should help correct wrongs, to
help leaders have correct views in the larger
interest of society. Freedom is important.
Human beings thinkdifferently and actdif-
ferendy In a democracy, differences of
opinion are natural but they should lead to

vibrantsolutions. We

gain legltunacy 1 ﬂrmly beheve Lha[ dis-
cussion dul-
timately lead to deasmn—makmg in t.he in-
terestof the nation, rather than disruption.
Goenkaji always stood for freedom; that
is why he opposed the Emergency. During
the Quit India movement, he declared the
shutting down of the newspaper in protest
against press gagging by the British. It was
notan easydecision— it wasavery
tough one — but he set aside his
personal aspirations in thenational
interest. Not only that, Goenkaji

should not differ in ways that
nentdivisions and confrontation.
Fordemocracy toremainvibrant, it must

ofthe
Constituent Assembly. His impor-
tantinterventionrelatingtothetax-
ation of newspapers in the Consti-

acceptthe right suggmmns fromeveryone.
Iti fideas,
andthere-

tuent bly will always be

spectm.l accommodanon of d.\ﬁenng v1ew-

The power of written and
spoken words is well known to

Itisthrough the rigorous
exchange of ideas, the
questioning of assumptions,

and the respectful

accommodation of differing

viewpoints that policies are
refined and decisions gain

ILLUSTRATIO!

people of different regions.

Seeds take time to bear fruit — that is
‘what Goenkaji demonstrated. I appreciate
that this legacy continues even today
through his family and the Indian Express.
Group. Inmyearly political life, Iwasalsoin-
fluenced by such journalism, especially by
Dinamani, the newspaper then published
by the Indian Express Group.

Irecall that in Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s address at the Ramnath Goenka
Memorial Lecture last year, he had empha-
sised the need to consciously shed the colo-
nial r.Newspapersshouldlead from
the forefront in this endeavour.

1always emphasise that development
should be inclusive — no one should be left
behind. We must take care of everyone. We
have to grow together, as humanity must

asgrap-
pling with Covid, many nations and muln
national

Trump may have
triggered process
of regime change
—butnotin Iran

-
OVERTHEBARREL
VIKRAM S MEHTA

WAS first introduced to the petroleum busmess w years
agowhenl
policy witha focus onthe barter: ofcrude oil for oLhercom»
modities. T!

pricing,andIh limited

oped vaccines, and some sought to patent
them for greater profits. However, India,

everyone. But Goenkaji demonstrated the

undert Pr Nar-
endra Modi, developed vaccines and pro-
vided them free of cost to our people, while

of Bharat. Thatis

power Hy print
during Emergency. He opposed |[ w1th alsosupplying them tomore than 100 coun-
strong' tries Thatistl

conviction. We lal hy

freedom today. Goenk:m lefused to buckle

1d be strong — not
to dictate terms to others, as that is not our

under

cul hat

tojail and power supply to the newspaper
being cut off. Despite suffering huge finan-
cial losses and harassment, Goen-
kayji held on to the spirit of vibrant
democracy of ourgreat Bharat dur-
ingthatdarkchapterof history.
Goenkaji was born in Darb-
hanga, grew up in Chennai and
later became a member of the Lok
Sabha from Vidisha in Madhya
Pradesh. He published news-
papers in different regional lan-
guagesalong with English, sothat
the news and views reached the

legitimacy

dicrale termstous.

Idraw
of Goenka;z — that we should not be afraid
of anything, never be cowed down by any-
one, and never expect anyone to be subser-
vienttous. Withthis,Iconclude.Icongratu-
late the organisers for continuing this

tradition of ising excel-

on the trajectory of oil prices to three words. I don't
know. Thisi: i yofpricesi i i
factors, of which igour
— supply, demand and exchange rates, The other three — geo-
politics, speculative trade and idiosyncratic leadership — are
dnven by subjective! senLLmenL
ilarvein, thi the
oﬂ' ramp” ramifications of the current conflict. US President
Donald Trump went into this war with a mix of objecnva. but
“regime
change”. He may well achieve this objective, but not quite in the
‘way he meant it. His objective was regime change in Iran. What
he may have triggered is a process of regime change elsewhere.
In U.me high oil pnces supply chain disruptions and recession
forgo Ttwould
be ironicif the theocratic regime in Iran survives but the Repub-
lican Party loses its hold over the US Congress in Novemberina
preludetotheloss ofthe presidency in2028, Israeli PM Benjamin

hasbeen heard

lence injournalism.

The writer is the Vice President of India. These
are Edmedexcerpts (mm his speechat the

back

and the Gulf’ whohost
outbreak of public protest against Western intervention.

"The bombs will stop falling sooner rather than later. But will
that mean the end of “war”? Yes, in the conventional sense. But

Journalism
Awards on March 27

notifthe "The Rubicon hasb d. West
Asiawill notbestable foralongtime. Thousands have lost families
and homes. Many will live for one purpose — revenge.

The conflict has highlighted the asymmetries generated by
Drones worth $50,000 pitted against multimillion-

LETTERS
ToTHE EDITOR

Fiscal danger

THE GOVERNMENT'S efforts
to insulate the public from

the far-reaching consequences
of the West Asia crisisare much
needed, but the question is,

for how long? (“To ease the pain,
atimely cut’, IE, March 28).

The focus of the rest of the world
should be on restoring the
situation as it was before Febru-
ary 28. Measures like thisor
further tax cuts will eat into rev-
enue, with disastrous results.
Steep price hikes and inflation-
ary tendencies will disturb
growth numbers. The quest to
reduce ourdependency on im-
ported energy sources must be

DAYAL PALERI

KERALA GOES tothe polls on April 9. From
anational point of view, the results on May
4 may appear of limited significance, astwo
competing fronts—the CPI(M)-led LDF and
the Congress-led UDF — are part of the
INDIA bloc. The BJP, meanwhile, appears
unlikely to secure a significant number of
seats, let alone form the government. How-
ever, at the level of Kerala politics, this elec-
tionishighly consequential. The Leftiskeen
to retain the only communist-led govern-
ment in the country, while Congress and its
allies seek to end a prolonged period out of
office. Even though it is not a contender for
government formation, the BJP’s perform-

undertaken with bold
and technological development.
Sanjeev Babita Raina,

Greater Noida

Climate targets

THE UNION Cabinet has set re-
vised climate targets, including
an increase in the forestand tree
cover. It marks another step to-
wards the goal of net-zero
emissions by 2070 (‘Fine tune
Paris design, underline equity’,

ancewill tell fi fKe-
rala politics, especially the durability of its
bipolar competition.

Keralais known foraremarkably durable
bipolar competition between the LDF and
the UDF, which havealternated in power for
five decades. The LDF has articulated a
politics of class alongside a relatively firm
commitment to secularism, while the UDF,
led by Oougress has often relied | on more

pol nc i The

rootsof
ofopposition toearly communist rule, which
resulted inthe infamousliberation

Kerala polls will shape
future of its bipolar politics

LDF, secured a second term with an in-
creased mandate. Vijayan thus became the
first chief minister to remain in office fora
decade, marking an exception to the law of
anti-incumbency in Kerala politics.

The LDF i is now attempting to convext

internal divisions. With the passing of
Oommen Chandy and the withdrawal of A
K Antony from active politics, the party has
struggled to project credible leadership,
markingt moment asoneofecrisi
rather than transition. Third, Congress has
iculateacoherent i

thisexception s pattern,
its campaign around its record in office. De-
spite an economic crisis, an often hostile
Union government, and repeated natural
dlsasters. its campalgn rests on achiev-
opment. includ-
it pov-
erty eradication, housing under the LIFE
mission, and public investments in educa-
tion, health, and infrastructure.
However, recent developments have un-

and progﬂmmauc alternative to the LDF.
U itsgovernance
narrative, itsstrategy hasincreasingly relied
on issues such as Sabarimala, which no
longer carry the same electoral weight.
‘While the BJPremains far fromemerging
asa serious contender forstate power, it has

pockets, making several constituencies
Lnaugmar contests. It has begun recalibrat-

dollar interceptors, with the former gaining the upper hand in
the war of nerves. The conflict
has established that sophisti-
cated weaponry isnoguarantor
of security, It has also brought
into focus the effectiveness of
nuclear weapons as deterrents.
Iran’s capability to produce
such weapons may have been
“obliterated” but I suspect it is
now more determined than
evertodevelop them. Israel will
not permitthis, and the cycle of
hot conflict and cold war will
persist. More worryingly, so-
called middle powers like
Japan, South Korea and Brazil
may decide they should con-
template developing a nuclear
arsenal. In such an outcome,
Operation Epic Fury would morph into an epic catastrophe.
In(ha is posslbly the worst a!IecIed by this COnﬂ.ICL Sunple

approxi-

v S milli Isof o

ery day,
of which around 3 million barrels are. wurced from West Asia.

The average per-barrel price of the latter (Dubai benchmark) in
February was $70/barrel. The current spot price is around
$160/bbl. Theincremental import costis $90/bblor $270 miltion
every day. In addition, we import LNG, LPG, fertilisers and sul-
phur — the pnces of which have also ratcheted up. The conse-

settled fi arise  ing Chris-
of rebel: CPI(M)  tian while demo- quential
leaders, with the UDF backing some. The  graphicconstraints.

2025 civic elections, in which Congress se-
cured a clear majority in most local bodies,
uggest i i-i

‘With the appointment of Rajeev Chan-
drasekharand i lits alhancevnthme’mmtﬂo

impact will be compounded by a slow-
downinFDI Amazonand Google may well review their plansto
invest in energy-intensive data centres.

‘The crisis compels reﬂecnon on \vhal we must do to manage
andmiti our roleum

Party, rhe B! m[he

theCon-

gress-led UDF appears revitalised. However,
thisimpression is undermined by three fac-
tors. First, a weakening of its traditional so-
cial coalition of upper-caste Hindus, Mus-
lims, and Syrian Christians, with

aspirations. Its parliamentary victory in
Thrissur and successes in the civic po[ls in
orgamsa{mnal ptesenee intoelectoral gains.

the BJP has

IE, March 28). With the country struggle. While these coalitions While the BJP remains far asthe Nair Ser-

bearing the brunt of the impact have become increasingly porous, f B e viceSocietyandthe SNDPdistanc-  toral force, eyeing victory in constituencies.
of climate change, the updated thesystem hasendured, anchored TOm €MErging asa SC“OU§ ing themselves, while its associ-  like Manjeshwaram, Palakkad andNemom.
NDCs include several inabroad commi secular  contender for state power.it  ation with J: Islami Hind It perf jonwillhaveim-
related to climate adaptation po]mcsmaxhaskep[meBJPlaxgely has broken its earlier electoral  hasal: portant the future of Kerala's
and disaster resili Aware- outsids 5 S e 5 sections of Muslim o} lsanons bi; olar coalition system, which has lon;
ness and the readiness However memuelecuonsd.ls 1s?l_atlon In.certaln po ckets, Second, leadershx;ga;mggles c itical stability. g
to embrace change are hed pattern. For SCVC{al CONSHMUENCIES 10110 Congress. Multiple leaders

key elements of renewable the first time, an i gov- tr contests have! emerged ascomender: forthe The writer is assistant professor of Social
energy expansion. emment, the Pinarayi Vijayan-led chiefmini exposing Sciencesat NLSIU, Bengaluru

S8 Paul, Nadia

Menstrual leave

THE DEBATE on menstrual leave
must move beyond a narrow “for
oragainst” frameworkand
instead focus on dignity, choice,
and structural reform
(‘Menstrual leave policy must be
nuanced, inclusive’ IE, March
28). Treating menstrual leaveasa
special privilege misses the
largerissue — many women con-
tinue to work through pain not
outofresilience, but out of com-
pulsion. The conversation must
notstop at formal workplaces. A
vast number of women workin
theinformalssector, where even
basic sanitation and rest facilities
areabsent. Any serious policy
intervention must prioritise ac-
cessto cleantoilets, affordable
sanitary products, and safe work-
ing conditions. Without this,
menstrual leave risks becoming
anurban, privileged solutiontoa
widespread problem.

Aditi Gupta, Jammu

)—A
MAD]—LAVI RAVIKUMAR
AND ANIRUDDHA JENA

ONMARCH 25, aLos Angeles court awarded
anow 20-year-old woman $6 million after
jurors found Meta platforms and YouTube
(Google) negligently designed addictive
platformsthat harmed her mental healthas
aminor. Thejury held the companies liable
forexploiti algorith-
mic recommendations, endless scrolling
and incessant notifications, despite aware-
ness of associated risks like anxiety, de-
pression and obsessive usage. The ruling
could influence thousands of similar law-
suits acmssthe us.

The Recently, Kar-

reser h. Wemustc i

and fill them. We have taken impressive strides in green energy

development. More than 50 per cent of our installed electricity

capacnty xs from renewables. However, much of this capacnty is
because of the ir of smartt

grids,
must be deepened as also in the electrification of transport and
household heating.

Finally, we must turn Mumbai, Delhiand possibly Bengalur
into international aviation hubs in competition with airports in
theGulfstates. The threat of airspace closure in West Asia will not
dissipateevenafier “normaley” returns. The necessary infrastruc-
tureand policy should be developed without delay.

of CSEPResearch Foundation

The writer it

Inthe dock, social media platforms business models

Constitutionall?

lion-plus social media users, one-third
under 18, face real harms, including cyber-
bullying, sleep deprivation, distorted self-
image. Yet, the Los Angeles verdict does not
vindicate bans. It demolishes them.

Theijt jury’ 's finding i is clear: Harm stems

not unilaterally muzzle global platforms,
asIT falls under the Centre’s jurisdiction.
Practically, bans collapse — children can
bypass them by falsifying age, sharing de-
vices or using VPN, as studies have re-

less from. from plat-
forms’business model — what scholarslike
B J Fogg identified as “persuasive design”
within “platform capitalism”. Features that
maximise engagement, drive data extrac-
tion and ad revenue, making these com-
panies among the most valuable globally.

peatedly . Stringent age-verification
invites questions related to surveillance
and privacy. Moreover, bans infantilise
adolescents. Associal scientist Danah Boyd
has argued, platforms function as nex

worked publics” where

from National Family Health Survey
(NFHS-5)and UNESCO show stark dispar-
ities in smartphone access, meaning af-
fluent urban children are barely affected,
while rural or low-income youth face
greater marginalisation.

‘The deeper flaw in ban-centric thinking
is that it leaves the root cause untouched.
Karnataka’s accompanying campaign —

“Mobile Bidi, Pustaka Hidi" (Drop the mo-
bile, pmk upa book) —is commendabla for

promot However,

play and endless scrolling, and imposing
strong penalties for violations. Enforcement
must be uniform nationwide, not patchy
stateaction.
The Karnataka proposal has sparked an
sonal deb, digital child

hood. But the US court’s stance reframes
the issue: The question is not whether
children should be banned, but whether
platforms can treat them as profit centres.
Averdict that compels Meta and YouTube
to for harm they knowingly

identities and social connections, Blanket

nataka’s 2026-27 budget proposed a ban on
social media for under-16s, echoing moves
in Australia, Indonesia, France and many
other European countries. India’s 460 mil-

Internal c in court re- herdeepen inequality: Data
ponedly showed that the mzmagemeu[ of
mentaheal Averdict that compels Meta

risks to adolescents but preferred “engage- . < P
ment” metrics that drive billionsinadver- _ and YouTube to compensate
tising revenue. By pinningliabilityonthe  for harm they knowingly caused

1 i 5 N . .

is a powerful signal: Regulation
verdict rejects the notion that children are P .gl gu]
the problem. must redesign t_he digital
Bans are largely performative, shifting landscape itself.

responsibility onto families and the state.

epaper.indianexpreqc;eom.. .

will not fix an attention economy built on
addiction-by-design.
What India needs is platiorm-focused

caused is a powerful signal: Regulation
must redesign the digital landscape itself.
Any!.hmg less merely d.lsplaces responsi-

EU'sDigital
Services Act and the UK’s Age-Appropriate
Design Code already mandate algorithmic
transparency, llmns on nunors data use.
and saferinterfz

bility wk ive ykeeps
humming. Protecting India’s young
citizens requires placing accountability
squarely on the companies that built these

ing Digital India Bill should go further —
mandating age-appropriate design by de-
fault, restricting targeted advertising to mi-
nors, curbing addictive features like auto-

New Delhi

plat less is abdication.
Ravikumar teaches at Department of

Communication, University of Hyderabad. Jena
teaches at School of Management, IIT Mandii
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Gopinathan’s
stalled resignation
from IAS: What
service rules say

Shyamlal Yadav
New Delhi, March 29

KANNAN GOPINATHAN, a 2012-batchIAS officer who
resigned from the service in 2019 over the “denial of free-
dom of expression” to the people of Kashmir, hasaccused
the Union government of stonewalling his resignation for
more than six years. This de]ay hesaidon Wednesday, has
p him from the Kerala

bly elections asa C Government

ur ay that the final recc ionon

Gopinathan’s resignation is yet tobesent to the
Department of Personnel and Training (DoPT). Sources
alsosay thereisno precedent forsuchadelay in
acceptance of resignation.

‘What are the rules on IAS offi

* WAR IN WEST ASIA

For India, LPG supply a
bigger worry than LNG

THE EFFECTIVE halt in vessel movements
thmugh the Strait ofHormuzduemmeWﬁt

*USAGETOIMPACT: HOWLPG DIFFERS FROMLNG

The Strait of Hormuz closure has hit a large chunk of India’s energy supply — crude oil, and, to greater
degrees, LPG and LNG. Here’s what they are used for and how they differ.

MEANING [ LNG

Asiawar
supplies, particularly Ilquef‘ ied petroleum
gas(LPG)and lxqueﬁed natural gas (LNG).

India’ been

hit, butitsimport der for
LPG and LNG. LPGisof particularconcern.
India depends on imports to meet around
60% of the fuel’s needs, and 90% of those
imports came through the critical maritime
chokepoint of the Strait. This means that
around 54% of India’s LPG supplies are ef-
fectively disrupted, forcing the govern-

isregasified into natural gas

ment ycut
and industrial consumers to ensure unin-
terrupted supplies to crores of households
that use the fuel for cookmg

Gopinathan quit the IAS in August 2019 to protest lhe re-
strictionsimposed in Jammu & Kashmir following the abroga-
tion of Article 370. He )omed [he Congress in October last year
and was forthe Pa-
lakkad Assembly seat But the cﬂnduct rules bar servmg gov-
ernmentser fir i withany political out-
fit, and from taking part in any political activity.

Anamendment on November 27,2014, addeda few clauses
to The All India Services (Conduct) Rules. Rule 3(1) reads:
“Every government employee shall at all times maintain
political neutrality and commit himselftoand uphold thesu-
premacy ofthe Consutunon and democratic values.”

officer isinlimbo. The
ivil Listof L OnWed-
nesday, he posted on X that the situation is “pure harassment™.

omest i ible in Lhenalural

and industrial consumers has been re-
duced to some extent toensure suppliesto
priority segments like households using
piped natural gas (PNG) and vehicles run-
ning on compressed natural gas (CNG).
India depends onLNG importsto meet
halfofits natural gas requirement, and 55-
60% of it comes from West Asia through the
Strait of Hormuz. This means that the
Strait’s i it offroughl

Indiais the world’s 6th

LNG, OR LIQUEFIED NATURAL _ andiscalled: biggestLPG producerandthe
GAS, is primarily a natural gas Q" ®PNG, or piped natural gas, 3rdbiggest LPG consumer
— mainly methane. Itis cooled when supplied to households TOPLPGPRODUCERS
to below -160 degrees Celsius ﬁg ®CNG, or compressed (INTHOUSAND TONNES)
ander ically turned into * natural gas, when used to
aliquid for storage or ease of power vehicles COUNTRY 2023
wEepldn | UsE 1Us | m— 104732 |
. A i | |
g’l(i m.n lff 1ED PEFROLEUM o }!:'G: f:pz‘:klng: hegung and limited 2. China | = 51,658
butane. LPGisabyproductofthecrude | LNG: Regasified into natural gas, itis 3.SaudiArabia| 25,538 |
oilrefining process. Under relatively low usedin transportation, industrial 4.Russia n 17,344
uch as power T 1
LPGb liguid, allowing it tobe: d machinery planig |8 15556 |
bottledincylinders. operations, cooking 6.India ] 12,777
N TOPLPGCONSUMERS
oRAEfILIG, | cHiantalLNG) ) (INTHOUSAND TONNES)
©33million tonnes India's annual ®71billion cubic metres India'sannual |~ i
consumption | consumption COUNTRY | 2023 |
ill is the share of 35,6 billion cub isthe 1.China 81647 |
: vanaual ‘ share of domestic production in — 1
annual consumption 2.Us - 41,993 |
#50% India'simport depend i
©60% India’s import dependency | 129! ‘p epe enFy CAlL ] = -— 931 |
. ©60% of these imports came via the 4.SaudiArabia W 17.560
©90%of th viathe | d Strait of Hormuz, mainly = 1 —
now-closed Strait of Hormuz from Qatarand the UAE 5.Russia | | 13.627

®54% the effective hitto total supplies

#30% theeffective hit to total supplies

‘SOURCE: STATISTICAL REVIEW OF GLOBAL LPG

butylene, and isobutylene or isobutene.
Under relatively low temperatures or

30% of India’s natural gassupplies. Relative
toLPG, thesituation is much better, which
is evident from the fact that the govern-
ment has been urging LPG consumers to
shift to PNG wherever feasible.

Whatisthe
A

LPGand LNG

Resignations from any of
the three All-India Services
— the IAS, the Indian Police
Serviceand the Indian Forest
Service — are governed by
Rules 5(1) and 5(1)(A) of the
All India Services (Death-

! ned intothe liquid state, rhey
differ in their chemistry, production pro-
cesses, transportation, and delivery.

The chemistry and physics

pressure, the gas mix
liquid. It is mostly used for cooking and
heating, with some industrial applications
aswell;itisalsoused asanautomobile fuel
insome parts of the world. LPG’s volume is

cr it i i hand-
lingto prevent vapourisation or boil-off. In
its liquid state, LNG occupies roughly

India depends on imports to meet
around 60% of its LPG needs, and
90% of those imports came through
the Strait of Hormuz chokepoint

hi landsatLNG ification
terminals, where it is converted back into
natural gas and then transponed further,
mostlyu ing pi
gas issentto !he end user usually through

ipeli Id asPNGto

mdusmes and as CNG or automobile fuel
sold through dispensing stations.

LPG, on the other hand, is bottled into
cylinders and transported mainly by road
tothe end consumer. Asit doesn’t really de-
pend on pipeline connectivity, LPG be-
comes highly portable and can be made
available in any region, even remote and
rural areas that may not have any pipeline

ivity. Itisalso heasiertostore,
asitjustneeds pressurised cylinders.

By contrast, every household that wants
to use PNG must have pipeline connectiv-
ity atdoorstep, and natural gasitself cannot
be really stored, unless it is liquefied. This
is why LPG is now increasingly being seen
as a fuel for rural and remote areas, while
PNG is being encouraged in urban areas.

Although PNG requires pipeline infra-
structure, once it is established, the fuel
scores higher than LPG interms of conveni-
ence for users. The pipeline provides unin-

or

LPG, i
exchanged at regularintervals. PNG supplies
and metered, lil supply,
and there is no need to make bookings.
PNG isalso considered safer than LPG.
This is because natural gas is lighter than
air, which allows it to disperse quickly in
case of a leak. LPG is heavier than air. It
sinks and accumulate in the air in case of

around 1/260th of i

methane — cooled to below -160 degrees
Celsius and cryogenically turned into a
liquid. Now, LNG itself doesn’t have too
many direct uses, except for an upcoming
fuel to power heavy vehicles, ships, and
trains. The key purpose of liquefaction of
natural gas into LNG is to transport it over

of LPGand LNG
LPGisagaseous fuel mix pnman.ly com-
prising propane and isabypro-

LPG usage 1/600th the volume of natural gas in gas-  leak, which makes it much more prone to

is greater eous form, making it viable for transport  firesand explosions in such instances.

3 and storage over long distances. The prob- 3
Indiahasahuge o, though, is that this has to be done Govt’s PNG push
volume. LPGc cry andisene) Thego overthese weeks, has
LNG is primarily natural gas — mainly base with33.3 Essentially, LNG is natural gas that is been pushing for the use of PNG. It has
crore domestic liquefied foreasier: geandt that cooking gas LPG supply to
connections tion, and is mostly backtonatu- will be discontinued if con-
ral gasbefore beingused. Natural gasitself ~ sumers fail to switch to PNG where such
L) has a number of applications — cooking  connectivity is available.

Householdswith  fuel fuel, and industrial fuel ile, priority sectors continueto
PNG connections  ©F feedstock insectors like refineries, ferti-  receive protected natural gas supplies, in-
arefarfewer, at lisers, power plants, and petrochemicals. cluding 100% supply tothe household PNG
N and CNG for transport segments, while
feasible, ~ aboutLScrore  Delivery, storage, sa fety i ial con-

cum-Retirement
Rules, 1958. Other central
services have similar rules.

@ An officerservingin a
cadre (state) must submit
their resignation to the Chief
Secretary of the state.

@ Officers on cemral
C fir d i 1o
to the secretary of the ministry or department concerned. The
ministry or department then forwards the resignation to the
statecadre along withiits recommen-
dations. Cases of AGMUT (Arunachal Pradesh-Goa-Mizoram
and Union Territories) officers are routed through the Ministry
of Home Affairs. Gopinathan was from the AGMUT cadre.

Kannan Gopinathan joined the
Congress in October 2025. x

Can the resignation be rejected?

Aftertheresignation issubmitted, the state checksifthe of-
ficer faces any pending dues, cases or inquiries (such as cor-
ruption). In such a case, the resignation is normally rejected.
The state then provides details on outstanding dues and vigi-
lancestatus, along with its recommendauon tothe Union gov-
ermnment. It forwar i bthe Union
Inthe case of IAS officers, the authority that can consider the
resignation is the Minister of the DoPT — in other words, the
Prime Minister, who is the Cabinet Minister for the DoPT.

Canthe government sit on IAS resignations?

‘There is notime limit for the government to accept a resig-
nation by anIAS oﬂ'cer However, a DoPT circular issued on
February 15,1988, i in of
toretain an officer toserve. Thy rule,
therefore, is that the resxgn'luon of an offi cer shnuld beac-
cepted —excepti ii

How many IAS officers have r&lgned in the past”
Atotal of 31 I vicesince
2010, shows RTI data received by Thelnd:an Express this
month from the DoPT. While 11 IAS resigned between 2010 and
2014 (UPA), 20 quit between 2015 and May 2025 (NDA). In 2019,
AGMUT-cadre officer, Kashish Mittal, had resigned after being
transferred from Delhi to Arunachal Pradesh. Mittal was re-
lieved in 2019 itself. In 2018, O P Chowdhary from the Chhat-
tisgarh cadreresigned. He laterjoined the BJPand now serves
as Minister of Finance in the state. Others include Union Min-
ister Ashwini Vaishnaw, who quit in 2011 from the Odisha
cadre to start his own business and later joined the BJP.
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What Iran’s drone blitz means for the future of warfare

Abhinav Chakraborty
New Delhi, March 29

OVER THE years, Gulf Arab countries pro-
cured top-of-the-line US-made fighter jets

pilots and planes on guard round the clock.

Analysts say this is not sustainable in
the long term. While a Shahed drone costs
anywhere between $20,000 and $50,000
apiece to manufacture, just keeping an F-

andair ounter external
security threats. But these lavishly as-

16 intheair $25,000 per hour.
Ifoneof these jets wereshot down, both
the skilled pilot would belost.

opponent built at a fraction of their cost —
Iran’s Shahed drone, which it has used to
devastating effect in the war in West Asia.
Theuseof drones, notjustinthe Gulf, but
also the Russia-Ukraine war and the India-
Pakistan conflict last year, demonstrates
how modern war is being shaped by low-

But if the drone is shot down, the replace-
ment cost is only in monetary terms.
Onwhat Iran’s use of drones saysabout
its military objectives both in economic
and strategic terms, drone systems expert
Group Captain Rajiv Kumar Narang (re-
tired) told ThL' Indian Express that putting

cost that it dif-
ficultto defeat.

Upintheair

Besides missile systems, Gulf countries
have deployed advanced fighters such as
the F-16 to tackle the swarms of Shahed
drones. These fourth-generation jets cost
atleast $70 million for newer variants (older
on than halfthe cost), besid
ditional costs for special packages. Theyare
armed with air-to-air missiles such as the
AIM-9X Sidewinder (about $485,000 each)
and the AIM-120 AMRAAM (over $1 million
each). Thesejets can use their cheaper can-
non rounds. But that would require them
to attack drones at close quarters and low
altitudes, endangering civilians.

Since the war began on February 28,
these Gulf fighters have managed to inter-
cept most of the 3,000-plus drones Iran has
fired across the region. But their effective-
ness has come at a high cost, not just finan-

theeconc and foremost
would bewrong. “From Iran's point of view,
it’s the indigenous innovation that has
made it low cost — not that they went for
low cost (in the first place),” he said.

Narang, asenior fellow at the Manohar
Parrikar Institute for Defence Studies and
Analyses, said: “The Iranian military real-
ised they will not get everything... So they
kept innovating for a long time and they
kept indigenising all the critical compo-
nentsinIran, which made it possible to de-
velop alarge number of drones.”

Shooting from the ground
Then there is the questmn Df the

sound, an i d lled Sting,
efran’s Shahed-136 ‘kamikaze’ drone ot £20004000 perutif and an Amen-

ONE-WAY DRONE

| "_‘\.J

cosT %
$20,000'30,000peruni{‘ “ o

WINGSPAN ‘ RANGE

2.5m

WEIGHT

3000km 200 ka

ALTITUDE: From 20-30 metres
(below the radar) toupto 5.2km J

®Push-propeller engine

® Explosives in their
nose

4
®0ften deployed in swarms.

@They dive towards their
target, detonate onimpact

Laser
weapons

® Laser weaponsare
acost-effective op-
tionto targetdrones
@ HELIOS Laser, de-
ployed on the US de-
stroyer USS Preble,
was reportedly used
tohit Irani

ound-based i
triot and the THAAD. Bamng Oman, all
five Gulf countries — Saudi Arabia, the
UAE, Qatar, Bahrain, and Kuwait — rely
immensely on these US-made interceptor
missile systems. A full battery system of
eithercan easﬂy costover abﬂ].lon dollars.

cially but also in the form of

AsingleP mil-

ot missile

@ They work by
i that

The New York Times reported that these
small Merops interceptors have proven so
effective that the US was racing to deliver
thousands of them to West Asia.

The US said in March that it deployed
its own one-way attack drone in Iran. The
LUCAS (Low-cost Uncrewed Combat At-
tack System) costs about $35,000 apiece.

Closer to home, the India-Pakistan con-
flict in May last year also saw significant use
of drones. To combat Pakistan’s employ-
ment masse, id India
usedi i i
the Akashteer and the Integrated Air Com-
mand and Control System, besides air de-
fence guns such as Bofors L-70, ZU-23, and
Shilka. But he felt that India needstodomore
in terms of integrating drone and counter-

lion. ATHAAD i missile costs air rks.
$13-15.5 million.
The US and its allies fired over 800of ~ Teroad ahead

these interceptors in the first few days of
the war. According to military data
trackers only 620 of the most advanced Pa-

For now, Gulf countries will need to
think about their reliance on costly US de-
fence systems Anan Tello pointed out in

{and dalivered

in 70.75 while the annual tally for THAAD
was 96. Replenishing stocks will take years.
Cost-effective solutions

Ukrame earher used Patriot intercep-
i of US military

destroy targets with
heat. Buttheir per-
besf

aid) to comha[ Russia’s Geran drones —
Moscow's version of the Shahed.
Ithassi dopted low-costsolutions—

fected by

recognise the Geran’s I 1ik

hel iscl with

Arab News: “For Gulfstates,
de-

fences, the economics of modern warfare
areshifting, and the cost of protection may
prove as decisiveas firepower itself.”
But while drones may play a key role in
the future ofwar Narangsaxdlhey hdve not
“Allmajor done
by manned aircraft. Even today, wherever
heavy payloads have to be dropped, it was
(them). But in terms of the ability to strike
soft target: d

well”

Artemis I1: NASA’'s Moon missions could lay ground for deeper space exploration

Amitabh Sinha
New Delhi, March 29

Lastweek, theUS spaceagency, the National
Aeronautics and Space Administration
(NASA), unveiled anambitious road map for
lunarexploration overthe nextdecade. Itin-
cludes laymg the gmundwork tor aperma-
nentb:
frequent, long-term astronaut stays.

This comes amidst preparations for the
launch of the Artemis II mission, possibly
as early as this week. It will take four astro-

the Moon, marki
of humans to the lunar vicinity after more
than five decades.

In outlining its road map, NASA has ad-
dressed a frequent and familiar question in
the context of renewed global interest in
lunar missions: what is so great about going
to the Moon when it has already been done

more than 50 years ago? As NASA Adminis-
trator Jared Isaacman put it: “This time the

fromwherethey had left offin1972 but from
scratch: by sending Orblters This curren[

goalisnot flagsand footprints. Thi
goalistostay.”

It shows that the lunar missions of the
coming years, mcludmv those mvo]vmg
human landings,

phaseoflunar
crementally and fresh human landings, ex-
pecledma coupleofyears, aregomgtoserve

with the Moon and possxbly use

tally different from the six Apollo missions
(1969-72) that landed 12 humans — twoat a
time —onthe Moon.

Permanent base

forgoing furtheri

WhalNASA' i doi: b

Such missions have already begun with
the Artemis programme. Its first flight hap-
pened in 2022, wherein an uncrewed Orion
spacecraft flew around the Moon and came
back. The second flight, d for

—isverysimilartotheISS: regu]armlmons

2028 would be th nuclear lin-

carrying humans and logistics,
astronaut presence, and ongoing experi-
ments.ISSisjust400 km from the Earth, but

launch this week, will carry four astronauts
on asimilar route — around the Moon and
back. Anothertest flight next

hasprovedtot ly useful inextend-

y Nuclearenergy can

bri fficiency i issi
When the first human landing on the
Moon (Apollo 11) happened in 1969, the In-
ion (ISRO) did

ing humanity’s of outer
space, and in acchmansmg Lhem to sumve
and

not even exist. It was set up within a month

lishafacility for
on the Moon, much like the way itis cur-
.cuﬂy i

nced

Tl issionshad barelyi2

ywhich

years after the beginning of the space age.
‘While they marked a dream technology
leap, the space ecosystem then was too
nascent to capitalise on them to make
further progress. So, the landings became
standalone successes.

hen
again, in the early 2000s, they began not

has been continuously manned for about
quarter of a century now. But such a facility
will take time to be built, requiring several
‘Moon missions: carrying humans, robots,
equipmentand fuel that canexploitand uti-
lise locally-available resources to create a
habitat that can sustain human presence
over prolonged periods of time.

year ahead of 2028 Moon land-
ing: “before the end of President Donald
Trump’sterm”, asIsaacman said.

Anewphase

Aseries of other missions are also being
planned, involving pri

ments of the Earth.

ISSisall settoretirewithin the next three
tofouryears, and is likely tobe replaced not
by one but multiple space stations, set up
by private players and countrieslike China
and India. NASA is not planning to send a

international partners, tocarry logusucs and
other hardware. NASA is targeting a Moon
landing, crewed or uncrewed, at least once
everysixmonths.
Theset-upbeingattempted for the Moon
— about 400,000 km away from the Earth

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

space station, but said it will
continue to maintain its presence in low-
earth orbit through industrial and interna-
tional partners.

of that epoch-making event. Now, when
NASAisworkingtotake humansagaintothe
Moon, ISROis notjustacollaborator but also
acompetitor, with its own plans of landing
humans on the Moon.

‘This characterises the current phase of
lunar exploration: unlike the 1960s and
1970s, there are multiple players in the race.
Russia, which inherited the Soviet space pro-
gramme, has not been very aggressive, but
China, Japan, and India are serious con-

countries, including

NASA it using  tenders. Tt
nuclearenergy to propel space: missions.Its  inEurope, whowould be veryimportant col-
Space Reactor-1Freedom. Marsin in the our:
New Delhi
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NEWSMAKERS IN THE NEWSROOM
Veteran Indian diplomat Vivek Katju, from the 1975 IFS batch, dealt with Iran, Pakistan and Afghanistan during his career. He watched the 1979 Iran Revolution from Abu
Dhabi, was part of policy-making during the time of Delhi-Lahore bus service, Kargil war and Agra summit, managed negotiations with the Taliban during IC-814 hijack
and dealt with the file on Iran’s nuclear programme. As the Indian envoy to Afghanistan after 9/11, he also dealt with the Iranian regime. He was also posted in the US and
worked on bilateral ties with India. He is well placed to make sense of the evolving war in West Asia, where the US-Israel and Iran have been fighting for four weeks now
jit Roy: You were inAbu that Shehbaz Sharif has tweeted that they
Dhabiduring the 1979 Iranian willbe honoured ifthey host this meeting in
Revolution. Intoday’s context, how ONTHE ONGOING ) ONINDIA-IRAN Pakistan. That’s unusual. 1 certainly
‘would you explain India-Iran ” | wouldn't have liked our PM to do that. So, if
relations? How hasIndia engaged WEST ASIA WAR ' i ‘{ “1: l RELATIONS the world had come to the ruling dispensa-
with Iran under the Ayatollahs? s, L | l . . . tion to say that Modiji is a shanti doot.. But
The '79 Iranian Revolution was a devel- Its Clear tha t Tmmp has DEA Tranians are f ar-seemng that opportunity is not there. People have to

opment that caused a great deal of conster-
nation all over the world and in our region.
Itwas aseminal year. Ireached Abu Dhahun

yof1979. Tt
dauon aboutthe new leadership whn:h ha\:l
emerged and in Lhe Gulf, one could see it...

rela-
tiol was never and
Paklstanwasa factor. In Dethi, too, they won-
dered what the nature of this relationship
would be. But in time, there was a greater
sense of assurance in Delhi that we will be

bl relationship. Because
it wasn't only a regime change, it was a sys-
temicchange. TheyearsthatIdealt withIran
werenot the easiest but there was an under-
standing that there were enough common-
alities of interest between Indiaand Iran. In
the '90s we found agreat congruity of inter-
est relating to Afghanistan. The emergence
of the Taliban worried them greatly. It also
worried Indiaand Russia. India, Russiaand
Tran cooperated fairly extensively in trying
toshore up anti-Taliban forces.

Roy: Asan Indi:

howdid Iran
— technologically powerful but
brutally repressive?

Iran was never a democracy. As a diplo-
ma[ one has dealt with all kinds of systems

Khomeiniint
Velayat-e Faqih or ‘Guardianship of the Is-
lamicJurist, Velayat -eFaqih hasbuiltan m
ttuti
the Revolutionary Guards and Basij. A
scholar in Tehran sald these people are cul-
bythe
structure of the Velayat-e Faqih. Thereisa
tension there. So there are three elements:
Shahadat, isation, and prac-
ticality. Theyare ruthlessly pragmatic. Any-
onewho hasdealt with Iranexperiencesthat.
One never knows what is going to come to
the fore. So, it is not the easiest thing to ne-
gotiate with them. AndT: amsu:etheAmerr
odid the Joint C Plan

of Action would have felt this.

jit Roy: Iran under
attack for four weeks now. What are
they thinking?

Onedofx not knuw exactly whattheyare

itisall behind closed doors
inlranandnotavailabletous. Wedon'teven
know who is making the decisions. In any
system, crucial arand peacecan
only be made by the top leaders. In 1988,
Khomeini accepted the ceasefire with Iraq
after eight years of warfare and told his
people to drink from the poisoned chalice
and they accepted because Khomeini had
that standing within Iran. If Khamenei had
said it, they would have accepted.

Afterthe bombing of Hiroshimaand Na-
gasaki, who told the Japanese people that
they must surrender? The emperor. And
they accepted. Today, we don’t know whois
taking the decisions in Teh:an Mojtaba
Khamenei
but no one hasseen him. One hopes that he
is there. But there isagradual acceptance
thatthey withthe
Hopefully we'll get some clarity soon. Even
governments today don’t have an exact
senseof whotheyaredealingwith in Tehran.

ShubhajitRoy: Will talking to
President Masoud Pezeshkianbe
oflittle value?

No, it is of considerable value when it
comes to the movement of vessels from the
Strait: ofHormuz Inc:denlally that’sthelast
thing That's

.

givenup wantingasystem
change... Iran has said that
thereshouldn’t be
decapitation strikes
anymore and that’s logical.
They should be given some
guarantees that it will not
take place’

F o
g )

-

people. They haven't said
anything, even though the
ship torpedoed by the
Americans, was returning
fromIndia.Indiaisa
major country and Iran
doesntwant to alienate us.
Thisis their pragmatisnt

‘Can’timagine Netanyahu bucking
Trumpif Trump lays the law. He
may turn and twist but he will listen’

Veteran Indian diplomat Vivek Katju on US-Israel war on Iran, India’s evolving position on it, why
Pakistan wants to be a mediator in the scheme of things and difference between war goals of the US and
Israel. The conversation was moderated by Shubhajit Roy, Diplomatic Editor, The Indian Express
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Former diplomat Vivek Katju (right)

overthrown by Iranians and he is no longer
telling them to come out on the streets. On
the nuclear issue, the Iranians will perhaps
want to keep the right to domestic uranium
enrichment. Then he would the

jit Roy, Di

ingthegovernment thesame thing. Butlater,
perhaps, after four or five days, it dawned
that not condoling the death of a leader of
anol:herooumry onewhichisin yourregion,

capacity of the Iranians to project power. I
Lhmk these three things are vital. He is not
in how much the Iranians would

theace of spades. They are permitting ships
togothrough, anditisimportant tospeakto
Abbas Araghchi and to the President. Delhi
isdoingwelltalkingtothem. ButTwould not
think that these two gentlemen are the final
decision makers in Iran today.

Shubhajit Roy: On US President
Donald Trump’s three-and-a-half
‘weeks of messaging, he’s given mixed
signals. What do you make of that?
Atthebestoftimes, Ifind it verydifficult
tocomprehend Trump. He negotiates likea
person in real estate. He can do gorilla chest
thumping, make exaggerated and wrong
andthen
InAugust 2017 he announced that Pakistan
must stop supporting the Taliban and
threatened dire consequences. But as
months passed he had no compunctions

suffer, What hethinks issuffering mustcome
toanend. Therewill havetobesomekind of

internati on

iswrong.And there-
fore Vlkram Misri (Foreign Secretary) went
and signed the condolence book. The
missions were also allowed to sign
condolence books, wherever these
were opened by the Iranians. Now,

e onourinterests

the Strait of Hormuz and rha[ will finally be
the most difficult thingtoachieve.

Shubhajit Roy: WhatisIran’s
off-s ?
Iran hassmd isthatthereshouldn’tbede-
that’slogical.
‘They should

itwill nottake place. Now; reparations, Idon’t
really think so. The nuclear thing, the Ira-
nians have always been very conscious of
theirrights. And therightsthat international
law gives them. To what extent will they in-
sist on what they are now saying about the
right of their proxies, is open to question.

Shubhajlt Rory' How doyousee lm‘has

aboutnot Sotoday,
thesethreatsare morelike, ‘Hojaaye, toh ho
Jjaaye. Nahi hotoh, nahiho.What'stheharm
intrying?Ifthey agree, it's fine; if they don't,
we'llmoveon’. Withall the sophistication of
the American bureaucracy, here is a man
who does things like this... It seems some-
times that the Americans are pleading with
the Iranians to accept defeat, and they are
saying why should we agree. IU'savery fluid
situation, full ofimponderables,

Shubhajit Roy: So, what is his
exitstrate;
It’s quite clear that Trump has given up
s i e
i

ahalfweeks of this war?

The perception in the first four to five
days of this war conveyed by the Modi gov-
ernment was that it was more in harmony
with the interests of the Arabian Gulf than
withanyother. And at that stage, Indianana-
lystswithin the government may have been
oftheview that Iran was finished one way or
the other. And that our interests were very

i m rhEGulf Aﬁeraﬂ I

flow
bemg maintained. We have trade interests,
transitinterests, IMEC (India-Middle East—
Eumpe Economic Corridor). So, I believe

already been a regime change because the
decapitating strike did that. But he’s given
up the idea that Velayat-e Faqih would be

lerance of interest
is. so substantial that even if the perception
isthere that we are leaningtoone side, sobe
it. Maybe interlocutc

in the region and that is paramount
and logical. But the perception per-

TASHI TOBGYAL

alienate us. So, this is where their pragma-
tism comes from.

Shubhajit Roy: Pakistan has
positioned itselfas amediator. What is
yourview?

As adalal? That is the word my former
colleague (External Affairs minister
S Jaishankar) had used. In the '90s,
the Pakistanis had a dreadful time
when there was a proxy civil conflict
between the Sunnis and the Shia
TanzeemsinPakistan. And itisnose-

sists that we are leaning to one side. SCANTHE  crerthat the Saudis were behind the
But look at the Iranian reaction. (T)g V%(A)TDCEH Sunni Tanzeems and the Iranians
‘They’ve been very wise. They're far- were behind the Shia Tanzeems. So,

seeing people. And their systemis a
far-seeing system. They’ve over-
looked the first four days. They haven’t said
anything, even though that ship, which was
torpedoed by the Americans, was returning
from India. So, they have taken all that in
theirstride at the moment. Because India is
a major country and Iran doesn’'t want to

- by
epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

THE VIDEO

that’s the last thing that the Pakista-
nis would want at this stage. Re-
cently, there’s been a fairly turbulent rela-
tionship onthe Baloch issue betweenthetwo
countries And notin lhe distant past, the

- s e

fudianexpress,

jitaliseon the pres-
ent. p i i
diplomatic standing. Part of the thinking is
that if Pakistan becomes the venue for any
contactbetween the Americansand the Ira-
nians, then thatwillbringaboutalot of posi-
tive perceptions about Pakistan. And if it
doesn't work then what do (hey lose? Sec-

come to you. You don't start soliciting to be
ashanti doot. And therefore, the govern-
ment, the way it's played inthe end, is right.
Whether the word dalal should be used or
notIwill leave that to more learned people.

Shubhajit Roy: What would you have
advised to be done differently?
Ican'teverimagine myselftobeinanad-
visory role. But one thing I would have said
isthat it’s in keeping with our tradition to
condole the death of the Ayatollah. And we
should havetaken hisname.Idon'tthinkthe
government has taken his name even now.
Apart fmm that, one would have crafted
way thatwould. us
the of maintaininga greaterbal-
ance. Atthe moment, it would seem thatthe
Iranians have shown the wisdom of main-
taining their links with India, allowing our
ships to go. The PM has spoken twice to the
Iranian President. Jaishankar has spoken
five times to Araghchi. So the communica-
tion channels are active at the highest level.
They should be maintained. We pursue
America and Israel too, with equal vigour.
‘Thisis the ultimate test of diplomacy.

Shubhajit Roy: But what about the
unpredictable X-factor, Mr Trump?
One way of dealing with him is to ignore
what you feel can be ignored. And that is
what the government decided for hisclaims
that he had mediated and saved the lives of
millions . You ignore it. The second isto be
combative and to say that “no, what you are
saying hereisnotcorrect.” And that depends
3 I 3 e

issoviletothe people here, that you are com-
pelled to put your stand on the record, then
thatshould be done forthrightly. Otherwise,
itis best toignore him.

Vandita Mish h s
silence on the West Asia War — the
spectrum between responsible
statecraft and moral cave-in, where
wouldyuu place yourself?

hpma;m

for
interests. I find that morallry and ethics,
while we may all want them, have little role.
Whenever a government or a State says it’s
acting ethically, I think there should always
be suspicions. The same governments can
actvery unetlucal!y It's adifferent matter

to or' ipl
macy thar we have practised, since the war,
ledand interests.

For the time being, some energy flows are
taking place, For the time being, our people
there, the 90 lakh to 1 crore people, are safe.
Butifthisbreaksdown, thenwe'llbeinvery
deeptrouble.

VanditaMishra: You've dealt with
Pakistan. Have you watched
Dhurandhar? What did you think of it?
Isuppose it's a ot of fiction. Everyone
speculatesthat there’ssomekind of messag-
ing going through. Such messaging, if it is
taking place, is childish. If you are taking it
asentertainment, thenitis fine.

Shubhajit Roy: What would you have
advised the Opposition?

Twould have advised them to continue
toplay their political games if they want to. I
really believe that the Opposition must come
together on matters which are true chal-
lenges. Backin 1994, Benazir Bhutto had cut
offallcontractsbetweenIndiaand Pakistan.
Nawaz Sharif won the early 1997 election,
and became the PM. He indicated that he

ond,it theirstandingintheTs-
lamic Ummah. That they are the only Is-
Jamicstate with nuclear weaponsand yetin
the Ummah they are not taken seriously, is
somethingthat really infuriates them. They
feel they might improve their position.

wanted to dial Itwas HD Deve
Gowda’s government and Mr IK Guijral was
the External Affairs Mlms(ex, and they de-
cided

Mr Gujral briefed all the Opposition leaders
and of hisown coalition. Irecollectoneof the
senior Opposition leaderssaying, “Goahead,

'Vikas Pathak: The Opposition is doit. Weare in fullsupportofthis”. That was
questioningthe timing of the PM's there in those days. Attacks on each uther
visittolsrael.Isthe valid? -acerbic. Now

The timing of the Prime Minister’svisit ~ tionsare nomore.

toIsrael was intriguing. When the visit took
place, it was quite clear that Trump was

in
tory wha[they clamedwemBaloch mﬂnan(
But

feelingin

ONDHURANDHAR
Ttis alot of fiction.
Everyone speculates that
there’s some kind of
messaging. Such
messaging, ifit is taking
place, is childish. If you
aretakingit as
entertainment, then it

is fine’

‘what was being called a naval ar-
mada. And while negotiations were going
on, which the Omanis were doing at that
stage, thechances ofamilitary conflictwere
substantial. The government still hasn't
clarified why it decided togo ahead.

Monojit Majumdar: There seems tobe
aclear difference in the war goals of
the US and Israel. If Trump pulls back
but does not,
thislead in the short and longer term?
I can’t imagine Netanyahu bucking
Trump if Trump lays down the law. He may
turnand twist but he will listen. Idon’t think

Vikas Pathak: India had
hyphena[ed(tselffmmPaklslan

h h elbow room with the Ameri-
cans. The lobby is not exerclsmg thesame

after 0, Sindoor,
Pakistan appears to be regaining
diplomaticattention. Could the shift
harmIndia’s strategicinterests?
On Operation Sindoor, the Paki:

rolethatitusedto.

ing. That was alsoexhibited in Lhe rEvulsmn
in fairly substantial sections of American
opinion abou( wh;\t is happemng in Gaza

have played their cards, with Trump in par-
ticular, to ingratiate themselves with him.

sections of the Amencan admmnstranon
who have ac:ess to 'l‘rump to believe that

'PM Shehbaz Sharif has gor of
sayingthat “you have saved millions oflives”

and of course, that is music to Trump's ears.

Andwe’ve keptsilent. As formediation, you
canonly bea mediator ifany oneside wants
you to be one. In the early '50s, during the
Korean War, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru was

ol ha ike, were-
move the ]eadershjp, we inflict all this tre-
mendous pain, wewipeout theirownident-
ity. Then. they will come to their knees. I
thinkwhat they didn't figure wasthe Iranian
capacity to bear pain. And that they will be
effective in chokingoffoil supplies. Perhaps

approached to be the mediator and thatis  theydidn't atthe ans will
why we play rery i hitthe Arab states)
ingin the world roles. It’s dd  theway they have.
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A glaring deficit

Pledge on green goals is welcome, but secure energy
supplies and manageable costs are equally vital

TTOOKHARDLY anytime forthewarin WestAsiaand the consequent
near-halt in shipments through the Strait of Hormuz to triggera run-
away spike in global crude oil prices. While knocking the global and
Indian economies off stronger growth paths and reigniting inflation
worries across the globe, the military conflict also quickly exposed the soft
underbelly of India’s energy management systems. Last week, five weeks
afterthewarbroke out, thegovernment stated that the country’s oil stocks—
including a modest, fledgling strategic reserve and larger stockpiles and
inventories held by domestic oil companies—were enough for 74 days. Fur-
ther, itasserted that witha 40% post-warramping up of domesticliquefied
petroleumgas production,import dependence for the cooking fuel reduced
to 40%,and that, with cargoes secured from the US, Russia,and Australia,
supplies would be ensured. Iran’s gesture allowing safe Hormuz passage for
India-boundshipsisalsoa le booster.All this has ed the notion
that essential hydrocarbon supplies might not be immediately disrupted.

What cannot be brushed aside, however,is that India is hardly an energy-
secure countryand can’tbe oneeven inthe medium term. Neitheris the con-
tingency preparedness satisfactory or comparable to how other large
economieshaver ged fortt Ives.Indiais highly exposed to the cur-
rent West Asia crisis, forinstance, with 45% of its crude and 55% of natural
gasimportscoming from the region.A $10/barrel rise in benchmarkoil price
could widen India’s current account deficit by 0.5% of the GDP. Less thana
month of the war pushed state-run oil marketing companies into steep
losses, forcing the government to cutauto fuel taxes, This move could require
the government toabsorb an annualised fiscal cost of awhopping 1.7 lakh
crore while shielding end consumers. To be sure, India’s oil reserves are sig-
nificantlybelow the International Energy Agency-prescribed threshold of at
least 90 days of net oil imports. Among other large Asian economies, China
holds reserves for 110-140 days of net imports.

Energysecurityl quiredanew ddimensionintheevolv-
inggloballandscape. Rapid transition awayfmmfossﬂfuels togreenenergy
of assorted forms and the artificial mtelhge.uce boom that has ‘made every
datacentreapos factoryare posing
countries, except a few naturally endowed ones. The task s far more daunt-
ing for India which needs a high-growth path over the next few decades to
accomplish Viksit Bharat goals, but its domestic energy production is seri-
ously constrained. Low-cost energy supplies are a key national security
imperative, increasingly so in today’s world. Despite the significant energy
deficit,Indiaseems to place greatimportanceon fulfilling its greenand sus-
tainable development obligations. Although non-fossil fuels accounted for
52.6% of installed electricity capacity as of February 2026, the Cabinet
recentlysetamoreambitioustarget of 60%for 2035 and vowed to cut emis-
sionintensity by 47%by 2035 from 2005 levels.

This tenacity towards climate justice is creditworthy, but a far more
aggressive policy is required to keep energy supplies intact and costs man-
ageable.Objectives that need greatervigourincludeboosting nuclearenergy
and future fuelslike green hydrogen, fast-tracking electricmobility,creating
aunified national electricity grid,and accelerating battery storage capacity.
Regarding hydrocarbons, the policy approach should be more pragmatic,
emphasising equally both tapping domestic resources and forging cost-
effective overseasalliances.

Will US toast Pernod Ricard
swallowing Jack Daniels?

PERNOD RICARD'S TALKS to acquire spirits rival Brown-Forman, the owner of Jack
Daniel’s whiskey, may seem like small beer; the combined company would have
annual sales of about $15 billion, still less than Diageo’s $20 billion or so. But the
mooted Lle -up isan uldncar_\nn that d.vsulle_rs and bmwe[s need to find radical solu-
tionstothep Muchli season-
mgs, they re having to get more creatxv&

afteraboom that:
ers tum tomixing drinksathome during Covid-eralockdowns.Whenbars and clubs
reopened, P priceybot tonthetown;
ury industry, big booze thought the good times would neverend, Butas consumers,
particularlyin the US,grappled with inflation, they cut back orturned to cheaper tip-
ples.Younger people are drinking less than past generations and,when they do want
toindulgeinaltered reality,someare turning to cannabis instead. Weight-loss drugs
curbalcohol cravings; US tariffs add to the toxic cocktail for the drinks industry.
Pernod Ricard and Brown-Forman clearly think they have the best chance of nav-
igating this testing landscape by bulking up.In the US, the enlarged company would
have the second-biggest market share behind Diageo, uniting Jack Daniels with
Martell Cognac, Jameson Irish Whiskey, and Absolut Vodka. The greater scale would
giveitmore cloutwith alcohol distri retailers
Andbenefitsaren’t confined to the US; the unified ﬁrmwould alsobe thebiggest
spirits company in Europe.And it would' be awell-balanced
with the US, Europe,and Asia each contri g abouta third of sales.
Ithelpsthat the portfolios of both fi

kDanielsbr
:;yencanwhlskey—sumethmg Pernod Ricard haslacked—
itwould. addthu.l.la brands Heuadu.ra and El ]LmadnnAna-
lystsat Formanhas
tsat higher price points, which will become anreasu:gly
important amid increased weight-loss drug usage. Con-
sumers may drink lcss butwhen theydo they llwanta bet-
terquality of tipple.A cost
savmgs,whlch could be investedin expandmg low-and no-
alcohol drinks, another promising growth area.

There however. Pernod’s ingsare

Bloomberg alreadyhigh,with netdebtat 3.9 times earnings beforeinter-

est, tax, depmclatmn and amortisation at the half year,

Thursday, both Pernod Ricard

and Brcwn Forman said lheywere dlscussmga partnelshlp “akin to a merger of
equals”The i uuum consi

Pernod Ricard market capitalisati wnrrh:mnndQ'!Rh llioncom-

pared with Brown- Forman 'S $12 billion as of Thursday’s close. Cnmchmg Lhe paxr
togetherat their gvaluat mean the USsid
ofboth the enlarged company and any ensuing upside.

The trickytaskof ingboththe Bmwnznd Ric both anhichane
till siemi inthei had b 3 .
tands the need for ion to their p of the roster of

brands, echoing the backdrop to Estee Lauder’s: potent\al acquxsmon of Puig Brands.

There’sanotherfactorto consider: Whil ikely to derail

the drinks deal, the US president could Will Donald Trump and his Maga heartland
allowsuchan i JackD: Fi h hands? And rivalinter-
estcan’tbe ruled out,although Dave Lewis, the new chief executive officerof Diageo,
has historically been asellerof assets rather than abuyer.

Wha(ever[heoutcomeoﬂhuf:lL ingisclear: Bigbooze find solu-

tionstoi ial crisis. Lewis,who hasalready tak toDi

cast, is likely to shake things up further. LVMH Moet Hennessy Louis Vuitton, major-
ity owner of Moet Hennessy, which includes the eponymous cognac and Moet &
Chandon champagne brands, is trying to revive its fortunesaftera more thana two-
yearslide.Given all of these moving parts, Pernod’s overture to Brown-Forman looks
more likea preprandial than last last orders.

AUNCHING THE TRINAM-
OOL Congress (TMC) mani-
festo for the upcoming
Assembly elections in West
Bengal, Mamata Banerjee
claimed“thereis no development left"for
thestate. Butlookat the percapitaincome
(PCI) numbers: In 1960-61, when the
Indian National Congress was in power,
West Bengal ranked second in the coun-
try,just behind Maharashtra. By the time
the Communist Party of India (Marxist)
took over in 1977 1t had already shpped

' FROM PLATE TO PLOUGH
HISTORY WILL NOT BE KIND TO THE PEOPLE OF A STATE WHO CHOOSE FREEBIES OVER DEVELOPMENT

The battle for Bengal

ASHOK GULATI
BIDISHA CHANDA

Respectively Distinguished Professor and
Research Assistant at ICRIER

Bengal Incentive Scheme (WBIS) was int-
roduced to promote industrial growth th-
rougha range of fiscal incentives. InApril

(2011-12) prices,West Bengal’s GDPgrew
atan average annual growth rate (AAGR)
0f4.8%, well belowIndia’s 6.2%,and lag-
ging even states like Bihar (6.5%), UP
(6.1%),0disha (6.3%),Jharkhand (5.6%),

fifthplace. 2025, th passedthe Act
thereinsin 2011, thestatehadslidto17th retmspectlvely thhdmwmg three
place. Three terms later, the state still decadesof fal

ranks 16th in 2024-25, with a PCI of
163,467 against a national average of

explicitlyto
forvarious welfare schemes for the socio-

dA: (7%).The pi i more
concerning in agriculture, which still
employs 38.2% of theworkforce (Periodic

® BRAGGING RIGHTS

Samajwadi Party President Akhilesh Yadav

If anyone worked to secure the necessary

clearances for the (Jewar) airport, it was the
Samajwadi Party. That is why the project has
materialised today

ernise,and compete. Take jute. The state
produces 80% of India’s jute, 6.8 million
tonnes in 2024-25 (Unified Portal for
Agricultural Statistics, 2025),and hosts 88
of India’s 118 jute mills. Byany measure, it
should be the global capital of jute, anat-
ural fibre.Instead of
mtu making sacking bags for foodgra_\ns
sold largelyto theg
Bangladesh, starting from scratch after
1971, diversified, modernised,and cap-
tured international markets. Darjeeling
tea tells the same story: It lost the brand-
ing war to Ceylon tea, whose lion logo
guarantees certified quality standards
enforced centrally by the Sri Lanka Tea
Board. Darjeeling, fragmented acrossindi-
vidual estates with no unified quality
enforcement and a GI tag routinely
blenders,could offer

205,324, while tops with ec mar LabourForce Survey,2023-24). The sector
387,623, alised sections of the state”. grewatan AAGR of just 2.9%,
That is not to say West Bengal has not Companies that invested on the basis to India’s 4%, Bihar's 3.9%, UP’s 5.7%,
atall.On social indi the ofthosei i e QOdisha’s4.6%, Jharkhand’s
story is more impressive. Female literacy serious financial losses,with — 5 900 and Assam's 6.3%
among the 15-49 age group stands at outstanding claims wiped ~ West Bengal is not overﬂ)esamepenud
93.1% (Sample Registration System off the books overnight,  gport of gbecause
5 s s T
[SRS], 2023). The total fertility rate (TFR) making fresh investments It is short of the West Bengal isa leading

is 1.3,at parwithsouthernstates like Ker-
alaand Tamil Nadu (SRS, 2023). This has
translated into a population growth rate
of just 0.5% per annum against India’s
0.9%and Bihar's 1.43%.Yet,despitethese
demographic and social gains,why has
this not translated into higher PCI?

One reason is the state’s s consxstent

difficult. In 2023-24, the
state’s gross fixed capital
formation (GFCF) stood at

political will to
invest, modernise,

producer of vegetables—
cabbage, brinjal, capsicum,
radish,cucum-

nosuchassurance.
Andyet,Banerjee’sanswertoall of this
s freebies; Lakshmir Bhandar, herflagship
direct cash transfer scheme forwomen,
alone costs 27,500 crore, nearly 7% of
the state’s total budget expenditure of
¥3.96 lakh crore in 2026-27. Thereis no
‘major plan for industrialisation oragro-

just 1.2% of its GDP, nearls ber,and pointed gourd.The
}Jalfof India’s 2.3%.The pic)j and compete pmblemp(z:omesbaﬁer the
ture worsens when one SESGSS-——S———————harvest.Typically,a farmer
looksat the net fixed capital receives roughly one-third
formation, which falls to a mere 0.4% of of what the end consumer pays. The
GDP to 1.1% for India. This remaining two-thirds is captured or sim-

tractand retain pri
ment.The pivotal moment camein 2008,
when the late Ratan Tataannounced that
Tata Motors would withdraw ﬁom the

sharpdropreflects the highlevel of depre-
ciation, which accounts for 64% of GFCF
in West Bengal, much h]ghertban India’s

plylostin the supply chain. Baucr]ee did

supply chain investment. The
state’s public debt-GDP ratio stood at
349% in 2023-24, next only to Punjab’s
40%,among majorstates (State Finances,
Comptrollerand Auditor General of India,
2023-24), because the welfare schemes
are being funded not from growth divi-

attempt

thelines of ! SAFAL in Delhi (Sufal Bangla),

dendsbut from borrowed money.Today’s
fiscal crisis.

So, what will decide the 2026 elec-
tions? Religion? Freebies? Or the Special
Intensive Revision controversy? We wish
that it is decided on Trinamool’s 15-year
performance. History will not be kind to

ingur, thedeci- 519%. 1 d growth and but the results have been limited at best.

sion to Banerjee’s anti-land acquisition employment generation depend on pri- What the state needs is serious agri-pro-

agitation. The signal it sent to every cor- reeblesum cessinginvestment—a PepsiCodoing con-

porate boardroom in India lasted far ilyc cancure tract farmi i proces-

longer—that West Bengal was not a safe it.West Bengal appears tohave forootten sors in ﬁshe.r.les and dxrect pipelines into
thislesson. market: over

place forlong-term capital investments.
Since then, Banerjee has done little to
changethat perception.In 2013, the West

Let the numbers do the talking. Bet-
‘ween2011-12 and 2024-25,at constant

the people of a state who choose freebies

WestBengal isnot short of resources.It
isshort of the political will toinvest,mod-

Views are personal

Independence on boards often negotiated

Does corporate India truly want independent directors
who question power, and are those entrusted with
that role willing to do so when it matters?

SRINATH SRIDHARAN

Author, corporate adviser & independent
director on corporate boards X: @ssmumbai

ARECENTRESIGNATION of aboard cha-
irman framed around ethical divergence

directors under an unforgiving public

lens. When director exits come without

clanty, they do Ixttle toresolve doubt,and
dintent.

infast: rer
ders are left most exposed. Instltutlonal
investors and ultra-high-net-worth indi-
viduals possess both the financial muscle
to rebalance and the networks to access
qualitative insights that remain beyond
the reach of ordinary shareholders.

life there are two stakeho]dels one does

seamless alignment. It is about raising

notchoose.. Incorpor- uncomfor till having the
( confidence and civility to debate them
d Indepen- openlywithin the privacy of that room.

dent directors do not operate in
abstraction; they function within ecosys-
tems shaped by power, access, and long-

Thi yisnotabouttheent-
ity,about perceived strains between its
management and the board, oramong
individuals withinit.Itis not about whet-
he.ra board memberhreadnedtheexpect»

Insuch
Theinstitutionwill haveone. Theleaderof
the institution often presents another,
even as corporate India continues to blur
the line bctween individual and institu-

standing

Evenwhere regulationsassume nom-
ination and remuneration committees
act mdepcndently in selecting board
members it’san open: secret that such

Such disagreements cannot be fully
addressed within the structure of formal
board meetings. They call for conversa-
tions beyond the agenda.

But many independent directors do
not see this as part of their role. They
assume they are compensated to attend
meeungs,not toinvesttimeinnavigating

ofanon- Itisnot tion. Tk membercarrie: theexplicit meetings,evenas,in
aboutthecultureoftheorganisationsud-  athirdaccount.Afourthnarrativeresides  orimplicit sanction of p orinf- certaininstances, th i fsuch
denly revealing itself, even if conversati- within the board itself, luential inclu- ar may notal be limited
onsaround sales push mis-selling,and among Lhose who know dingin D0 {ro- toformal alone.Ifsteward-
internalp rface de- at remain d d direct- moter ship is the expectation, board remunera-
spite bemg industry folklore.Itisnotabo- formallysilent,evenas frag- orsr mist leam to not practise mdependence tion must reflect the time, risk, and res-
utpresumed powerstruggleswithinman- ments surface through asmuchastheylearntoma- ponsibility it entails. It is time for Sebi to
agement, or about the muted behavi Thefinal ~ignore the nageit. revisit thiswith urgency.
of widely held institutional shareholders, ~ layer comes from official  ding noise & focus  messsituational, not absol— Which leads to a harder question: Are
which quietly dlsmantles the myth that quanemeve.mfunofﬁually on decisions that ute. And in domg s0, the independent directors prepared to be
instituti pris- and stakehold ersion  wartime Is? But then, many are
tinegovernance.Itis: nmwhe!.herscrutiny thestate,especiallyinasen- sarve BhOIdOIS; o governance where diss- peacetime generals. When a crisis emer-
ofinsinuationwill hold,orwhetheranin- sitivemarketenvironment. ~ Over the longterm  ent survives,butonlywithin  ges,very few rise to the occasion.

dividual’s alumnus, much like institutio-
nal power, Lsmough tomakeltdlsappear

Itisnot whether

‘Amidst this, public exp-

ectations of mdependcnt
d.Itmustalsobe

acc e
Notallindependent dir-
ectors possess a clear voice or a defined

directors mustbe prepa-
red for friction. For argument. For push-
back. For conversations that aren’t ple-

rates truly allow on ac it that board bersop vision for the institutions they serve. asant orpenfon:nanve Theymus(leaj:ntu

gyand leadership,wk ateunder! i it ingpres- fortheirstature, net- gl dfocuson

ft P thatthey ure: irservicetocorp works or perceived i value. decisi the

serveat the pleasure of power. nance and the broadereconomy remains Over time, this shapes behaviour on both long term, even if it requires short-term
Ttisabout what hasdone | ial. Episodes such as these, sides of the table. Exec growaccus- i bilise the instituti

tothecredibilityof and expectation from howevervisible, do not diminish the role tomed tonotbei Corporate This episode will pass. What will end-

independent directorsacross I.ndla Inc.

theyplay,evenas they compelamore hon-
est ination ofit.

Fornow asc y d

Therehasb anopen scepticismab-

ity shareholder is rendered largely tooth-
less. That is the uncomfortable truth.
Independent directors exist precisely
to ensure representation, voice,and pro-
tection of minorit, rights.Yet

outhowindependent thesedirectors truly
are. If an independent director were to
rigorously apply judgement to a board
agenda,whatwould follow?

Onek thatin

HE EDITOR

Question of reforms

The finance ministry's candour about
growth risks is welcome, even ifthe
timing—weeks after upgrading the
forecast—raises questions about how
thoroughly external vulnerabilities
were factored in earlier. India's depen-
dence on West Asian energy and rem-
ittances was not a new variable. The
reassurance about forex reserves cov-
ering 11 months of imports is genvine
comfort. But reserves address a

balance-of-payments concern, not an
inflation one. Rising crude feeding into
input costs across fuel-intensive sect-
ors is a slower, more pervasive prob-
lem. It erodes household purchasing
power quietly, well before it shows up
in headline numbers. The emphasis on
redoubling structural reforms is corr-
ect. The question is which reforms,
onwhat timeline, and with what
accountability. Generality at moments
of specific stress is not policy.

—A Myilsami, Coimbatore

India has seen non-promoter chief exec-
utives remain at the crease for extended
periods, often articulating governance
ideals while overlooking something as

ure is a harder question. Does corporate
India truly want independent directors
whoquestion power,and are those entrus-
ted with that role willing to do sowhen it
matters? emustbeexercised

uations rise, even the most sophisticated
3 S T o

Yet the reality of boards isnotabout

Excise duty cut

Apropos of "Buying time on

fuel" (FE, March 28), the central
government's decision to cut excise
duty is welcome. This decision was
necessitated to offset surging global
oil prices. It is taken to ensure there is
no price hike by oil marketing
companies (OMCs) for consumers
even if crude prices jump further.
While OMCs will recover some of the
losses of the last fortnight or so, it was

in the dlf_ﬁcult often uncomfortable
stretches within the boardroom, when
silence s easierand consequenceisreal.

necessary to stabilise prices and
manage inflationary pressure. The ball
is now in the state's court, but fuel
taxes are major revenue sources.
Considering most of the states have
poor financial health it would be
better if they provide targeted relief
to public transport, farmers, and
transporters rather than a blanket
cutforall.

—Bal Govind, Noida

®Wiite to us at feletters@expressindia.com
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Petrochem Price Surge
Hitting Economy Hard

Gol must intervene to keep retail prices low

A clutch of industries that use petrochemicals as inputs,
from pharmaceuticals and paints to textiles and toys, is
facing the brunt of the Iran conflict as refiners have pas-
sed on thesurge in crude oiland natural gas prices. Some
of the downstream sectors in the petrochemicals comp-
lex are labour-intensive small enterprises with low pri-
cing power, such as textile units where distress is sho-
wingup inemployment figures. These industriesareloo-
king at an extended spell of margin pressure as input
costs are unlikely to subside till global petrochemicals
supply chain recovers, possibly only months after hosti-
lities end in the Persian Gulf.

There’s cause for Gol's intervention for sectors direct-
ly affected by the energy price pass-through to dampen
itseffect on generalised inflation. This could range from
fiscal to trade support. Even signals from Gol that it is
considering relief will help dial down
sentiment, with consequences for pri-
ces. Inflation had been creeping up be-
fore the Iran conflict, and once petro-
chem buyers start raising prices, the-
se will show up in the headline num-
bers. The incomplete transmission of
energy costs through food and fuel
may not be enough, given the extent of rise in petrochem
prices.

India’s Goldilocks economic scenario of strong
growth andlow inflation is over. Effects of petrochem in-
flationarenotasi di fuel —th witha

India and countries like Pakistan are inactive and active for safety of their citizens and economies

Meddle East Meditations

T omestic discourse on the
| latest Gulf War took a
] puzdmg turn past
|/ week. Has Islamabad re-
-+ established its strategic
welghl" Should India have taken on
the role of peacemaker and media-
tor? The questions are silly and re-
ductionist. They flow from an all-
weather obsession with Pakistan.
They also mis-appreciate the pri-
mary purpose of foreign policy:
sheltering of one’s own citizens and
economy. This is what all countries
troubled by the conflict are attemp-
ting to do. Even mediation is only re-
sorted toif it serves this
objective, nototherwise.
For Narendra Mod\
India

CHAPATI 325

Making moves
Gulf states have become frontline
targets. A reckless US-Israel inter-
vention has jeopardised Gulf count-
ries’ modernisation programme. 1t
has shaken an economic model focu-
sed on urbanisation and
connectivity, innovation,
v financial ser-

re with Trump’s ‘stay home’ com-
mitment tohis MAGA base?

To be fair, it'snot as if Gulf states
are blind to Iran’s enhanced im-
portance. This is a reality Nui-
sance value is the ultimate levera-
ge in globa! politics. As regional

suffered has been noted. To
that end, any continued
pressure that constricts
Gulf economies’ ambi-
tionsand salience is useful.
When, and at which point,
on the graph the X axis of
Iran’s military degrada-
tion (on Gulf states' wish
List) will meet the Y axis of
Iran’s political destabilisa-
tion (mediator states”
nightmare) will determine
theregion’s course.
Finally, there’s Israel.
Will it stop fighting even if
the others do? Notwith-
standing a busy and indu-
strious bilateral corridor;
India’s and Israel’s regio-
nal strategies are diver-
ging. Trade, multi-modal
connectivity endeavouxs and a cali-
brated ion that

THE SPEAKING TREE

Higher
Purpose

CHANCHALAPATHI DASA

In the time of rapid technologi-
cal advancementsand chang-
inglifestyles, the question of
whether ancient scripturesstill
hold relevance confronts us
again. Teachingsof Vedic
shastras remain timeless
because they address funda-
mental realities and challenges
of human existence. Truths
that transcend time, culture
and circumstance. Shastras
rncusnot ontemporary social
buton universal

finesses politics: Israel isnot buying

are reconstructed, ac-

mediate energy secumy and pre-
ventmg Indianassetsfrombeingtar-
geted in any military escalation are
key priorities. In this, at least so far,
Gol's diplomacy has met reasonable
success. The good Iuck may not last.

But it willnot be for want of effort.
Pakistan is trying to achieve the
eseve-

lag. Packaging price rises show up innew i y that
arrives in the market with a delay. Petrochem use is al-
most universal in consumer goods, and the ticket shock,
though slow and imperceptible, shows up over time. The
price transmission works through labour-intensive in-
dustries and affects lower-income consumers. The mar-
ket is pricing inuncertainty,and thereisalikelihood pet-
rochem prices will keep rising independent of how the
Iran crisis resolves. Monetary policy will have to adjust
for the persistent pressure. These adjustments may need
tobefront-loaded.

Mere Lip Service Won't
Save Our Rich Forests

The systematic ravaging of the Aravallis' ecological wealth by
Aravalli-belt states — whether for mining, forest resources, or
‘development’ — isastoryasold as the hills. Yeta more insidio-
uslayerof institutional decay hasrecently surfaced: ahigh-sta-
kes jurisdictional turf war between two senior IFS officers in
Haryana, a state that an almost single-minded focu:
on ing the Aravallis. The catalyst is the illegal felling of
over 1,000 khair trees within the protected Kalesar Wildlife
Sanctuary. Make no mistake: thefight between the two officers
isnot a valiant struggle to protect the canopy. Instead, it isa cy-
nical, post-facto dispute over who has the ‘legal authority' to in-
vestigate the theft longafter the timber has been hauled away.
This systemicrot isnot an isolated Hary-
ana phenomenon — it is a regional epide-
mie. A 2022 CarbonCopy investigation re-
vealed illegal extraction of Khairfrom Su-
helwa Wildlife Sanctuary in UP. The moti-
ve is commercial: the tree’s heartwood
produces kattha, the lifeblood of India’s
multi-billion dollar pan masala industry.
Demand is so insatiable that Suhelwa has been hollowed out,
transformed into a ‘ghost forest’ where organised syndicates
operate with the quiet complicity of compromised depart-
ments. This lucrative ‘kattha boom' has now migrated into the
fragile Himalayan foothills.

Attheendof theday, these cases pull back thecurtainonanug-
ly truth: bureaucratic ringfencing and jurisdictional buck-pas-
singarenot mereaccidents of governance. They are deliberate
mechanisms designed to shield high-ranking officials from ac-
countability, allowing them to pay lip service to the conserva-
tion of our precious forests while presiding over their steady 1i-
quidation in broad daylight.

Forget LPG, publicurination in Delhi
could now set you back by 500

Committing Nuisance
Just Got Expensive

Delhi found itssilver bulletfor ci val0xin-
crease in the fine for ‘committing nuisance’— thatlovely Vic-
torian euphemism for urinating in public spaces. Amend-
ments to the venerable Delhi Municipal Corporation Act,
1957, and New Delhi Municipal Council Act. 1994, have trans-
formed ‘committing nuisance’ from a ¥50 pocket-change of-
fence int yerime. Atz50,a wall wa lyacan-
vas for desperation. At 2500, it becomes a premium gallery
space, accessible only to those with deep pockets and weak
bladders. Expect Instagram mﬂuencers soon: ‘Just dropped
2500 at C Place, MakeltLuxury’
of course,will Iy I fficers

pri ithreceiptbook:
mid-stream infractions. Will offenders be offered EMI plans?
“Sir, three easy instalments of 167, and you're ﬁ‘ee togo. But
Delhi'sinfrastr i sorry, key.
asunicor; i isa mmmnf bladder
—_sin don'tseem

The %500 fine is as much about hygiene and instilling civic
sense as it's about theatre, It's Delhi’s way of saying: our air
‘may choke, our traffic may coagulate, but our walls shall no
longer dripwith indignity —unless, ition willre<
mind us, you can afford it,

ral other affected countries across
Asia and the Indo-Pacific, from the
gates of Europe to the Philippines
and Australia. Structural disrup-
tion in energy and fertiliser suppli-
es, inflation surges and an incalcu-
lable growth shock are widespread
fears. Collectively, these will take a
toll on the 2026-27 business year.

Furthel down rebu.l.ldmﬂ regio-

a

nal

vices, and a welcoming
tourism and expat experience. It has
left Iran more relevant as a coercive
actor.

Any post-conflict scenario willre-
quire greater military and internal
security spending by Guif states.
They will also be vulnerable todiffe-
rent types of Iranian influence ops.
Bahrain, for instance, is a Shia co-
untry with a Sunni monarch. Along
with the UAE and Saudi Arabia, it's
urging Trump to ‘finish what you
started’. In real terms this means
freeing the Strait of Hormuz from
anIranian chokehold.

This, in turn, would involve not
just a US assault on one or more is-
lands off Iran’s southern coast, but
perhaps a longer-term occupation,
even if under a multina-

well
take us into the early 2030s. With its
multiple crises, from the
pandemic onwards. futu-
rehistorians could inter-
pret the 2020s as a lost de-
cade for the world econo-
my. That is the enormity
of what we face. In the
circumstances,  India
and Pakistan are hardly
each other’s problem.
Where is the conflict

situated? Nobody is cer- Pakistan, Torkiye, Egypt and Saudi Arabia
tain of the floor. There are working towards a frozen
are countervailing inter- With Iranian capabilities mol

tional rubric. How would this squa-

commodation and incentivisation
of Iran is inevitable. Gulf states wo-
uld only want more cards in their
hands when this process begins.

Other countries are nudging
Trump differently. Pakistan, Tirki-
ve, Egypt and Saudi Arabia — with
the first hosting the other three ina
2-day foreign ministerial talks in Is-
lamabad to de-escalate the US-Israel
war on Iran — are working towards
a frozen outcome, with Iranian ca-
pabilities more intact than Gulf sta-
tes would want. Their imperatives,
too, would appear legitimate.

These three countries have
among the most professional milita-
ries in the Muslim world. They are
wary of being drawn into an expan-
ding unrest. Pakistan, for example,
has a security pact with Saudi Ara-
bia. Understandably, it does not
want this invoked. Or to get into war
with Iranonsomebody else’s behalf.

An Iran that’s fragmented, or
where the theocratic government
doesn’t hold, is also a concern. This
will likely lead to Kurdish and Ba-
loch insurgencies that could spill
over to Tiirkiye and Pakistan re-
spectively. Further, Islamabad, An-
karaand Cairo—as wellas Teheran
—areall potentiallosersshould GCC-
centric geo-ecunumlc and connectivi-

intact than

ests and, therefore, pres- GUIf states would want. Their imperatives,

sures on Donald Trump.

too, would appear legitimate

tymega-p.
I.ndiarM.iddle East-Europe Econo-
mic Corridor (IMEEC) is a challenge
toall of them, and the setback it has

intervention has jeopardised
Guif countries’ modernisation
programme. |t has shaken an
economic model, and has left
Iran more relevantasa
coercive actor

into this template. It has doubled
down on containment.

Given its moves in Lebanon and
Syria, it's exploring territorial ex-
pansionismasasecurity buffer. The
likelihood —orrisk —of new politi-
cal maps in West Asia is at its hig-
hest in decades.

Given all this, India needs to pro-
tect itsflanks, be mindful of itsstra-
tegic equities in Gulf states, and its.
working relationships with almost
allstakeholders. Modihas wisely re-
cognised this is a time for caution
and, to the extent possible, for shiel-
dingthenational economy. Itisnota
moment for adventurism. Masterly
inactivity is a storied diplomatic
tradition. It has its merits today.

Theauthor is partner; The Asia Group, and
chairof its India practice
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There once was a voter
in Assam,

Who tracked oil with
great zeal and some fear,

If Strait of Hormuz
sneezes,
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MANAGING WASTE

Itis estimated that 2.56 billion tonnes of municipal solid waste was
generated globally in 2022, accnrdmgtu a World Bank report. This waste, by
ss geographical regions. High-income

16% o the ot

enerated 29% of

the world's waste in 2022 and had the highest per capita waste generation.
Regionally, East Asia and the Pacific generated the largest share of global
waste at 33%, whereas West Asia and North Africa produced the least at 6%..
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Sanjay Malhotra’s Baptism by Fire

Sugata Ghosh

‘Maybe, itwon’t cometothat.’A
perverselogic pervades most
forecasts on the war’s economic
consequences. The unstated refrain
isthatsomesolution, notaneat
resolution, buta cold peace, the
kind of hostile truce one can imagi-
nebetween racists and fanatics,
would emerge, Aftera while, the
intensity of conflict would dimi-
nish, though not goaway, and anot-
herstretch of West Asia would
become a troubled zone while the
restof the world gets on with life.

It'saquiet hope for many strate-
gistseven as the turbulence turns
murkier. They are unable to predict
beyond April, assess how inflation
would behave —anumber that's
notjustafunction of oil, but several
product prices pushed up by longer
voyages. No one is sure when hig-
her intermediate product prices
would creep into wholesale prices
and how fast consumer prices
would catch up.

‘They are caught ina more comp-
lex world where calculations must
factor in commodity prices as well
as quantities and availability. It
could take months for trade to
normalise even after the Strait of
Hormuz fully opens. It's futile to
borrow from the Russia-Ukraine
war which today looks likea simp-
listic template. And, how the war

would impact the FY26 numbers,
and how much would spill over to
FY27canonly beaguess.

Ina worldlike this, Sanjay Mal-
hotrawill

‘lower forlonger’ approach torates,
avoid an April hike which would
betray a sense of i iew the

modern history —something that
welghed heavlly on20th century’s
Today,

turmoilasa ansxtorv supply
shock. Ar

year's first monetary policy on
April 8. It will be hisacid test. Many
governors have had baptism by fire.
Lehman collapsed less thana
fortnight after Duvvuri Subbarao
took charge in September 2008.
Raghuram Rajan walked into the
winds of taper tantrum in 2015.
Like his predecessor Shaktikanta
Das, who faced Covid a year after
taking charge, Malhotra must deal
with the war volatility and dis-
ruptions, which would dampen
growth and stoke inflation.

Likebanks and bond houses it
regulates, RBI faces a challenge. In
the April and October policies, RBI
forecasts crudeand exchange rate
over the next 2 years. The estimates
go into itsmodel and policy. But
withoil and markets tossed bet-
ween Trump's tweets, that exercise
isnow ashot in thedark.

Still. if Malhotra hasa way and
therupee doesnotcome undera
fresh fierce attack, he could prefera

So, plans?

growth headwinds stems from Das’
playbook toavoidlocal measures
thatamplify global shocks.

So,RBI intervened inforexand
bought gilts to prevent shooting
bond yields that would have spar-
ked higher mark-to-market losses
andsell-off of bank stocks. Butas
inflation hardens, Malhotra must
takeacall onraisingrates while
balancing the probability of down-
side togrowth. An inflation above
4.5% would be within RBI's target
band, but an unchanged policy rate
of 5.25% would goagainst the
preferred real rate of 1% orslightly
higher:

‘Monetary policy can take sudden
turns, par ucularly when the guv is
notahard-boil and i

aspects of life thatremain
unchanged across generations.

Shastrasaddress certain
fundamental aspects of reality
‘which have not changed. For
instance, in Gita, Krishnshares
alistof qualities and says,
these constitute knowledge,
wisdom and enlightenment.”
Hementionsstatessuchas
‘janm-mtyu-jara-vyadhi-dukh-
doanudarsanam’and explains
that therearefour inescapable
realities of life for everyone:
birth, disease, oldageand
finally, death.”

While modern life has trans-
formed dramatically, these
existential experiences conti-
nue todefine the human condi-
tionand encourage us towards
ahigher purpose.

Thisis why Gitaand the wider
body of Vedicliterature conti-
nue toserveas guiding texts.
Rather than acknowledging
momentary trends, they enga-
ge with questions of life, ma-
kingthemasrelevant today as
they were thousands of years
agoand quenching our thirst
‘with well-explained proofs.

MELODY FOR
MONDAY

Easy
Faith No More

Faith NoMore’s1992 cover
of Lionel Richie’s ‘Easy’ is
oneof thoserarereinterpre-
tations that honoursthe
original while completely
reshaping its emotional
terrain. The Commodores'
1977 original. written by
Richie, isa smooth, soulful
ballad— its warmthlies in
the velvet textures of Mo-
town-era productionand
Richie's tender delivery.
Faith No More drags the
song through thegritof the
early 'Q0salternativerock
landscape, layering it gvi(h

theirrendi-

tion so com-
pelling is the tension bet-
weensincerity and sub-
version. Patton croons with
unexpected delicacy in the
verses, almost mimicking
Richie’ssoulful ease, before
theband crashes inwith
grungy guitar tonesanda
sardonic edge. The juxtapo-
sition creates araw beauty:
the song becomes both
homage and parody, a love
letter wrapped in a smirk.

By infusingasoft ballad

with the abrasiveness of
rock, Faith No More exposes
thefragﬂ.\ty of Lhe original

central

confront new odds —as narratives
eclipse facts, the victor and the
vanquished can't be distinguished.

Someday, the madness would ebb.
Still, the problem that dogs India
would remain: a deficit BoP, with
more dollars flowing out than
coming in. It may worsen after the
war: Amid foreign equity outflows
and low direct investments, Gol and
RBImust use every ammunition to
increase dollar supply and back
INR.

Not just emergency measures like
slashing banks' forex speculative
book after the rupee breached 94.
Or; possibie steps like making
exporterssell dollars sooner; hol-
ding variable reverse repo auctions
toraiseshort-termrates and make

the INR costlier;

more receptive to views. Das, who
held rates at the onset of the Ukrai-
newar in February 2022, begana
surprise tightening ﬁ‘om early May,
soonafter mee!

Afew things favour- RBL Unlike in
Covid or the financial meltdown, no
one today expects the central bank
tobe thefirstline of defence. And,
with Golpartlyabsor] bing inflatio-

lowering individual overseas
remittance limit;announcinga
special NRIdepositscheme thro-
ugh SBlamid fears that remittan-
ces from the Gulf may be hit.
Muchmore must be done to dee-
pen thedollar pool: fast track clea-
rance of FDIproposals, relaxing
rulestoattract FDI from Chinaand

sentiment
ously amplifying its univer-
sality ‘Know it sounds
funny/ ButIjust can’t stand
thepain/ GirlT'mleaving
you tomorrow, becomes less
about resignation and more
about confrontation—an
anthem that's tender yet
Jjagged, ironic yet heartfelt.
‘This collision of genres
somehow feels inevitable,
andutterly right.

Growth
Can Wait

Apropos ‘W Asia Conflict may
‘Take Pace Off India’s Growth'
(Mar 29). The ongoing conflict
hasaffected India’s economic
rhythm. Exports play a vital
role indrivingaggregate
demand and earning foreign
exchange while imports

HaugKongas

nary pressures by fuel

pricerise, RBI can:

wth.

However, firefighting war-induced
uncertainties may stretch longer
than feared. Who would mediate?
‘What would the US project asa win?
‘What would Iran get in return?
Therearenoanswersas the world
has forgotten the price it paid for
thelack of humility of victors in

I
and help moderate prices. Gol

f overseas
direct and push Gol now faces thecritical task of
bonds inmore global mmces — ensurmg households. and
afterall, foreign
bonds has been stickier than FPI energy products while. l\ee-

equity bets. Till BoP staysred,
Malhotraand his army would
continue defending therate and
rupee longafter thewaris over.

ping inflation under check. At
thisjuncture, headline
growth figures or fiscal deficit
concerns canreasonably take
abackseat.

sugata, com

SRamakris Chennai
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Doomsday for the
developing world

It is going to be devastating for developing nations.
Those least responsible for climate change are set to
suffer its deadliest consequences the most

Peak summer is still months away, but the temperatures in
northern India are soaring, and it is getting worse with every
passing year. The world is heating up fast, and the temperatures
are projected to rise by approximately 1.5 to 2.0 degrees
Celsius above pre-industrial levels by 2050. The report by the
Climate Impact Lab has projected that by 2050, ten times more
deaths will occur in the Global South due to the rise in
temperature than in the West. The developing countries are
going to be the worst affected. The heat will result in harsh work
conditions, leading to deaths, as the Global South is least ready
for it. This natural calamity is unfolding before our eyes, albeit,
ata slow pace. The reason for this is twofold. First, most
developing countries that constitute the Global South, fall in
tropical regions of Africa and Asia, where temperatures have
already risen to alarming levels. Secondly, due to low GDP,
these countries would not be able to provide better conditions
for work like air conditioning, proper hydration and trauma care
to their people that can make all the difference in saving lives.
In places like India, where summer heat is already intense,
additional warming transforms seasonal discomfort into a
public health emergency.

Rising temperatures will be traumatic for the people working
in fields like farming, construction workers, pavement sellers
and the like. What turns heat into a killer is the lack of adaptive
capacity. The people in developing countries cannot afford
climate control devices due to limited purchasing power.
Besides, work conditions are harsh - people working in a heat-
intensive environment like brick kilns, bakeries, metal furnaces
could be the worst hit. This growing “cooling divide" is
emerging as one of the most critical fault lines in the climate
crisis. With weak labour protections and informal employment,
basic heat safety is not even heard of in these countries, leaving
the most vulnerable exposed to heat related issues. Healthcare
systems in many of these regions are also ill-equipped to
handle the growing burden of heat-related illnesses. Limited
access to medical facilities and the absence of a heat-specific
response can become fatal. Add to this lack of awareness about
the treatment further compounds the problem. The way our
cities are developing into concrete jungles and trees becoming
extinct in urban landscapes, heat trapped in small ill-ventilated
houses that becomes unbearable during the peak heat hours,
resulting in dehydration, sun stroke and many other heat-
overexposure health disorders. As American Professor Michael
Greenstone has pointed out, this represents one of climate
change's cruelest ironies: those who have contributed the least
to global emissions are the ones who will suffer the most severe
consequences. The disparity is also deeply moral, raising urgent

ions about global ibility and justice. Addressi
this challenge requires a shift in priorities. Investments in
climate adaptation, such as heat-resilient infrastructure and
early warning systems, which can significantly reduce mortality.
Atthe global level, the climate finance must become a priority
to deal with this impending calamity.

What Om Birla’s survival means for Parliament

The failed impeachment motion against Om Birla has done more than reaffirm the numerical strength of the ruling side — it
has reignited a debate about the neutrality and resilience of the Speaker’s office in India's parliamentary democracy

BHOPINDER
SINGH

The role of the Lok Sabha Speaker in promot-
ing parliamentary stability and independence
is incredibly important and deserves recogni-
tion. On March 11, 2026, the Opposition's
impeachment motion against Speaker Om
Birla was defeated by a voice vote, nearly four
decades after the last attempt. With 119 MPs
signing the notice, the Opposition highlighted
the perceived bias in the Speaker's conduct.
Removing a Speaker requires at least 272 votes
in the 543-member House, and historically, no
Speaker has ever been removed. The Speaker
is back in his chair.

The repeated challenges to the Speaker
underscore political tensions in the legislature,
raising questions about the balance of power
and mutual respect among legislators. Thus, the
Speaker's role is essential to both legislative pro-
cedures and the fostering of trust in parliamen-
tary democracy.

Following the unsuccessful impeachment
motion, Speaker Birla reiterated his impartial-
ity, asserting that the rules apply equally to all
members, including the Prime Minister. He
addressed the House to refute allegations of
bias. He clarified that there is no mechanism
to mute the Speaker’s microphone. He empha-
sised, “This House is not a fair or a festival. We
must follow the rules, and no one has the right
to speak outside of them, regardless of their
position.”

Union Home Minister Amit Shah criticised the
Opposition for their unruly performance in
Parliament, highlighting Rahul Gandhi's low
attendance-51 per cent in the 17th Lok Sabha and
52 per cent in the 16th Lok Sabha, compared to
averages of 66 per cent and 80 per cent, respec-
tively. The Opposition protested by chanting
“Mafi maango,” demanding an apology from the
Home Minister.

The impeachment motion underscored the
ruling party's substantial majority and rein-
forced the importance of parliamentary proce-
dures. It highlighted the respect that the
House warrants for its legislative processes.

Jagadambikka Pal, a member of the B|P panel
who presided over the session, called upon the
Opposition to resume their seats to facilitate
voting. Nevertheless, amid ongoing protests, he
chose to conduct a voice vote in the House,
which led to the resolution's rejection. The
House was subsequently adjourned for the day.

Impeachment motions are infrequent occur-
rences in the history of India’s parliamentary
system. The attempt to remove Speaker Birla
marks the fourth such effort, underscoring the

inherent challenges of this vital office. The
Speaker’s position is safeguarded by the
House itself rather than the President, and
removal can occur only by a majority vote. This

The f

establishes the threshold for removing a
Speaker, ensuring that a significant consensus
is necessary. During the impeachment debate,
Opposition leaders raised concerns about a
vacant Deputy Speaker position, faulty micro-
phones, limited speaking rights for Opposition
members, and mass suspensions. These issues
focus on the challenges facing parliamentary
institutions and the Speaker's
office. Union Home Minister
Amit Shah criticised the Leader
of the Opposition, Rahul Gandhi,
saying he travels for party pur-
poses and publicity rather than
parli y sessions. “He skipped
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COULD EMBARRASS cerns regarding bias and parlia-

THE GOVERNMENT  mentary conduct.

AND FAILING TO Since independence, there
SUBMIT PRIVILEGE have been three unsuccessful to
remove a Speaker of the Lok Sabha. The first
NOTICES. THE was in 1954 against GV Mavalankar, the first
MOTION DID NOT Speaker. The motion was debated on
ADVANCE, AS December 18, with Prime Minister Jawaharlal
FEWER THAN 50 Nehru and Leader of the Opposition AK

MPS SUPPORTED IT

The writer, a military
veteran, Is a former Lt
Govemor of Andaman &

Gopalan participating. MPs accused Mavalankar
of disallowing relevant questions and mishan-
dling adjournment notices.

In 1966, MPs accused Sardar Hukam Singh of
obstructing inquiries that could embarrass the
government and failing to submit privilege
notices. The motion did not advance, as fewer
than 50 MPs supported it.

CPI(M) MP Somnath Chatterjee proposed a
resolution against Speaker Balram Jakhar.
Key participants included Prime Minister Rajiv
Gandhi and P Chidambaram. The House voted

Nicobar Islands and against the motion. In the Rajya Sabha,
Puducherry attempts to remove Vice President and
Chairman Jagdeep Dhankhar in 2024 have

e dailypioneer failed. Similarly, the 2020 notices to remove
° @LtRajputs Deputy Chairman Harivansh Narayan Singh did
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not spark a debate.
The ‘Effective Majority' requirement-defined
as a majority of all sitting House members-

the President’s speech, the Budget, and discus-
sions on Article 370. During key parliamentary
sessions, he travels abroad and claims he is not
allowed to speak,” Shah stated. “According to
the established history of this House, its pro-
ceedings are conducted based on mutual trust.
The Speaker serves as a neutral custodian, rep-
resenting both the ruling party and the
Opposition. It was unfortunate for parlia-
mentary politics that a resolution for the
removal of the Speaker has been introduced,”
he added.

The Speaker’s authority underscores the
importance of their impartiality and the chal-
lenges posed during contentious moments,
such as impeachment debates, helping the
audience grasp the office's significance to par-
liamentary stability. Modi, at the end of the
impeachment, commended Om Birla for con-
ducting Lok Sabha proceedings with ‘dedica-
tion, patience and impartiality'. Now that the
House defeated the impeachment motion,

Even if the Lok Sabha is dissolved, Speaker
Om Birla remains in office until the new
House meets and elects a new Speaker.

Why real leadership is forged in discomfort

People take boat rides during sunrise, in Varanasi
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POWER STILL WEARS MASCULINE FACE

Apropos “When work feminises
but power masculinises” (March
28, 2026), the paradox of rising
female workfarce participation

alongside stagnant i

rather a systemic issue where
informal networks, legacy
structures, and unconscious bias
continue to influence promotions
and . X

representation highlights a deeper
structural imbalance rather than a
temporary social transition. While
more women are entering
professions across sectors, their
presence rarely translates into

The solution lies not merely in
encouraging participation but in
reforming institutional
frameworks — including
transparent promotion criteria,
equal parental leave policies,

propo i in
decision-making roles.

The article rightly points out
that the entry of women into the

ip pipelines, and
measurable accountability within
organisations.

Unless leadership norms are

workforce has not di

to value i
ion, and diverse

i Authority,
and strategic decision-making
continue to be culturally coded as
masculine traits, while women are
often concentrated in roles
perceived as supportive,
administrative, or less influential.
This is not a deficit of talent,
ambition, or but

iip styles rather than
conformity to traditional models
of authority, the glass ceiling will
persist. Real progress will come
not from token representation but
from systemic change that
normalises women's leadership
across all sectors of society.

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

RACHNA
LAKHPATI

2ND OPINION

Great managers are not born in leadership courses.
They are forged in the uncomfortable decision to put
someone else’s growth before their own comfort.
Most people collect bosses across a career the way
you collect frequent flyer miles — mechanically,
without much feeling. Some bosses are efficient. Some
are political. Some simply occupy a designation the
way furniture occupies a room. And then, rarely, there
is one who changes the way a person thinks about
work, about themselves, about what it means to be
led well. That kind of boss is not common. They are,
if honesty is permitted here, almost mythological.
Leadership gets discussed constantly in the corpo-
rate world — workshops, books, frameworks, job
descriptions that list it between Excel and stakehold-

er management as though it were something you could
simply acquire. But real leadership, the kind that quietly
redirects a career, that says the hard thing at the right
moment, that bets on a person before that person has
learned to bet on themselves — that is something else
entirely,

What distinguishes a great boss from a merely com-
petent one is this: they are willing to be misunderstood
in the short term for your benefit in the long term.

A great boss will push back on an idea
inaroom full of people — not to embar-
rass, but because they know the person
can defend it and want them to find that
out for themselves.

They assign the difficult project, the
one that causes lost sleep, because they have seen
something that has not yet been seen from the
inside. They say no to something wanted badly, and
it stings, and three years later the reason becomes
obvious. In the moment, it feels like criticism.

i it feels like indifference. Buta who
genuinely cares about someone’s trajectory is often
the one who makes them uncomfortable on purpose
— because comfort, as any honest professional will
admit, is where growth goes to retire.

The great boss carries all four, and the balance shifts
depending on what the moment demands. On Monday
they are the manager, holding the team to a i
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By Wednesday they are the mentor, explaining why
the deadline matters. When someone walks in looking
like the week has already won, they notice before a
word is said. And through all of it, they carry a quiet
confidence — not in themselves, but in the people
around them.

That is the rarest ingredient. Someone who believes
in potential before performance has caught up to it.
That combination does not come from a training
module. It comes from character. The
corporate world rewards delivery. It
rewards numbers and optics and hitting
targets.

The manager who invests deeply in
people — who gives honest feedback,
who occasionally absorbs criticism on behalf of their
team — is doing work that rarely appears in a quar-
terly review. And so many of them quietly stop.

Not because they stop caring, but because the system
was never built to notice. Which is precisely why, when
someone finds a boss like that, they remember them
for the rest of their career. Not because they were
perfect, but because in a world designed to be trans-
actional, they chose to be human. That is not a small
thing. That is everything.

woneer

The writer is a freelancer and writes on development,
social and gender issue

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Leadership in time of war

Amid the intensifying Israel-US-Iran conflict, remarks
attributed to Donald Trump — such as suggesting
renaming the Strait of Hormuz after himself, dismiss-
ing allied military assets as “toys”, and making
exaggerated claims about oil shipments sent as “ges-
tures” —stand in stark contrast to the heavy casual-
ties across Iran, Israel and Lebanon.

These lighter or offbeat remarks, often delivered
alongside serious policy announcements, suggest a
leadership style under strain - using humour, bravado,
or hyperbole to dominate narratives amid escalating
war pressures, economic shocks, and military uncer-
tainty. While political rhetoric has always been part
of global diplomacy, the tone and timing of such com-
ments become crucial during periods of conflictand
instability. Globally, such statements draw mixed reac-
tions. Allies view them as undermining the gravity of
the situation and weakening coordination, while
adversaries exploit them for propaganda, reinforcing
concerns about the consistency and credibility of US
leadership during a widening and volatile conflict. In
times of war becomes a strategic tool that can influ-
ence diplomacy, morale, and international
perception.

RS NARULA | PATIALA

The circular flight experience

The honour this week goes to our favourite airline,
Air India. A couple of weeks ago, IndiGo pioneered a
new business model: the Delhi-Manchester-Delhi flight
that never quite made it to Manchester —a bold inno-
vation allowing travel without the inconvenience of
arrival.

Not to be outdone, the national carrier, Air India,
decided to raise the bar. Why restrict the experience
to one city when you can include several?

Thus was born the Delhi-Vancouver-Delhi and
Delhi-London-Delhi experience, where passengers
enjoyed long-haul flying, gourmet meals, and the com-
forting reassurance of landing exactly where they
started. No visa. No foreign exchange. No immigra-
tion. Just pure aviation bliss and a joyride in the skies.

If this trend continues, travel agencies may soon
rebrand these as aerial meditation retreats. The
airport operator may even explore tie-ups with
parking lots — because clearly, the car never needs
to move.

A truly circular economy. The Air India journey may
become the most economical international trip
where passengers cross continents and oceans yet
technically never leave India.

S AKHILESH KRISHNAN | CHENNAI

Landmark ruling on addiction

A California jury found Alphabet's Google and Meta
liable for damages in a landmark social media
addiction lawsuit that accused the companies of being
legally responsible for the addictive design of their
platforms. The decision was delivered by a Los
Angeles jury after more than forty hours of deliber-
ation across nine days, and over a month after
opening statements were presented in the trial.

Among those who testified were Meta CEO Mark
Zuckerberg and Instagram head Adam Mosseri,
although YouTube chief executive Neal Mohan was
not called to testify. The plaintiff, referred to as KGM
or Kaley, was awarded damages after stating that she
became addicted to social media at a young age,
which worsened her mental health issues. She
began using YouTube at the age of sixand Instagram
atnine.

Meta argued that Kaley's mental health struggles
were separate from her social media use, pointing to
her difficult home life. However, the plaintiffs only
needed to prove that social media was a substantial
factor in causing harm, not the sole cause. The verdict
may set an important precedent for future digital plat-
form accountability.

KYASH PAL RALHAN | JALANDHAR
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A culturally rooted gift, makhana’s global supply chain

We are living through turbulent geopolitics and fragile supply chains. Conflicts and chokepoints have disrupted shipping routes, increased freight costs, and forced buyers to rethink where

their food comes from. In such a world, the countries that can supply safe, traceable, climate-smart food reliably will shape the next decade of trade

In Mithila, makhana is not merely a snack; it
is memory. It lives in our ponds, our rituals,
our kitchens, and the quiet pride of families
who have tended wetlands for generations.
Today, that same ‘satvik' tradition is also a
modern answer to a changing world-clean,
nutritious, plant-based food at a time when
global consumers are shifting away from
ultra-processed choices.

“From Mithila’s ponds to the world's plat-
ters-Bihar's makhana can carry India’s values
with India's quality.”

We are living through turbulent geopolitics
and fragile supply chains. Conflicts and
chokepoints have disrupted shipping routes,
increased freight costs, and forced buyers to
rethink where their food comes from. In such
a world, the countries that can supply safe,
traceable, climate-smart food reliably will
shape the next decade of trade. This is
where Bihar's makhana can step up-notasa
commodity, but as a trusted category.

The government’s core intent:
prosperity for farmers, dignity for
workers

Let me state the fundamental intent of our
policy in one line: makhana must make
farmers prosperous, not just make markets
excited. The current value chain is still too
dependent on hazardous manual work, sea-
sonal gluts, and uneven quality. Our mission
is to modernise the entire makhana economy-
from pond governance to processing, science
to standards, and local clusters to global
shelves-so that the farmer captures a fair
share of value.

Modernisation means three things:
machines, markets, and trust

First, mechanisation as a special lever.
Mechanisation will not replace labour; it will
replace hardship. Harvesting and seed collec-
tion are among the most physically demand-
ing tasks in Indian agriculture. Our 5-year plan
commits to field-validated harvesting solu-
tions, delivered through Custom Hiring
Centres, with trained operators, technicians,
and service entrepreneurs-creating safer
jobs for youth and women. Second, markets
thatreward quality, not just volume. We will

What we will deliver
More production with better practices

DATA AT A GLANCE (5-YEAR PLAN:
By 2030-31
Area doubles: 41,000 — 82,000 ha

X

2025-26 — 2030-31)

FIRST

Column

makhana economy, it must build a
stronger place for women in it.”

Why the world’s turbulence can
become Bihar's opportunity
Geopolitical uncertainty is reshaping food
supply chains. Retailers want diversified
sourcing, shorter lead-time risk, and cred-
ible compliance. India’s trade engagement
is also opening new doors. India and the
EU have concluded negotiations for a Free
Trade Agreement, with implementation
steps ahead; India and the UK have signed
a trade agreement with implementation
expected soon. With the US too, trade talks
for an interim package have been in
motion to reduce friction and stabilise
market access. These pathways can
expand demand for compliant, pack-
aged, branded agri-products-and
makhana, with its health profile, is well
positioned to ride that wave.

India as Vishwaguru: sharing a
healthy, culturally rooted gift

The idea of India as Vishwaguru is not only
about technology or geopolitics; it is also
about what we give to humanity. Makhana
is a gift of our wetlands-rooted in culture,
aligned with wellness, and respectful of
nature. When Bihar supplies the world
with clean, traceable makhana, we carry
a message that development can be
modern yet culturally grounded, export-

Export engine

Exports triple: 10,000 - 30,000 MT

driven yet farmer-first.

Quality & price stabilisation

Hygienic storage scales: 7,196 — 64,058 MT

MAKHANA IS

Jobs with dignity

Jobs rise: 60,205 - 117,034 FTE job-years

The pledge

® Make mechanisation and safety non-

NOT A SNACK
STORY. IT IS
BIHAR'S NEXT

Women'’s economic participation

Women'’s jobs: 19,065 — 39,761; share to 34%

negotiable: reduce drudgery, injuries,

Mechanisation milestone

Harvester available FY 2027-28; scale adoption FY
2028-29

and post-harvest losses.
@ Build ‘trust infrastructure’: labs, traceabil-
ity, grading, hygienic storage, and compli-

FARMER
PROSPERITY
AND JOBS
STORY

The writer is the Minister for
Agriculture, Government
of Bihar
0 ramkripalyadavbjp

Q @ramkripalmp

@ ThePioneer

strengthen grading, moisture discipline,
and hygienic storage so that farmers are
not forced to sell in a narrow harvest
window. When storage improves, the
farmer gains bargaining power; when
quality improves, Bihar earns a premium.

Third, trust at global stan-
dards. Global buyers do not
buy intentions-they buy com-
pliance. We will expand lab
access, residue and moisture
testing, lot-wise traceability,
and retail-ready packaging. The National
Makhana Board-launched by the
Government of India-will act as mission
control, aligning research, standards,
and market promotion; and APEDA’s

Source: Bihar Makhana 5-Year Action Plan (Refined), 16 Feb 2026; CM review brief tables

ant packaging.

close to the clusters.

S
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products.

Patna office brings export facilitation

Innovation: Turning a traditional
crop into a future-ready industry
Modernisation is not only about machines;
itis also about ideas.

We will back innovation
across the chain: improved
varieties and seed systems;
safer, energy-efficient popping
and processing; new ready-to-
eat and ready-to-cook products; sustain-
able packaging; and circular use of by-

The goal is to move from selling ‘loose
makhana’ to selling ‘Bihar-branded

formance, and pride.

as an afterthought

makhana'-a product with provenance, per-

Women forward by design, not

Makhana's next growth phase must be
inclusive. Mechanisation reduces haz-
ardous manual drudgery; storage and pro-
cessing create year-round work; and
compliance jobs-grading, lab handling,
documentation, packaging, and e-com-
merce-are sectors where women's SHGs
can lead. Our approach is to formalise
these roles with training, certification, and
credit-so that women are not ‘helpers' in
the value chain, but owners of enterpris-
es within it. "If Bihar wants a stronger

® Move value addition to Bihar: FPO and
SHG-led processing, branding, and e-
commerce.
® Use the National Makhana Board and
APEDA Patna to connect clusters to global
buyers-faster, closer, and fairer.
“Makhana is not a snack story. It is
Bihar's next farmer prosperity and jobs
story.” To our farmers: your knowledge
built this sector; our policy will ensure you
capture its future. To our youth and
women: the makhana economy will need
your skills, your entrepreneurship, and
your leadership. To buyers: Bihar is ready
to supply not just volume, but verified
quality. And to every Indian: when we send
makhana to the world, we send a piece
of Bihar-and a piece of India’s soul.

Digital child sexual exploitation

KISHAN
PRATAP

ARVIND
P BHANU

The recent conviction and award of the death
sentence to a couple by a special POCSO court
in Banda, Uttar Pradesh, India, has shaken the
conscience of the country. For a decade, a junior
engineer and his wife lured children, gave them
chocolates, video games and other gifts, and
then raped them, filmed the acts, and alleged-
ly produced and transmitted more than two
lakh pornographic videos. The brutality began
in a rented room in a small town of Uttar
Pradesh, but the multinational cybercrime

It is important to clarify a legal point that
is often misunderstood. While there may be
debate about the issue, watching adult
pornographic material in private is not an
offence under Indian law. However, brows-
ing or watching any material that contains
minors in sexual acts is a serious criminal
offence. Sections 13 and 14 of the POCSO Act,
2012, criminalise the use of children in porno-
graphic material, and Section 67B of the IT Act
criminalises the publication, transmission,
browsing, downloading and possession of sex-
ually explicit material involving children in
electronic form.

The Supreme Court's landmark judgment
in Just Rights for Children Alliance v S Harish
(2024) resolved a contentious debate on
whether viewing or possessing child sexual
abuse material amounts to an offence. The
Court ruled that viewing or possessing such
material, without deleting it or reporting it,
qualifies as an offence, noting that “each click
perpetuates a chain of exploitation that
starts with the abuse of a real child.”

The Court also recommended replacing the
term “child pornography” with “Child Sexual

racket, as led by the i ing agen-
cies, had buyers of the videos of the rapes of
children in dozens of countries. The couple tar-
geted children, including boys who were
almost three years old, in multiple districts such
as Banda and Chitrakoot. These children were
tempted with toys, snacks and chocolates, and
later abused and video-recorded.

In the present case, which has
been charged under the Protection of
Children from Sexual Offences Act,
2012, and the Information Technology
Act, 2000, it cannot be said that it is merely an
issue of perversion in an individual capacity.
It can rather be said that the present case is
yet another poignant reminder that the
sexual abuse of children has reached a criti-
cal juncture, wherein the dark web of encrypt-
ed chats and anonymous identities plays a
major role.

Some child sexual abuse material (CSAM) is
being shared through open internet platforms
until it is detected and deleted. However,
some of it is being shared through encrypt-
ed messaging platforms and dark web net-
works. The dark web is a part of the internet
that can be accessed through special software
that allows users to remain anonymous.
This allows users to remain hidden and
creates a black market for such material.

The Banda case, as reported, involved the
digital dissemination of such material outside
India. This is a common occurrence in dark
web environments, where the servers, users
and financial platforms are distributed across
the globe.

The dark web does not create the abuse; the
abuse starts in homes, schools and neighbour-
hoods. However, the dark web facilitates the
abuse by turning acts of cruelty into a global
black market.

The £ione¢r

ploitative and Abuse Material (CSEAM)",
emphasising that the language must reflect
the reality of abuse.

The urgency is also justified by statistical
data. The National Cyber Crime Reporting
Portal, which operates in association with the
Cyber Crime Prevention Against Women and
Children Scheme of the Ministry
of Home Affairs, has recorded
around 1.94 lakh cases of child
pornography and sexual abuse-
related complaints till April 2024.
However, it is believed that this is just the tip
of the iceberg, as the actual number could be
much higher. These could include online
grooming, sexual abuse, blackmail through
morphed images, and sexual abuse threats on
social media and dark web platforms. These
reports can be filed anonymously with the
NCRP. This is an important point because there
is a huge amount of shame related to sexual
offences. The increasing reports of such
offences not only indicate the alarming rate
at which such cybercrimes are taking place
but also indicate that awareness is increas-
ing. However, the law and enforcement
agencies are facing many challenges.

The threat scenario is still evolving with the
emergence of Al technology. Al technology
has become capable of producing realistic
synthetic images and videos depicting chil-
dren in sexually explicit content. Such images
are called Al-generated CSAM. The threat asso-
ciated with Al-generated images is that they

content. The provisions of the POCSO Act and
the IT Act are applicable in India in the event
of children being used in Al-generated images
or being exploited in any manner.

But this is not just a court case; this is a case
that indicts society. These were not faceless
individuals lurking on the Internet. These were
individuals in society, mingling with families
and children. Child abuse is the grooming of
the child before the abuse is reflected on the
Internet. Caregivers, parents, and teachers
should be aware enough to monitor any
unusual behavior changes in the child. There
should be integration of online safety in the
school curriculum. There should be improve-
ments in the detection capabilities by Internet
service providers, with their cooperation in
facilitating the quick removal of offending
content by the authorities. There should be
the use of reporting tools, such as the NCRP,
when one suspects online offending. But most
importantly, society should not take the
issue of "online content” abuse with levity.
There is no such thing as harmless child
pornography. Each image is a child whose
dignity, safety, and future have been violat-
ed.

Technology is not evil in and of itself, but
it has been a tool that has brought people
together, opened doors for new opportuni-
ties in education, and helped drive the
economy forward. It has also been a tool that,
without careful observation, has been the tool
that has allowed humanity's worst attribut-
es to flourish. The dark net, encryption, and
technology are not untouchables, but they
take cooperation, new laws, and ethical
behavior on all sides to achieve that cooper-
ation. India's laws, buttressed by interpreta-
tion in Just Rights for Children Alliance,
clearly warn that sexual exploitation of chil-
dren, whatever form that exploitation may
take with technology's facilitation, is not
acceptable.

The laws are part of the solution, but
without dealing with the trauma that has
been caused, there is not a complete solution.
As the Banda case demonstrates, the exploita-
tion could have started in a single room, but
the scope of the child sexual exploitation
could have been across the globe. The solu-
tion to the problem of digital child sexual
exploitation is not just about punishing the
people who commit the crime, but about dis-
mantling the technology, the economy, and
the societies that facilitate the crime in the
first place. Combatting Child sexual exploita-
tion in the digital world is not optional; it is
a constitutional, moral, and societal
imperative.

lead to the nor of child

encourage deviant demand for CSAM, and
enable blackmail by inserting children’s
images into a video or image. Law enforce-
ment agencies all over the world are strug-
gling to understand how Al technology can
be regulated in terms of child exploitation

Arvind P Bhanu, Professor
of Law and Research, and

@ Cabpioneer

Kishan Pratap, Research @ThePioneer
Scholar, Amity University no—
Noida ° dailypioneer

India’s biofuel moment

VAIBHAV
DANGE

i P
The global energy map is no longer defined by
markets alone-it is shaped by conflict, coercion,
and control. Oil and gas have become instruments
of geopolitical leverage, not just economic
exchange. From tensions in the Middle East to sanc-
tions and supply disruptions, energy flows today
are as political as they are physical.

For India, this reality carries a steep cost. The
country imports over 85 per cent of its crude oil
and more than half of its LPG. Every global price
spike feeds directly into inflation, widens the
current account deficit, and strains public finances.
Energy insecurity is no longer a distant risk-it is
arecurring economic shock.

Yet, hidden within this vul isa strate-

stable ecosystem where farmers, fuel suppliers,
and automakers operate with aligned incentives.
Consumers can switch between fuels based on
price, and investors can plan with confidence.

The underlying principle is simple: long-term
certainty unlocks long-term capital.

India now needs a similarly clear roadmap
beyond E20-one that signals direction, not hesi-
tation. India's ethanol push has not been without
criticism. Concerns around food security, water
use, and efficiency have been raised across
sectors. These are important issues and deserve
careful policy design. But the larger picture is often
overlooked. At20% blending, ethanol has already
reduced crude oil imports, saved valuable foreign
exchange, and cushioned the economy against
global price volatility. In a world where energy
marketsare increasingly unstable, this is not just
an environmental gain-it is economic resilience.

Ethanol is not merely a blending component.
Itis a strategic buffer.

To fully realise the potential of biofuels, India
must move beyond incremental progress to
il scale. This requires a coordinated push

gicopening. India’s biofuel sector-ethanol, com-
pressed biogas (CBG), and biomass-has reached
a turning point. What was once a policy experi-
ment is now a credible pillar of energy strategy.
The question is no longer whether biofuels can
work. It is whether India can scale them fast
enough-and smartly enough-to matter.

India's ethanol blending programme is one of
its most notable clean energy achievements.
Blending has risen from just 1.5%in 2014 to 20%in
2025-well ahead of schedule. Production capac-
ity has expanded rapidly to nearly 17-18 billion litres
annually.

But success has exposed a new fault
line. Demand for E20 blending stands
at roughly 10-11 billion litres. In effect,
a significant share of installed capaci-
ty risks lying idle. Thisis not a failure of
supply-it is a failure to expand demand in paral-
lel. If left unaddressed, this mismatch could
weaken investor confidence and slow future
growth. India has built capacity. It must now create
markets. If ethanol represents progress, com-
pressed biogas represents potential.

India currently has over 130 operational CBG
plants producing around 900 tonnes per day.
While this demonstrates technical viability, it is
afraction of whatis possible. India consumes 31-
32 million tonnes of LPG annually-more than half
of it imported. At current levels, CBG meets well
under 1 per cent of this demand.

This gap is not due to a lack of feedstock or tech-
nology. Itisa function of policy ambition and infra-
structure readiness.

CBG can substitute LPG in commercial kitchens,
small industries, and transport segments. It can
reduce import dependence, create rural income
streams, and address waste chal-

£lﬂltﬂ'

across policy, infrastructure, and markets.

First, demand creation must become central.
Mandating partial substitution of LPG with CBG-
particularly in commercial and industrial seg-
ments-can create immediate and predictable
demand. Second, infrastructure gaps must be
addressed. Investments in compression, storage,
and distribution networks are essential to make
CBG commercially viable at scale.

Third, policy incentives must reward environ-
mental performance. Linking biofuel production
to carbon markets can unlock additional revenue
streams and improve project economics.

Fourth, India must expand the
scope of ethanol beyond petrol
blending. Its use in aviation fuels,
industrial applications, and even
cooking energy can significantly
increase demand.

Finally, a clear roadmap beyond E20-towards
E27 and higher-along with accelerated adoption
of flex-fuel vehicles, can provide the long-term cer-
tainty investors seek. India's biofuel programme
has already delivered measurable benefits-lower
imports, cleaner energy, and enhanced rural
incomes. But its true potential lies ahead.

Without demand expansion, surplus ethanol
will remain underutilised. Without scaling CBG,
dependence on imported LPG will persist. Without
policy clarity, investment will hesitate.

Energy security cannot be outsourced; it must
be built domestically and at scale. Biofuels offer
India a chance to turn agricultural strength into
energy resilience and reduce external vulnerabil-
ity. Inan increasingly weaponised energy world,
biofuels are not just an alternative — they
are strategic insurance.

lenges. What it lacks is not utility-but scale.
Brazil's biofuel journey offers a useful lesson in
what policy clarity can achieve.
With ethanol blending levels of 27-30% and wide-
spread use of flex-fuel vehicles, Brazil created a

The writer is the Founder
Director, IFGE, and Public
Policy Expert on
Infrastructure, Bio Fuels &
Sustainable Mobility
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Second Shock Coming?

Iran & Houthis are gearing up for US ground troops.
That could be real bad news for the world
ﬁ month into the Iran war, three things strongly hint at a

possible US ground invasion. First, American troop

deployments are increasing. Reports suggest Pentagon is
drafting plans for weeks-long ops. These options, reportedly,
include limited coastal raids, and the seizure of strategic Iranian
islands, in Strait of Hormuz, and potentially even Kharg Island
in Persian Gulf. Such moves would mark a huge bet on boots-on-
the-ground engagement, a transition that, usually, meansa deeper,
more dangerous phase in wars. Of course, this will also intensify
globalenergy shocks, and multiply casualties across all sides.

Second, IRGC has lowered the volunteer age for joining the
war effort, to just 12. The announcement is stark and symbolic, in
terrifying ways. It signals Tehran’s expectation of a drawn-out
confrontation, and the possibility of a manpower shortage. Nations
rarely widen military recruitment pools, unless they anticipate
attrition on alarge scale. The message is clear: Iran is preparing for
endurance, not just retaliation.

Third, Houthis in Yemen entered
the war over the weekend, on Tehran’s
behalf. Would that include renewed
attacks on Red Sea shipping? If
that happens while Iran disrupts
traffic through Strait of Hormuz,
consequences for global energy
markets could be severe. Together,
these waterways handle a massive share of the world’s oil flows.
Experts have warned that oil price at or beyond $150 per barrel,
will deliver huge shockwaves through inflation and supply chain
disruptions. Houthis to be signalling W i m: any ground
operation risks triggeringa wider economic confrontation.

But what would be the endgame of a ground invasion? Regime
change in Tehran appears to have receded as an immediate objective.
Amoreplausibleaim: securing Hormuz. That’s something Gulf Arab
states increasingly favour; after witnessing Iran’s disruptive leverage.
Yet, Tehran now insists on full sovereignty over Hormuz, and seems
prepared to fight for it. Question, then, is: how long can Gulf states
withstand sustained Iranian missile and drone strikes?

Most worryingly, Trump'’s objectives are unclear. Statements
shiftweekly, leavingallies and adversariesguessing. Some American
conservatives, uneasy about the conflict, now argue for finishing
the job quickly. Others believe weakening Iran could dismantle
Tehran'snetwork of allied militias,and reshaperegional alignments.
Mind you, all of this is guesswork by politicians and experts,
who don’t know what White House is thinking, which, in turn,
may not know what, really, it wants anymore.

Who Wrote This?

Al takes leading role in the love story between readers
and doubt, as authors /publishers are finding out
r I Yextpocalypse is near, and it has put authenticity in crisis.

If any text can be generated by AL how do we know what is

authored? Today, LLMs are becoming better and better at
writing. Tomorrow, they may do something more. Right now, as
Princeton researchers have established, Al systems mirror the
human tendency to putalower value on Al-generated content. Oneday,
the machines might ditch this hierarchy. Humans might become
agnostic about authorship. But that day is not here yet. Artificial
hearts and knees are well and fine, but if someone’s caught passing
off artificial words as naturalones, all hell can break loose.

As Mia Ballard has just found out. In
what is being called the landmark, first AT
scandal to hit the Big Five of publishing
houses, Hachette has pulled her horror
novel, Shy Girl. Because the internet said,
1 spy Al has written this, in lines both
neat and algorithm-kissed. But by no
means is such Sherlocking foolproof.

All the chatbotting we do, is changing
——— “ our cadences, after all. Not unlike how
Coleridge wrote Kubla Khan, when he was, as is politely described,
under the influence. There is no way of knowing that those who say
they are being totally original, are actually being so. Shakespeare,
some pundits say, wasn't, but he also was. It's complicated.

In his essay, Why AI will never supplant human novelists - or win
theBooker Prize,1an Leslieanswersthis, in termsof thefundamental
reality of being alive in the world. It's this that lets a novel about
dragonsfeel deeply authentic. This is where authorship is more than
a legal or commercial concern. We are engaging in a relationship
with the consciousness behind the words. Strip that away, and
doesn’t literature become just an elaborate ventriloquism act?
We read the stories, for the voices. They can lie, but they should
not bealie. Dear reader, this, too, isnot written by AL

Big bad bullies

On a malign force that has the world worrying
Jug Suraiya

Early warning signals are flashing. A big bad bully is rolling
up its sleeves, and is all set to go into action, making people in
‘many parts of the world fear what the bully will do, and when,
and where, he'lldoiit.

The only predictable thing about the bully, say experts,
whosejobitisto predict the bully’s behavioural patterns, isthat
the only thing it can be predicted to do is the unpredictable, being whimsical,
capricious, and contrary toallrules of rationality and logie.

The bully in question is not a person, but a climatic phenomenon, called
El Nino, which means Little Boy in Spanish, a name that was given to it by
Peruvian fisherfolk, who first noted it in the 19th century.

El Nino has a sidekick, called the Southern Oscillation, SO for short, and
they are tagged together as ENSO.

The disastrous duo work in tandem to hl]a[‘.k lhal huge weather
, machine, called onwhich farmers
o~ / inIndia, and other parts of South Asia, are crucially dependent.
ElNinoraises the temperature of the water in the south-central
1 Pacific, whlle the SO increases the atmospheric

) inthe sameregion.
Second()p 111ION  Thisdouble whammy plays merry havoc with
~————————————— the wind currents that propel the rain-bearing
monsoon clouds to the mainland. The result is that the monsoon, which is
vital not just for farmers, but for entire national economies, gets inordinately
delayed, or diverted, like those Al flights, the passengers of which are left
cluelessas to when or where they'll eventually end up.

After The Pause, After The War

Iran can add to instability. But it can’t use Hormuz as blackmail forever. US has no good options left. Israel will
face a harder Iranian regime. Gulf Arabs have to rebuild, reassess ties. India has to ask itself tough questions

Indrani Bagchi

We are entering the second. more
dangerous phase of the current Gulf
war - four weeks down, one more
week of a “pause” to go. Let's just
say there are no good options left
foranyone anymore.

Trump is amassing troops and carr xexs in the
Gulf, while simultaneously signalling te
allies, he won’t go for ground operauons
inside Iran. He's being snarky about the
Saud)rulex kissinghis (Trump's) body parts,
while apparently paying heed to Saudi and
UAE, who are urging him to “finish the job™
in Iran. He has consigned Nato to the trash
heap, and tossed in Starmer and Takaichi
Sanae, for good measure.

Will Trump continue the war, or will he
extend the pause? Will US empty its arsenal
first, orwi ill Tran? Just the very fact that Iran

y USandIsraeli; ion,
means the road ahead is less clear; Nobody
knows what the next step may be, or even get
an accurate sense of the damage so far. There
ishuge censorshipof sharingvisualsinIsrael
and Gulf states. Iran has had no internet
for the past month anyway.

Meanwhile, Russian oil is free to buy, as
is Iranian oil. China is bem;, eer ily quiet, but
collectingvi aboutUS
military operationsand strategy from Iranians.
Iran now operates on China's BeiDou satellite
system. Whetherchmatakes’l‘alwannowornot
itknow USmilitar
than USknows about China's.

Iran is the Pirate of Hormuz, with its own
toll-booth. A much weaker power, battered
by almost 50 years of sanctions, wars, and
strikes, Iran isfollowing a horizontal escalation
strategy, and, sofar, controlling the escalation pathway
in this war. Costs it is inflicting on the world, may yet
be too much to bear. Houthis, Iran’s Brahmastra, just
joined the war, with attacks onIsrael. Iran is indicating
it's willing to expand the geography, and add to the
instability quotient.

Iran has been under sustained air attack from
US and Israel for the past month - it has lost leaders,
infra, apparently almost 1,500 civilians, including

kindergarteners. And, in many parts of the world,
Iran today holds the sentiment on the street, just by
beinga power that stood up.

Everybody needs this war to end. Nobody looks
close to doing so. But as military analyst John Spencer
points out: “Be careful of analysts who speak in

certainties, or rely on surface analogies. Iran is not
Vietnam, Afghanistan, or Iraq. It is not 1968, 2002, or
2003. The context of each is fundamentally different.

Political objectives, from regime behaviour change to
regime survival, aredifferent. We know alot about what
has been struck. We do not fully know what remains.
More importantly, we do not know what decisions
will be made next, by either side. That umertamtv is
notaflaw in analysis. It is the nature of war.”

Wecan, andshould, imagineaday after. Thiswar isa
full-blown Asian crisis. Vivian Balakrishnan, Singapore’s
foreign minister; spoke for every Asian country this

week, when he pointed out that second and third order
consequences from the “scarring” of the Persian Gulf,
would befar worse for thiscontinent. Take India. Today,
‘we worry about LPG, tomorrow expats will be coming
back, and that will bea whole new challenge.

Gulf Arabsare having their moment. Their “multi-
alignment” game has made them the biggest casualty
of this war. Their infra will take years of rebuilding.
In terms of their global space, they will reassess all
their relationships, with US, with Iran, and
even with Israel, as this war winds down.
That i IS an opportunity waiting for India.
regi asamilitary power. But
have happened. Israel has serious competition
from Ukraine's defence tech industry, which
is more au fait with wars of the future. And,
the new leadership in Tehran is likely to be
moreradical and more hardline. Iran’s nuclear
weapons future is all but assured.

Iran, though. is indanger of overplayingits
hand. It can use Hormuz as strategic leverage
only for solong. The world is already findinga
way around it. Saudi Arabia has activated its
east-west pipeline to load about 7mn barrels
per day from its Yanbu port, on Red Sea.
UAE has also activated its Fujairah pipeline.
Assuming Houthis can’t majorly disrupt Red
Seashipping, soonerorlater, helium will find its

way MRI
Fertilisers will be made elsewhere.

India can take away certain truths.

@ First, build capacity. Covid, Ukraine, Op
Sindoor, Trump, and the Gulf war have exposed
India's vulnerabilities and shortcomings.

@ Second, weshoulddoubledown onhelping
our friends in the Gulf rebuild, UAE, Qatar, and
< Oman, especially That is a vital investment.
£ @ Third, we must ask ourselves a simple
= question - Why is India Inc refusing to invest in
India? In that answer lies India’s future.

® Fourth, this is now a world without filters. Heads
of state can be taken out to cripple a state. India needs
tobe prepared for extreme bad days.

Days when we were poor, and needed the bully pulpit
tosoundoff against the perfidy of great powers, areover.
Stay humble. Nextelectioncycle isnot the most important.

The writer is CEO, Ananta Centre, New Delhi. Views are
personal

Uniform Civil Codes, Written By States, May Be Rewritten By Citizens

Guijarat, like Uttarakhand, is trying to radically change the relationship between law & family.
But, results may end up looking quite different. Nelther what proponents intend, nor what opponents fear

Akshat Agarwal

In India, the pace of legal change is

generally slow. Yet, when changetakes

place, itis often radical, and overturns

long-heldassumptions. Uttarakhand's

Uniform Civil Code was one such

example. Now, Gujarat state assembly
too has passed a similar uniform family code. More
BJP-governed states may follow suit.

The question of uniform family law has long
been a point of political contestation. Often framed
as a choice between discriminatory religious family
laws and gender equality, these new Codes actually
raise more profound guestions, about
the relationship between the law and
the family.

@ At the outset, in shifting family
lawreformstothestatelevel, these Codes
open anew direction, as most family law
has primarily operated at the national
level,untilnow. Uttarakhand’scivilcode
was approved by the President and
therefore overrode existing national
family law. Gujarat's will probably follow
asimilar process, and both will compre-
hensively regulate the relationships of
residents in the respective states.

® Both Codes infroduce uniform
rulesfor marriageanddivorce, across
religious communities. Much of this
was directed at provisions of Muslim
personal law, which have been critiqued
for discriminating against women. Yet,
the Codes retain a tense relationship hetween secular
and religious personal law.

Thi:
For instance, would a Hindu marriage that is validly
registered under the Codes, but did not follow essential
Hindu ceremonies, still be valid? Moreover, the Codes
continue toexclude tribal communities.

@ Both Codes stipulate detailed procedures for
registering live-in relationships, ostensibly to tackle
concel ns about violence and economlc explouanon

ionsof fact; jousl
dlﬂ;\cu.lt to prove in informal romantic 1eldnonsh1ps
But the Uttarakhand rules, released last year, contained

involved througha 16-page form.
Gujarat may issue slmllar rules. This ralses genume
concer: uch

Legal

family, instead of her parents. The Codes also seem
to give courts new powers to deal with the allocation
of property, irrespective of whether it is jointly or
individually owned, at the time of divorce.

Most significantly, the Codes appear to do away
with the distinction between separate and ancestral
property in Hindu law, thereby effectively abolishing
the concept of Hindu joint family property. What will
this mean for Hindu Undivided Family (HUF) tax
benefits? Even though tax exemptions are dealt with
under central income tax law, the concept ultimately
derives its legitimacy from underlying family law.
Once the concept is done away with under family
law, can it still berecognised in tax law?

® Moreover, the Codes apply to all
residents, even those outside the state.
However, what happens if a resident
of one state owns property in another
Indian state? Now that Uttarakhand
and Gujarat have their own regime for
inheritance, would the Codes override
national and local rules governing
immovable property in other states?

@ Despite its many significant
changes, the Codes still leave several
questions unresolved, and their provisions
raise constitutional concerns. In fact,
constitutional challenges to Uttarakhand
UCCarealready pending before the high
court in Nainital. How courts interpret
and implement these Codes may thus

5 determine theiractual impact.
2 Apart from the courts, others may
= also shape the law, as they navlgate its

1eed to infor
or guard;ans 1[ one of the parues to me relationship is

For instance, the C havetheir
forsolemnising marriage. Instead, they merely require
registration of marriages that have been solemnised,
either according to religious customs or the Special
Marriage Act, if itisan inter-faith marriage.

The notion that marriage derives legitimacy from
religious law and customs, and not the State, was key
to the Supreme Court’s rejection of same-sex marriage
in 2023. The Codes do not provide a neat answer to
this question; thus, whether they comprehensively
replacereligiouslaw remains uncertain.

below?21,al:

Court has time and again held that adul(s above 18 have
theright to be in relationshipsof their choice.

® Beyond adult romantic relationships, the Codes
fundamentally reshape both states’ inheritance and
property regimes. They introduce uniform rules for
wills, and for property passing to legal heirs in their
absence. Unlike existing religious personal laws, these
rules seek to treat men and women equally. For instance,
they do away with Hindu law’s peculiarities, such as
requiring a woman's property to pass to her husband’s

numerous formal Legal anthr

often observe how the law in I.ndla takes a life of its
own as individuals, communities, courts, and public
officials navigate its many potential meanings. This
may be especially true for these new uniform family
codes, seeking to comprehensively regulate messy
human relationships, which have long been intertwined
with community interests. Ultimately, as these laws
take a life of their own, their eventual impact may
end up being neither what their proponents intended,
nor what their opponents. feal ed.

Calvin & Hobhes

AS AN ARTIST, T SMART
SPEAK TO FUTURE THINKING
= GENERATIONS
SN ’) LONG AFTER IM GONE!

T CAL TWS,
“NUDE DESCENDWG
A STARCASE .

Thewriter Yale University. Views
arepersonal
Sacredspace
Itisgood to

love many
things, for
therein lies the
true strength,
and whosoever
Iu\ es much pcllmms much, and
canaccomplish much, and what
isdone in love is well done.

Vincent Van Gogh

Is Our Relationship With Food Karmic?

Brother Dao Hanh

armisnot fate etched in stone. It is far
more intimate and more immediate.
tis the sum of ouractions: of
body, speech, and mind. Every habit we
cultivate, every impulse werepeat, every
choice wemake, these weave thefabric of
our karm. And food, perhaps more than
werealise, sitsat the centre of this tapestry.
Ourrelationship with food is rarely just
about hunger: It isabout habit. We build
patterns around food.
Intherushof modernlife, eating has

inUSandinIndiasi larm bells

that E1 Nino, and its SO hud([y are preparing to launch their combmed assault
inearly summer this year, spelling heat waves, drought,
and are urging govts to batten down their hatches the best they can.

To begin with, a name change might be in order. E1 Nino is too cuddly cute
for something that evokes fears of such epic fury. El Donaldo? And its SO
comrade-in-arms, Bibi?

Mealsar
between meetings; hunger is replaced
by habit; fullness is ignored. We often eat
without awareness, and so we overeat.
Butovereating is not al food.

outof hunger, but to avoid di t, is a

hun'mm

common pattern.

Onemay adopt
yetremainharsh inspeech,

When we become aware, we begin to
see‘amireally hungry oram iavoiding
something within? Awareness is the first
step towards balance. Itallows usto
listen to the body, recognise
fullness, and understand the
deepercurrentsbeneathour %
cravings. Should aspiritual Seea:
practitioner avoid certain
foods? Thereare norigid

restless inmind, or unkind to oneself. True
nonviolence begins within. The way we
relate to ourselves shapes how we relate to

theworld. Our outer actions are often
reflections of our inner state.

There isno perfect way. Even
‘walkingon the earth may harm
unseen life. Growing food in-
volves disruption. What matters
is/ directiou. I onemduces harm,

nly
awareness. When weare
mindful, we begin tosee
consequences of ouractions.
"ake, for instance, eanngmeat Itis
not about ‘should or ‘'shouldn’t’; it is about
hain of suffering, impact

Sometimes, it isabout escape. Emotional
eating, reaching for something sweet not

of our chmces And from that clal ity,a
natural shift may arise not from guilt,

THE SPEAKING TREE thepath If ieat meat sevendays
ARSI A ved]

kand reduce it tosix, iam
‘moving tawams nonviolence.”

Itis notabout perfection; it is about
intention. Human beings are complex. A
person may be deeply compassionate in
many areas of life, yet unaware inothers.
Culture, upbringing, and circumstance

allplayarole. Judgement is less helpful
than understanding. The Middle Wsy |s
apathfreefr Notrigid de
notblind indulgence, butabalanced,
aware way of living. Even in food, the
Buddha's teaching was simple: accept
what is offered, live with awareness, and
reduce suffering where possible.

Is the way we eat karmic? Yes, but not
because it is predetermined. It is karmic
becauseitiscreated. With every meal,
we reinforce a habitor reshape it. With
every bite, we move unconsciously, or step
intoawareness. And perhaps, in that simple
actof eating, liesa profound truth: We
arenot just consuming food, we are
cultivating consciousness.

Astold to Sonal Srivastava

Brother Dao Hanh is from Thich Nhat
Hanh'’s Plum Village and was invited to
India by Ahimsa Trust
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Drugreality
Solutions beyond seizures needed

UNJAB ‘s ranking amongthe top states in drug
is a statistic that invites both acknowk
edgment and unease. At first glance, nsing
recoveries suggest an administration tighten-
ing its grip on narcotics networks. But these
numbers reveal a deeper paradox. Punjab accounts for
just 2.3% of India's population but nearly 44.5¢% of heroin
seizures, underscoringits centrality in the drug trade. The
huge scale of drug seizures points not just topolicing effi-
ciency, but also to the sheer volume of narcotics flowing
thmugh (he slata Wuh 25.3 ’4 dng-smugglmg cases per
yand

cases far l.hose of In 2023, the
state registered 11 589 NDPS cases, placing itamong the
highest nationally. The human cost is no less troubling:
Punjab recorded the highest number of drug overdose
deaths in India, with 80 fatalities in 2023.

Cau:hmg dmgs Powever is nat the same as curing
h but

L P resilient 1h

unemployment and cross-border networks. Trafficking
muts have adamed swlﬂ.ly — from traditional channels
often i

based d convention-

Inolicing The result i lowk Tk disrupt
supply ly, but rarely di leit.

More critically, the d d side inade-

quately addressed. Addiction in Punjab is deeply
intertwined with agrarian distress, joblessness and
limited opportunities for the youth. Without sustained
investment in rehabilitation, mental heaith care and

ity-based intervention: fi risks
becoming a revolving door. Punjab's high seizure
ranking, therefore, is less a badge of honour than a
warning. The focus must shift from how much is
caught to how many are cured. Only then can the state
move from containment to lasting recovery.

Disclosure ofidentity

SC intervenes to shield rape survivors

E Supreme Court's indignation at the dis-
closure of a minor rape survivor's identity is
whollv jusuﬁed It's unfortunate (hal astern

der had to be given, decads clear
legal qafeguanls were put in place. This
reflects adeeper malaise within the )usm‘edelwerv Sys-
tem:a di bety lawand it appli-
cation. Back in 1983, the insertion of Section 228A into
the Indian Penal Code sought to shield survivors of sex-
ual affencesfromthe devmumng (msequemes of'pub-
lic identification. This p was reinforced in the
landmark Nipun Saxenav:. Union of India ruling (2018),
which categorically barred any form of disclosure —
direct or indirect — that could reveal a victim's identi-

—_——
RADHIKA RAMASESHAN
SENIOR JOURNALIST

MID the gloom and
doom  enveloping
the world as Iran
holds out against the
and Israel —and
Lebanon as well as the West
Bank are being flattened like
Gaza — comes a flake of news
that should be cheered for the
sake of humanity and sanity,
Thousands of miles from Ian,
the Shias of Kashmir, Ladakh,
Lucknow, Hyderabad and Ben-
galuru have risen in sponta-
neous solidarity for their com-
munity in the Middle East. Iran,
like Iraq and Azerbaijan, is a
Shia-majority country surround-
ed by Sunni-dominated nations,
The support was not confined ta
protests — there was an initial
spurtin Kashmirand Luck:

OPINION
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India’s Shia, BJP & Iran

The saffron party courted the community on reahsmgthat ‘Muslim brotherhood was a myth

CONFLICT : The SunniShia divide is dee prooted in Uttar Pradesh. mn

offered “quiet support”, accord-
ing to a Shia cleric. This implied
that they didn't block the pro-
Imn gestures. The Iranian
embassy acknowledged the out-
pouring of help,

No political party — not even
the BJP — opposed these acts,
even though they seem to have

1 active

but included donations that were
sent to the Imnian embassy in
New Delhito be routed to Tehran,
The Shias regard the late Ayatal
1ah Ali Khamenei, the first major
casualty of the US-Israel assault,
asa spirtual mentor ona parwith
the Pope. Kashmir's spiritual
affinity with Khamenei is even
stionger because he had visited
the Valley and Kamataka in 1981,
long before he became the
Supreme Leader His trip was
part of Iran's religious and ideo-
logical outreach to India after the
1979 Islamic Revolution.

It seemed as though the Shias,
basm:lmuuawberelhexrpopma—
tion is siz e, needed no
prompting to open their hearts —
and coffers. Women sold theirjew-
els to raise cash and gave copper
vessels, including the cherished
traem. the traditional wazwan

of an India-Isrel axis, Indeed, in
UP Shias have had a good rela-
tionship with the BJP; this might
surprise those propagating the
theory of a “Musiim brother-
hood” at work duringan election.
The BJP and its earlier avatar,
the Bharatiya Jana Sangh (BJS),
assiduously courted the Shias on
realising that the “brotherhood”
notion was a myth — Sunni vot-
ers mattered more to the Con-
gress and the “secular” versions
of the Sodalists because they
vastly outnumbered the Shias,
The Shias were bereft ofa politi-
cal leadership.

As per the 2011 Census. Mus-
lims account for about 14.2 per
cent of India’s population
Although no separate count of
Islamic sects is officially avail-
able, a ballpark estimate from
academies like Ali Khan Mah-

Shias based in India
needed no prompting
to open their hearts
and coffers when Iran
was attacked by
the USand Israel.

— -

was won by the BJS candidate,
Lalu Sharma, who trounced
Congress’ Ali Zahir, a Shia.

Former PM Atal Bihari Vaipay-
ee, who was an MP from Luc-
know, and Lalji Tandon. Vajpay-
ee's constituency minder who
was a threetime MLA from an
Old Lucknow seat, never missed
a soiree hosted by the Shia elite
and engaged with the derics
politically. Defence Minister Raj-
nath Singh, whorepresents Luc-
know, is popular with the Shias
despite the community’s mis-
givings about the BJP

On the other hand, Shia der-
ics’ grouse is that CM Yogi
Adityanath rarely meets them.

not decide who is the bigger
adversary: thepro-RSS-BJP Hin-
dus or the Sunnis, There were
spells of unity between the sects,
visible after the Babri Masjid
demolition and the anu-(‘AA

in Jore and validated by history,
was jeopardised by the growing
proximity of the Modi regime to
Ismel However. considering the
ramifications, the Union govern-
ment quickly reset the equation.
Prugmatism was spurred by
India's realisation that unless it
reached out significantly to Tran
and not merely put out anodyne
statements or offered token aid,
the country was in fora grave fuel
shartage. Neither could the politi-
cal subtext framed by the unrest
among Shias be ignored. UP goes
tothe polls in 2027, The last thing
the BJP would wish for is a polar-
isation of Muslim votes towards
its principal opponent, the Sama-
Jwadi Party. These dreumstances
overmxde the temptation to put all
the eggsintheUSIsrael basket, if
only to appease the BJP's hard-
core, Hindutva-wedded voters.
Ahigh point in the Delhi Tehmn
relationship was the visit of then
Iranian President Al Akbar
Hashemi Rafsanjani to Delhi and
Lucknow in 1995, the first by an

protests, but th deriewas  Iranian head of state after the 1979
shortdived. Those on the periph-  Islamic Revolution. Then PMPV
ery or unfamiliar with the heant- i Rao broke protocol to

land’s Muslim paolitics cannat
comprehend that it never works
ona simple communal binary.
Paushali Lass, the Germany-
based author of Tasting Flith:
Jews of India — Unuveiling Sto-
ries, Sharing Recipes and Pre-
sewing their Vibrant Legacy,
articulated the fear that Delhi's
deeperengagement with Tel Aviv
might be foiled by Muslims here.
In a piece in The Times of Isael
(March 11), she said the moum-
ing processions in Kashmir and
dsewhere depicted Khamenei as
a “spiritual guide whose death
demands public response”.
“This is not just a symbolic
matter Rather. it is deeply rooted
theological loyalty that now
finds expression in political
activism directed against Israel
and the US... Women in chadors
vowing martyrdom... anti-Israel
chants... signal a form of radical-

receive the guest at the airport.
Rafsanjani later addressed a joint
session of Parfiament with an ova-
tion which former Foreign Minis-
terand PM IK Gujral described as
“unprecedented”.

The Iranian President made it
clear that he meant well for India
on every score. He e
India’s secularism at Lucknow's
Imambara, snubbed a Pakistani
Journalist who raised questions
about the Babri Masjid, and
emphasised his virtual neutrality
on the Kashmir dispute in a one-
on-onewith Rao,

Iran's significance for India
cannot be overemphasised. Its
interventions at the Organisa-
tion of Istamic Cooperation wers
important. Even if its submis-
sions were not overly pro-India,
Tehran stood as a buffer against
the Saudi-led cabal which tilted
towards Islamabad on Kashmir.

ty. Yet, despite this unambiguous mandate, lapses con-
tinue to oceur, even within judicial orders.
The Court’s observation that such failures stem from
“general indifference” and possibly a lack of awareness
is aserious indictment. Courts are not merely arbiters of
di they are dians of itutional morality
and human dignity When judicial records themselves
expose survivors to stigma, the system risks worsening
their ordeal. In a society where victimsof sexual violence

aften face and lifelong trauma. ityisa
lifeline nf sorts. The disclosure of identity can lead to
social and psychological distress,

punishing the victim rather than the perpetrator.

The nummhsanon of such lapses shows an abysmal
failure the unique vulnerabiliti db
sexual offences. The apexcourt 5 directiveto circulateits

among allhigh yeomective,

but itmustb ied by institutional accountabil
ity. Judma! training, sensitisation und stricter mmph-
isms are amust, Ukt a

survivor's identity is about preserving dignity, strength-
ening trust in the judicial system and affirming that the
law stands firmly on the side of the vulnerable.

ON THIS DAY...50 YEARS AGO

TBhe Tribune.

CHANDIGARH, TUESDAY, MARCH 30,1976

Meanlngfnl cooperation
THE Indo-US Ex cial Sub-Commission has
explored —and sucuesmllv mdgml extent —fresh avenues of
cooperation between the two countries. Tts two-day dehbemuum
inNewDelhi d toa new realism that had b from
the economic ties ali theseyears. The Americans now show greater
appmmu!hﬁnnvwwpnnmonmdtmm evenlhmgh
Lheydmgbmexrfawumz

platter meant for a diners’ quar-  mudabad, who heads the politi-  Doesthe Shia-BJP bonhomie,in  isation that 1 ipolitical After the Islamic Revolution,
tet. Childrenchipped inby break-  cal sdence department at  whatever measure it exists now,  di o logi Shi jority Iran, which was
ing open their piggy banks; a  AshokaUniversity, putstheShia  mean that theissues that bother  commitment shaped by reli- ringed by Sunni<dominated
report sadan 18-yearoldgidgave  shareat 15-20percent of India’s  Muslims atlargeareoflittlecon  gious  identity and global UAE, needed allies, especially
awaya two-gram gold biscuit gift-  Muslim population, Lucknow  cern to the sect? alliances.” Lass added. because the US tried hard to iso-
ed onher birthday by her parents,  has 20 per cent Shia population, Part of the reason is that in UP, Such comments on the curent  late the existing regime. There-
Lucknow's Sunnis — remem-  which influences eledtion out-  the Sunni-Shia divide is deep-  developmentsinthe Guifandlran  fore, it extended a hand of
ber that Uttar Pradesh’s capital  comes. In the 1967 Assembly rooted. It often erupts during overlookavitalfator India'scivil-  {riendship to India.
has occasionally been wracked  elections, the Lucknow (West) Muharam in the form of skir-  isafional inks with Irango back a ‘Will the amity stand the test of
by Shia-Sunni conflicts —  seat,witha large Shia electorate, mishes; the joke isthat Shias can-  long way. The connedt, celebrated  the global churn?
1] J THOUGHT FOR THE DAY

People who are the enemies of all Muslims are trying to cause disunity in the Islamic world. — sikhamenei

No escape from
Everest Base Camp

VisuaL JarrLey

a mixed record in online chess. Hitting the gym is

not part of my dreams either Still, I couldn't oppose
her proposal of trekking up tothe Everest Base Camp (Nepal)
ata height of 5,364 metres, Hailing from the plains of North
India and currently living in Brisbane (Australia). where the
highest lookout point within a 50-km radius is well below 200
metres, the task of trekking for 13 days to reach an altitude
of above 5,000 metres was Herculean.

Remembering Panditji's advice at the time of our saat
phere nearly 30 years ago. and recently having read books on
the midlife crisis, there was no way [ was going to speak my
mind. But then I watched a video showing an eight-seater
plane landing at Nepal's Lukla Airport on probably the
warld's shortest civilian runway. There was no comparison
with the A380-type long-haul planes I had been aboard, but
still, Tkept my thoughts to myself.

The very next weekend. we went out for dinner at an Ital-
1an restaurant by the riverside, where Iinitiated a conversa-
tion about our previ trip to Leh. I reminded her about
the high-altitude sickness I had developed soon after land-
ing at Leh from Chandigarh. “Onwards and upwards,” she
said as we finished our risotto. And I gulped down my views
along with the Tiramisu dessert.

NIY wife holds a black belt in taekwondo, while I have

TheSub«F ission’s main object has been

i lati New Delhiand
It of the fruitful nego-
tiations, poslblhmsofnnsemmemq)unufhﬂnngmdsml}e
US and of Ameni in India have impr
erably. The joint communique said: “Both sides recognised the
importance of this aren of practical andck i! the entry

vm'pu;
1db hered A

Thennrunnmg plnn came to my mind and I contacted my
v« I 1 that my wife planned to fly to
Kathmandu and then return straight to Brisbane — without
visiting her parents in India. Straightaway, her phone rang
louder than ever befare. I pretended toread a book while she
talked to her mother The plan seemed to have worked well
until T heard my fatherin-law saying in the background,
“Kyon mk rahi ho, bhuaguxm" These words came from
“Josukh chhajju ke chubare...”

of foreign m\.esunanlmd!}wsmblhwdlheseunm
mdlakmpm 'l'ha 3 ted certain darifi-
India’ licies in th of the Foreign

Act and the guidelines issue under it.

Finance Minister C. Subramaniam has darified the Indian posi-
tion in this mgard He told the forum of finandal wntms m New

I"'-'k h h\:wn would b 1 main-

1 ible and that foreign
kz\r.vw!w would be l:l'ough(on]v:fn penmtted lhednebpnwnl
of ind

the necessary boost unu: Wa:rhmg\(m shows the requisite aware-
ness of the needs of developing countries.

Since then, I have nevergmed him his favourite hair gel.

Withnojeevan-rekha left and the dock ticking faster. it was
time to showcase bahaduri. After six days of trekking
around the picturesque Himalayas, we bowed at the
boomerang-shaped rock at the Everest Base Camp. After my
wife's celebratary taekwondo flying kick, a sip ofthe Nepali
Khukri rum was well worth our efforts.

In the lap of Everest and its slightly smaller sister peaks —
Pumori, Lhotse, Nuptse and Makalu — we gave each othera
commemorative hug.

The writer is e government officerin Australia

Losing a nation’s soul

Refer to '‘Keeping your enemies closer’ (The
Great Game);, the observation that India
appears to have strayed from Buddha's Mid-
dle Path is both relevant and troubling, This

THE EDI’

No impactful govemance

With reference to ‘The cost of India’s UPSC fix-
ation’; while the civil services remain presti-
gious, certain structural issues deserve atten-
tion. Reguhrsnlaryhﬂcm assured. time-bound

pathisnot a post iy itisatest
of courage and compassion. It cannot be
walked by those guided only by strategic sur-
vival. When nations begin to choose sides mth'

inflat-

ed egos, .'md in some cases, corruption. Addi-

tionally, the ecosystem around UPSC prepara-

tion — particularly coaching institutes — often
X 3 2

out a dear moral voice, they may safeg
interests, but risk losing their soul. In thiscon-
text, Mirza Ghalib's words are a reminder:
‘Ragon mein dawdte phirne ke hum nahin
kayal, jo aankhhise na tapka vo lahu kya hai'
(If the blood of innocents does not evoke visi-
He grief, moral darity, or even discomfort,
then what flows within us is not blood).

KK GARG, CHANDIGARH

US not invincible

Refer to ‘Keeping your enemies cluser Ind.u
lowthe Middle F

the trap of superpowers. Donald Trump is fond

of trampling upon the sovereignty of those

mmmsundl}mmtehwdswhﬂdunmfuﬂuw

This
creates immense pressure on aspirants and
deep frustration among those who fall short,
despite years of effort and sacrifice. If even a
fraction of officers had consistently delivered
impactful governance, the nation's progress
would be far more visible,

RAM KUMAR, FEROZEPUR

Educate cab drivers

In this era of cab aggregator platform (Ola, Uber,
ete), cabdrivers need to be educated they should
not take undue advantage of passengers after
the ride starts and the cab is already booked.
Also, passengers should not keep on toleraing
unfiir practices. as every such successful

hls polides hlindly and applaud his
gmums Imn hasmrpnsednm)wha had
ity of the

US. The Iranians have fought well, despit

attempt at their motiva-
tion to fleece people. After my daughter faced
sucha situation where the cabdriver demanded

fering a huge number of casualties among its
top political brass and military commanders.
RAJ BAHADUR YADAV, FATEHABAD

Focus on savings, not penalties

Refer to ‘Minimum balance’; charging cus-
tomers, espedally those with limited means,
for failing to maintain a minimum balance
undermines trust and goes against the goal
of financial inclusion. Banks should move

R 5004 the AC cooling, forward-
ed the specifics to the police hoping that after
police waming, the cabbies focus on an honest
eaming rather than making a quick buck out of
someone else'sadversity,

VISHAL PANESAR, LUDHIANA

Humanity is still alive

Refer to ‘One man's courage in a sea of apa-
thy':yearsago, my father got badlyinjured in
a train acddent. For nearly two hours he lay

away from such pumhve and adopt
fair friendly poli-
des. lnsxeud of penalties, they shou.ld focus

savings and F cus-

ded, indifferent le just passed by.
But two God-sent young men appeared from
nowhere, lifted him, took him to the hospital
and di 1 as quietly as they had come.

Wn&h during financial difficulties, A strong

and responsible banking system is one that

protects its customers, not penalises them.
‘GAURAV BADHWAR, ROHTAK

‘We never got the chance to thank them. My

father recovered. And more importantly, the

belief survived that humanity is still alive,
SUMAN B BALI, PHAGWARA

Latters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit.

cogeatly

nd can be sent by e-mail to L com
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Himanta Sarma’s masterstroke in Assam

SANJOY HAZARIKA
INDEPENDENT COLUMNIST

HREE years ago,

Assam for two decades by at
least ensuring the state
Assembly is less affected by
demographic changes.”
Political analyst Yogendra
Yadav recently described the
process as one of gerryman-
dering, but acknowledged
that few had paid attention
to it over the years. Political-
ly, Sarma has been a step
ahead of his opponents

Himanta Biswa  muchof the time.

Sarma, then just The reference to the NRC

two years into his  was to the National Register

firstterm asaBJP  of Citizens, whichwas heldin
Chief Minister of Assam, had ~ Assam (the only state in the
ensured a crucial strategicwin - country to have it) to establish
thatwould stand him ingood ~ who were bona fide Indiin
stead in the future. A key nationals and. conversely,
number of the stafe's 126 con-  who were not.
stituencies were redrawn, As is well known, Assam
using demography and mlr hasbeen at the vortexof a bit-
gious markers to ter and i bloody
the BJPs position anddimin-  campaign to identify and
ish that of hispolitical foes. As  drve away ‘illegal immi-

a result, his principal adver-
sary, Gaurav Gogol, the Con-
gress MP and now state Con-
gress party president, was
foreed toshift base.

Ttwas a masterstroke, the sig-
nificance of which was missed
bymanypalitical lenders as well
as media commentatars at the
time, Today, as state dections
loom in Assam, Sarma’s sleight
of hand is now evident. Seats
where Muslim electars: were
either a majority o had crudial
vates and which were seen as
pro-Congress became Hindu-

grants” said to have come
from Bangladesh —a process
that has consumed time,
energy and harmed goodwill
among religious groups since
the 1970s.

TheNRC turned up, to every-
one’s surprise, some 19 lakh
people, who enumeratars said.
could nt prove their genuine-
ness — the process was
through legacy documentation
of ancestars — but the largest
group excluded was Hindus
and not Muslims, as is widely
assumed. Even this was not

daminant or were reserved for wndus:w.nd those left out of
i Castesor! been given

Thibes, depriving the Congress  a chance to prove their status.
of safe constituencies. Also, the Assam Accord of
Atthetime, the CMtoldjour- 1985 between student agita-
nalists: "The NRCwas unsue- tors and the stateand Central
cessful and the Assam Accord  govermnmients laid down a cut-
didnotlive up toexpectations,  off date for immigrants —

Ddimitation for redrawing
Assembly constituencies can
be one exervise through which
we can safeguard the future of

those who came after 1972
could not qualify for citizen-
ship, thus, virtually creating
two levels of citizenship for

ADVANTAGE SARMA: The welfare vate is going to count in these elections. i

Indians in Assam.

Thus, while these tortuous
issues remain unresolved
tempo is yet to pick up. The
BJP says that it isexpecting 0
winits third consecutive vidto-
ry. Home Minister Amit Shah,
whase road show in Guwahati
created traffic snarls, said the
party would get 90 seats.

However, the party hasbeen
stung by rebellions by local
leaders who were denied tick-
ets and who have come out
shamply against the Chief Min-
ister and his allies.

Others  have remained
silent, like a former state BJP
president. The defection of
long-time Congress leader
Pradyut Bordoloi to the BJP
(a two-time Congress MP, he
was given the prized Assem-
bly seat of Dispur, where the
state’s capital complex is
located) stunned the Con-
gress but also caused angry
ripples in the public realm
about switching allegiances.

A burst of memes featuring
washing machines and Bor

The sharpening
divide between
Hindus and
Muslimsisanother
factor dominating
Assam's political
arena.

doloi did the rounds. although
it isundear whether the public
iritation on this issue will
affect the outcome in a BIP
stonghold. Among  others,
Bardoloi is fagng Mira
Borthakur Goswami, a former
RIPleaderwho switched to the
Congress several years ago.

What will have an impact is
that the Opposition, under
the leadership of Gogol, state
Congress chief, and local
regional parties have stitched
together an alliance that will
ensure that the Opposition
vote is not divided.

Thus, theyare fielding can-
didates who will be support-
ed by the entirealliance, But
the Opposition suffers from
limited budgets, unlike the
BJP juggernaut, which has
hired buses, organised

extensive rullies and a social
media blitz and pushed
door-to-door visits,

However, there is much
public interest in contests
involving some newcomers,
including 26-yearold Kunki
Chowdhury, the youngest

candidate in the state polls.
Sheholds amastersdegreein
educational leadership from
London. Her father started a
private university in Guwa-
hati. She has been campaign-
ing doorto-door on issues that
have long affected Guwahati
— floods, drainage, garbage
disposal and parking, creating
a mess in the dty despite
infrastructure development.

Her BJP opponent Vijay
KumarGuptais 72andalong-
time party worker. The media
is positioning her asa Gen Z
candidate. Gupta's statement
about converting Guwahati,
one of the country’s messiest
cities, into something akin to
“Switzertand, Shimla and
Shillong” has drawn tart reac-
tions on the Internet. Some of
themnotethat the city is often
swamped by waterlogging
even after a brisk shower.

The sharpening divide
between Hindus and Mus-
lims, pushed hy rhetoric over
the years from the CM and
other state leaders, is another
factor dominating Assam's
political arena.

The state government has
made efforts to dear govem-
ment land of illegal settlers, In
a majority of these evictions,
Muslims of Bengali ongin
have been targeted. During
the drives, occasional dashes
have broken out with wailing
families, angry men and griev-
ing children whose studies
have been shattered

The government says they
are illegal settlers and they
have been pushed out follow-
ing the due process and court
orders. The issue of alleged
Bangladeshis, whom the BIP
refers to as ghusbet or infiltra-
tors, is expected to come up
again during the dusnng stages

Despite many public decla-
rations by PM Narendra
Modi, Home Minister Amit
Shah and CM Sarma, the
issue remains far from reso-
lution, with little verified
data on the actual numbers
of “immigrants’ and few
deportations  (Bangladesh
does not aceept those identi-
fied as its nationals). Inaddi-
tion, many confuse Indians
of Bengali origin with for-
eigners, with phrases like
*Miyas™ bandied about.

Yet. despite this bluster, the
Asom Gana Parishad, whichis
the BJPs junior partner has
given 13 seats out of its 26 to
Muslim eandidates — point-
ing toatacitunderstanding on
the issue. There are limits to
rhetode in a complex state
where Muslims comprise
about36% of the population —
the largest proportion of any
territorial unit in the country,
barring the Union Temritory of
Jammu and Kashmir

Significant support for Sar-
ma, nicknamed Mama' by
his followers, is expected to
wome from tea garden work-
ers, among the biggest voting
blocks in the state, and from
firsttime voters who have
benefited from an array of
popular scholarships  and
grants for school and college
students as well as modest
payments intobank accounts
of nearly fourmillion women,
much on the lines of Bihar's
Nitish Kumar.

A university professor
underlined this: "The wel-
fare vote is going to count,
young women in college
are not now dependent on
their parents and the
young see a lot of promise
ina younger politician like
Hun.mlu It's an aspiration

of the electi

of .

How oil shock has puteconomy under pressure

e
AUNINDYO CHAKRAVARTY
SENIOR ECONOMIC ANALYST

EFORE the Imn

war began a month

ago, we were

imparting crude oil

at roughly $70 a
barrel. Back then, each dollar
cost Rs 91, so each barrel cost
Rs 6,370. Since then, the aver-
age cost of our crude imports
has risen to about $110, and
the average USD-INR
exchange rate has spiked to
Rs 9250. That works outtoRs
10,750 per bamel.

Each barrel contains 159
litres ofcrude. Thisis refined to
produce diesel, petrol, ATE
naphtha and other products.
Petrol and diesel. together,
account for 607 of the output of
Indian refineries. Out of this,
T0% is diesel and 30% petrol.

Both petrol and diesel are
lighterthan crude. So,a barrel
of crude can be theoretically
converted into 17 lLitres of
petroland diesel. That means,
the average input cost of
crude to produce each litre of
petrol used to be Rs 37 before

the war That has risen to
nearly Rs 60 now. If' you add
other costs — refinery over-
heads, storage, distribution
and marketing costs — then
euch litre of petrol cost Rs 43-
4 topoduce in February and
it costs Rs 6667 now

Back then, dl marketing com-
panies (OMCs) were getting Rs
55 per litre for petrol and diesel.
This gave them a marginof Rs
11-12 on each litre of fud they
produced. But, 6l a couple of
days agn the situation reversed
—OMCs began losng Rs 11-12
perlitre of petrol and diesel.

With crucial Assembly elec-
tions coming up, the govern-
ment could not allow OMCs to
mise prices. So, the Centre cut
the Special Additional Excise
Duty(SAED)by Rs 10 perlitre
on both petrol and diesd.
Simultaneously, an export tax
was levied on diesel and ATF
to discourage refineries from
diverting their output away
from the domestic market,

Now, OMC losses have
dropped to Rs 1-2 per litre.
Evenifone assumes that Indi-
an refinenies are sourcing
crude at less than what the
petroleurn  ministry's  esti-
mates show —and thisisvery
likely — they are, at best,
breaking even,

What about the Centre? Esti-
mates suggest that the net
impact of the excise duty cuts

ACROSS

now stare at losses. REUTIRS

and the export tax levy will
cust the government Rs 5,500
crare every fortnight. Pump
prices might be raised once
West Bengal votes, but hy
then, the price of the Indian
Basket of Crude Oil — the
average price of what Indian
refineries pay — might rise
further: In that case, the Modi
govemment will find it diffi-
cult toincrease the SAED.
Some energy  pundits
believe that energy prices will
stayat the aurent levels.even
if the war ends. That is
because the damage to key
refineries in the Gulf will take
years to fix. So, even if crude
supplies return tonomnal, the
international price of petrol

Onlyaquickend to
the war can stabilise
markets. Until then,
uncertainty will
dominate the
economy.

and diesel will remain high.
This will have an important
impact onthe domestic price of
petrol and dieselin India. Indi-
an refineries are paid a trade
parity price’ (TPP) far petrol
and diesd, whichis based B0%
on what it would cost to sell
imported petrol in India, and
20% on 'what a refinery would
earnifit exportedall its fuel.

would mean petrol would cost
Rs 108 in Delhi and diesel Rs
98 per litre. If the excise
duties were tobe restored. the
price would rise to Rs 118 for
petrol and Rs 108 for diesel,

Again, this too assumes that
therupeewould stay at thisley-
elagainst the dollar If our cur-
rency weakens further, then
hoth the cost of crude and the
trade parity pricefor petrol and
diesel will nse firther That
might force the govemment to
notonly give up on the SAED,
but it might have to aut other
cesses and taxes as wel. I just
the current rate of drop in ail
tix revenues continues for all
of 202627, then the Centre
woulkd lose Rs 1.3 lakh crore.
Thatwill cause a 4.6 shartfall
in the Centres net tax rev-
enues, Some of it might be off
set by higher dividends from
oil PSUs, but the net impact
would still be about 4%.

‘The Modi government will
face another major dilemma.
Every$10increasein the price
of crude adds 0.3 pem:nuge

Crude

Note that thisis si -
Iv higher than the actual cost
of producing petrol and diesel
in India. For instance, the
TPP for a litre of petrol cur-
rently is about Rs 80 while
that of diesel is more than Rs
85. If refineries were allowed
to charge this, they would
make adecent profit, but that

points toretail i

sustained at $110 would mean
retail inflation going up by 1.2
percentage points. Onthe face
of it, that should add to the
Centrés GST eamings, buton
the flip side, it could reduce
direct tax collections as corpo-
rate profits and household
incomes contract.

1 Defensive wall (7)
5 Crash-land at sea (5)
8 Begin to suspect (3,4.2)
9 Silyery-white metal (3)
10 Line of parental

descent (4)
12 Causing no distress (8)
14 Character (6)
15 Intense mental effort (6)
17 Entitled to be chosen (8)
18 Prevent (4)
21 Impart new colour o (3)
22 On the contrary (3.4,2)
24 Ending in disaster (5)
25 Fail to heed orders of (7)

Saturday's Solution

Already, corporate profit
growth has slowed down sig-
nificantly. The combined net
profit of the top500companies
that make up the NSE 500
index grew by just 4.3% in the
third quarterof 2025 26, which
is a sharp drop from the 14%
growth in the first quarter
Even when adjusted for
extraordinary income, net
profit growth has dopped
from 17.7% in the first quarter
t011.5% in the third,

Many brokerages andinvest-
ment banks are expedting cor
porate eamings in India t con-
tract by 10-15% if the Iran war
disruptions continue. Indian
companies will look o protect
their margins by further cut-
ting wage costs. Whitecollar
waorkers could end up being
the biggest losers and that, in
tum, will cause middle-dass
consumption W contract.

Itisavidous cyclethatwould
impact the revenues of con-
sumerfacing companies. The
only way to sustain economic
growthwouldbeforthe Centre
1o spend more by increasing
the fiscal deficit. Increased
government borrowing could
push upinterest rates and fur-
ther impact investments and
consumption. This is probably
the worst economic crisis that
PMModi has faced so far. Only
aquick end to the warcan nor-
malise the situation.

Across: | Goodwill, 5 Acme, 9 Bossy, 10 Grenade, 11 Put o
damper on, |3 Amends, 14 Knight, 17 Haute cuisine, 20 Tid-
ings. 21 Evict, 22 Care. 23 Bludgeon,

Down: | Gobi. 2 Obscure, 3 Ways and means, 4 Logjam, 6

Chuir, 7 Eternity, 8 Keep one’

QUICK CROSSWORD SU DO KU FORECA

- SATURDAY'S SOLUTION SIS MOMOAY  18A0MES
Ta | NEE TESDY  GRDHRS
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6 Tillit's all over (2.3,4) 7 4 1 s|a|s|lols|2]1]|3]|7 Bathinda 28 20
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16 Ely 4 1(6) 1|/6|5|8(9|7|3|2|4| Sisa 28 20
19 Tersely cogent (5) Dharamsala 23 10
20 Weaponaiwas 1 7 3 CALEND Mnai 14 03
23 Rabble (3) MARCH 30, 2026, MONDAY Shimla 18 o7
8 7 4 W Shaka Samvat 1948 Srinagar 17 08
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V. EASY #Moon in Leo sign —
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

MEDIATION SIGNALS RISE,
TABLES CLAIMED, NOT LAID,
WAR FRONT SETS THE PACE

IPLOMATIC signalling is intensifying across West

Asia, but the gap between such overtures and reality

is widening. Mediation is being offered, channels are

opening and multiple actors are rushing to claim

space at the negotiating table, each hinting at de-esca-
lation. But these signals are out of sync with recent events.
The conflict is not pausing for diplomacy: it is expanding on
its own terms, faster and wider, and increasingly seems be-
yond the reach of those trying to contain it.

The arrival of USS Tripoli, carrying some 3,500 sailors and
marines, shows the hard edge behind the messaging. The
Americans have confirmed its deployment as Washington
weighs its next move. Earlier reports point to a Marine Ex-
peditionary Unit, d d for rapid, high-i ity opera-
tions from evacuations under fire to amphibious assaults,
joining the war fray This isn't posturing. It's preparation.

Efforts to contain escalation are becoming increasingly
precarious, with no clear diplomatic track on offer. Coun-
tries such as Egypt, Tiirkiye, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan are
positioning themselves to open channels, but their roles
remain largely facilitative conduits. The larger challenge is
preventing an already expanding conflict from widening
further, especially around critical chokepoints like the
Strait of Hormuz, where disruption would carry even more
far-reaching global economic and security consequences.

Managing rivalries, securing energy flows and stabilising
afragile region ultimately depends on more powerful stake-
holders already party to the conflict and their willingness to
opt for the path of diplomacy. As it is, the conflict itself is
evolving. The Houthis’ entry marks a clear structural shift.
Their missile launches toward Israel open another front and
deepen the risk to global shipping. The Houthis have already
shown they can disrupt Red Sea trade routes; their direct
involvement raises the prospect of sustained pressure on
maritime flows, energy supplies and insurance costs.

This is the key change. The war is no longer confined or
linear: It is becoming multi-fronted, with the possibility that
non-state actors can shape escalation as much as states.
That makes it harder to predict, harder to contain and less
responsive to diplomatic pacing. Even limited openings,
such as Iran allowing some ships to transit the Strait of
Hormugz, do little to alter the trajectory. The prospect of me-
diation signals might be rising. But for now, the battlefield
is moving faster than the talks, setting the pace.

NOT IDEAL, BUT NECESSARY:
T'GANA’S ELDER CARE LAW

HE Telangana Employees Accountability and Moni-

toring of Parental Support Bill, 2026 has been passed

by the Telangana government, broadly in line with

the Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior

Citizens Act, 2007. The key difference is that the new
Bill expands the scope of the law to include private employ-
ees, in addition to government staff and elected representa-
tives. While provisions such as a salary deduction of 15
percent or 10,000, whichever is lower, remain unchanged,
Telangana has gone a step further by proposing an institu-
tional mechanism to ensure effective enforcement.

The move reflects a pressing need, especially in a country
that often invokes the ideal of matrudevo bhava. pitrudevo
bhava, yet increasingly falls short in practice. According to
the Longitudinal Ageing Study in India 2021, 5.2 percent of
India’s elderly experienced abuse in 2020, with verbal abuse
being the most common. In Telangana, the figure stands at
2.1 percent. Disturbingly, over half of the affected seniors
reported neglect—rising to about 68 percent in Telangana.

These figures, however, represent only reported cases. Inreal-
ity many more incidents go unreported due to family pressures
and social stigma. As Chief Minister A Revanth Reddy ob-
served, it is unfortunate that legislation must intervene in what
should be a natural bond between parents and children. While
his remarks may appear strong, his assertion that those who
abuse or abandon their parents should face social disapproval
underscores the gravity of the issue. India’s civilisational ethos
haslong placed parents and elders on a pedestal, equating them
with thedivine. Yet, in stark contrast, many elderly individuals
today face emotional abuse, neglect and even dispossession
of their own property by the very children they raised.

This raises a difficult question: can legislation alone ad-
dress what is essentially a moral crisis? Existing laws, in-
cluding the central Act and similar measures in states such
as Assam, Tamil Nadu, Delhi and Himachal Pradesh, have
not fully alleviated the problem. Even so, given the scale of
the issue, enforcement remains necessary. At the same time,
legal measures must be complemented by greater aware-
ness—hoth of the law and values it seeks to uphold. In an
era increasingly defined by nuclear families, and perhaps
moving toward greater individualism, what is needed is not
just regulation, but a broader cultural renewal.

QUICK TAKE

PUFF NESTS
ACROSS Ecuador, Poland, Mexico and New Zealand, birds

such as Darwin’s finches, blue tits, house finches and song

thrushes have been found collecting cigarette butts and
placing them in their nests. Some birds even nest in open ash-
trays. Researchers have found that these birds use chemical
residues in the filters to keep parasites away from their young.
Yet the same o affect d ing chicks at the
cellular level. What seems an odd urban quirk shows how
deeply human pollution has penetrated into natural ecosys-
tems. Ironically, the butts kill pests but also imperil the hatch-
lings. This dilemma is an indictment of human negligence.
The story is less about smart birds and more about us.

ONAM Wangchuk's detention
under the National Security
Act (NSA) and the manner in
which the Supreme Court dealt
with the petition filed by his
wife, Gitanjali Angmo, leave
several unanswered questions.

The order of detention was passed on
September 26, 2025, alleging that Wang-
chuk was indulging in activities preju-
dicial to the security of the State, main-
tenance of public order and services
essential to the community:

While in normal circumstances, giv-
en the record of the court prior to 2014,
the petition would have been dealt with
forthwith, keeping aside all other mat-
ters, the manner in which the court
dealt with this issue made me think
that the cause of liberty is perhaps not
as dear to the court as it should be.
Such matters brook no delay and re-
quire immediate adjudication.

Upon detention, the detenu has certain
procedural rights, entitling him to make
representations to the state government
and an advisory board. At the hearing
before the advisory board, the detenu re-
quested certain documents that had not
been supplied to him within the statutory
timeframe. He, thereafter, presented his
case. The advisory board rendered its
opinion on November 7, 2025 rejecting his
petition for release, and the state govern-
ment confirmed the order on November
11, 2025. All this happened while the de-
tention was challenged in court.

The manner in which the proceed-
ings were adjourned from time to time
is evident from the fact that, after Wang-
chuk’s detention, a petition for his re-
lease was filed on October 2, 2025 and
notice was issued on October 6. The
progress thereafter was abysmally
slow: October and early November were
largely taken up with adjournments,
procedural directions and amendments
to the petition. By late November; plead-
ings were still underway, with the State
seeking time to respond.

The matter then saw little movement
through December and early January
due to repeated non-listing or paucity of
time. Substantive hearings only com-
menced from January 8, 2026 and pro-
ceeded intermittently with further ad-
journments sought by the State. Even
after extensive arguments from both sides
through January and February, the State
repeatedly sought additional time in late
February and early March. Ultimately,
before the court could render a decision,
the detention was revoked on March 14,
2026 and the petition was disposed of on
March 23 without adjudication.

LEDITORIAL

vuavawapa, monoay 30.03.2026

The case shows how delayed court action and repeated adjournments
can undermine justice, leaving important questions about liberty
unanswered when detention orders are revoked before final judgement

LOOKING BACK AT
JUSTICE IN SONAM
WANGCHUK’S CASE

Human freedoms are precious. They
need to be protected through a court
system that cherishes such freedoms.
Surely, there is a sense of immediacy that
must be reflected in the orders of the
court, even when the matter is adjourned.
Delay in adjudication in a petition
challenging detention under the NSA is
anathema to the cause of liberty.

This is not the first time that the Su-
preme Court has dealt with preventive
detention in a somewhat casual manner.
After the abrogation of Article 370, Omar
Abdullah, Faroog Abdullah and Mehboo-
ba Mufti were detained under the Jam-
mu and Kashmir Public Safety Act
(PSA), 1978, again on unjustified grounds
of disturbing public order and security.
Unfortunately, even then, the court did
not display any urgency, but gave the

MANDAR PARDIKAR

government time to respond. The State
claimed that the sensitive security situ-
ation did not warrant their immediate
release. The court sought a status report
from the government. Omar’s detention
continued for months without adjudica-
tion. Under the PSA, detention can be
extended without trial for up to two
years. Judicial scrutiny was deferred.
Article 21 is the heart and soul of the
freedoms enshrined in the Constitu-
tion. They cannot be casually dealt
with, and legal challenges must be
swiftly remedied either way. A cau-
tious, deferential approach that priori-
tises the State’s claims to security over
concerns about liberty now appears to
be part of our jurisprudence.
Similarly, Farooq Abdullah’s petition
challenging his detention under the PSA

Frequently you have a clash between
the more sterile letter of the law and
the justice that underlies it...

Harold H
Greene

was filed on September 16, 2019. The
first substantive hearing in the matter
was held on September 30, 2019. Subse-
quent hearings took place in October
and November. Over time, the matter be-
came infructuous. Eventually, Farooq
Abdullah was released on March 13,
2020, and Omar Abdullah, on March 24,
2020, both through revocation orders
passed by the appropriate government.

Some other jurisdictions give such mat-
ters top priority by requiring a quick res-
olution. Within 24 to 48 hours, the detenu’s
presence is sought, and the matter is dealt
with forthwith. Preventive detention is an
assault on human freedoms and should
not be dealt with in a manner that sug-
gests that courts allow prolonged hear-
ings delaying adjudication for months.
Thereafter, withdrawal of the detention
order renders such matters infructuous.

This is exactly what happened in the
case of Sonam Wangchuk. The matter
was fully argued. The detaining authori-
ty, represented by the law officers,
opposed the challenge to the detention or-
der with exceptional vehemence and filed
a counter-affidavit in support of the de-
tention. Despite the fact that arguments
in rejoinder by counsel for the petitioner
were over, yet another opportunity was
sought by counsel of the detaining au-
thority to clarify certain issues, a
privilege granted, and unheard of in such
matters. Eventually, before the clarifica-
tion could be heard, the detention was
revoked by an administrative order.

The further question that arises is
whether, in such ecircumstances, the
court should allow the matter to be
rendered infructuous, especially when
it has been fully argued. It is possible
that the detaining authority’s counsel,
sensing that the detention order may
well be quashed, decided not to embar-
rass the detaining authority and with-
drew the detention order, rendering
the proceedings infructuous.

It is a matter for the court, especially
in circumstances where the matter has
been fully heard, not to allow a deten-
tion order to be rendered infructuous
and to decide it one way or the other.
Such a procedure results in a precedent
that allows the State the privilege of
not inviting a judgement. The counsel
for the petitioner sought yet another
date for submissions to be made for ad-
judication. That was not to be.

1t is time for the court to introspect. It
is time for it to send a signal that the cause
of liberty is as close to its heart as it is to
those who framed the Constitution.

(Views are personal)
(Tweets @KapilSibal)

PALMS,

ALM Sunday was yesterday,
Good Friday is on April 3 and
Easter is on April 5 so happy
Easter in advance, dear read-
ers. Iknow that Christmas and
Easter are the most important
Christian festivals, but I also
have a soft corner for Palm Sunday. It
marks the day when Jesus entered Je-
rusalem to observe the Jewish festival
of Passover, humbly riding on a donkey,
fulfilling the prophecy in Zechariah 9:9-
10, ‘Rejoice greatly, Daughter Zion!
Shout, Daughter Jerusalem! See, your
king comes to you, righteous and victo-
rious, lowly and riding on a donkey’.

Jesus radiated the lustre of a chosen
being, which powerfully affected those
blessed to see him that day. He was
welcomed into the city to happy cries
of ‘Hosanna!’, a Jewish phrase of ado-
ration and praise, and ‘Blessed is he
who comes in the name of the Lord'.
They threw palm leaves at his feet to
cover his path, just as we in India
strew flowers on the path of those we
wish to ceremonially welcome.

The descriptions I read of Palm Sun-
day painted a vivid picture inmy mind,
and my fondness for it was sealed when
Iread a poem by the early 20th-century
English writer G K Chesterton. I had
already read and enjoyed his books on
priest-detective Father Brown, which I
devoured from my father’s bookshelves.
And one day, I came upon Chesterton’s
poem The Donkey, in which a donkey
representing all donkeyhood, says how
they are ‘the tattered outlaw of the
earth’, scorned and abused by all as ‘the
devil's walking parody of all four-foot-
ed things’. But the last, climactic verse
is positively incandescent: ‘Fools! For I
also had my hour; one far fierce hour
and sweet: there was a shout about my
ears; and palms before my feet.

That last verse is about Palm Sunday
from the donkey’s point of view, and
the poem lodged straight away with me
as a favourite, both out of sympathy for
the donkey and the thrill that the last
verse conveyed of that sunny, festive
morning long ago in ancient Jerusa-
lem. As to which, baby donkeys were
apparently the equivalent of cuddly
teddy bears in ancient India. A person
conversant with Sanskrit also told me
that baby donkeys were called ‘priya-
darshi’, meaning ‘dear to behold'.

But why did Jesus go to Jerusalem

PASSOVER, PROMISE

he would die there, but what was the
significance of that festival? It falls
this year from the evening of Wednes-
day, April 1 to Thursday, April 9 which
lets me convey warm Passover greet-
ings to all Jewish readers.

Passover, called Pesach in Hebrew,
commemorates the exodus of the Jews
from Egypt, where they were enslaved
by the Pharaohs. They were so crushed
and exhausted by their daily forced
labour and whippings that they were
in no mental state to seek their god
Yahweh, or think spiritual thoughts.
So, Yahweh sought them out and came
to their rescue. He told Moses to lead
his people out of exile. Before that, he
sent ten plagues to Egypt.

Palm Sunday marks the day when
Jesus entered Jerusalem to observe
the Jewish festival of Passover
which resonates with Indian belief
that god, from time to time, comes
to save people from atrocities. The
gathering involves a retelling of the
exodus and eating special foods
that evoke the supreme sacrifice

According to the Shemot or Book of
Exodus in the Torah, Yahweh com-
manded Moses to tell the Israelites to
slaughter a lamb and mark their door
frames with its blood, and eat the lamb
for dinner. For that night, he would
send the Angel of Death to execute the
tenth plague, in which he would smite
all the firstborn in Egypt. But when
the angel saw the blood on the Israel-
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Hence, the name Passover.

This resonates with Indian belief,
as in the idea that god himself comes
to save us from age to age. The Passo-
ver gathering, called Seder, which 1
have attended in Delhi, involves re-
telling the story of the exodus and eat-
ing special foods that evoke it. A Seder
plate usually has six items, including
boiled eggs, symbolising revival and
zeroa, a roasted lamb shank or chick-
en wing. It is the only meat on the
Seder plate, symbolising the Paschal
Lamb or Korban Pesach., as the Passo-
ver sacrifice is called in Hebrew. This
meat symbolises the sacrifice of the
lamb whose blood was painted on the
doorway of the Israelite slaves’ hous-
es to deflect the Angel of Death. Thus,
Jesus himself came to be called the
Paschal Lamb or sacrificial Lamb of
God, for dying on the cross.

The chief Seder items, which Je-
sus, too, would have eaten, are maror
or bitter herbs, recalling the suffer-
ing of the Jews in Egypt. Their word
for Egypt is Mitzrayim, ‘the narrow
place’, from which Hindi gets the

= word ‘Misr” for Egypt.

The second must-have on the Seder
plate is charoset, a sweet, brown mix-
ture symbolising the brick and mor-
tar enslaved Jews used to construct
buildings in Egypt. Charoset is made
of chopped nuts, apples, dates or figs,
cinnamon and sweet red wine.

Moses says in Deuteronomy 24:18-19:
“Remember that you were slaves in
Egyptand the Lord your God redeemed
you from there. That is why I
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Overloading economy

Ref: India’s missed and messed
opportunities (Mar 29). The column should
be an eye-opener with these facts being
hidden to the general public. Moreaver, the
burden on the economy can be managed
by regulating soaring electioneering
expenditure and dole handouts.

Ramesh Vipparthi, email

Disconnected diplomacy
Ref: At crossroads of global trust
(Mar 29). S Jaishankar's balancing act has
kept India’s strategic options open—no
small achievement in a fragmenting world.
Yet, Pakistan's mediation success exposed
adeeper gap: protocol expertise without
domestic political grounding eventually
produces diplomacy disconnected from
strategic instinct. Foreign policy requires
elected accountability, not just eloquence.
i, Coimbatore

Policy seriousness

Ref: Cue in tech solutions to break

queues (March 29). Queue management
thraugh technology is not a distant
aspiration—Tirupati and Vaishno Devi have
already demonstrated it works at scale.

The solutions exist. What is missing is the
institutional seriousness to implement them
consistently across government services.
The Delhi Metra's efficiency is proof of what
is achievable when agencies commit fully.
Replicating that discipline in civic bodies
remains the real challenge.

Abbharna Barathi, email

Inflation burden

Ref: Fuel price cushion tough to maintain
if crude keeps rising (March 28). Oil
marketing firms in India have demonstrated
robust profitability under market-linked
pricing, attributing their current stress to
policy restraint. By delaying retail price
adjustments, the State effectively transfers
the burden of inflation management onto
them. If fuel pricing is to serve as a tool of
ilisation, its costs must

you to do this. When you are harvest-
ing in your field, and you overlook a
sheaf, do not go back to get it. Leave it
for the foreigner, the fatherless, and
the widow, so that the Lord your God
may bless you in all the work of your
hands”—the compassion that is also at
the heart of the Gospel of Christ.

One cannot think of Palm Sunday
without recalling Passover and the
divine assurance they both seek to
convey.

be transparently borne. If not, such firms
must be allowed genuine autonomy.
Sanjeev Jha, New Delhi

Denied growth

Ref: Transgender who? (Mar 29). A narrow
definition combined with lack of self-
identification, pushes trans individuals
further into their closets, when they should
be made active participants of Viksit Bharat.
Regressive constituticnal interpretation
combined with legislative and administrative

to celebrate Passover? Of course, be- ites’ doorframes, he would pass over (Views are personal) apathy speaks volumes about the same.
cause he was Jewish, and also sensed their homes to spare them the plague. (shebaba09@gmail.com) Anwesha Mishra, Cuttack
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ternational Airport at Jewar in

Uttar Pradesh is a piece of good
news at a time when most happen-
ings, from the protracted contlict
in Iran to the fear of shortages in
India, are unpleasant. The second
international airport in the Delhi-
National Capital Region, Jewar has
a 3,900-metre runway that is capa-
ble of handling low-visibility op-
erations; it can also function dur-
ing winter fog disruptions. Built
at an estimated cost of around Rs
11,200 crore, it has a terminal for
rapid passenger processing. The
Directorate General of Civil Avia-
tion (DDCA) granted the airport
its aerodrome licence this month
along with approval for “all-weath-
er operations” This clearance is
given when the Instrument Land-

Innuguralian of the Noida In-

ing System (ILS), navigation aids,
runway lighting, and air traffic sys-
tems are in place. [naugurating the
airport, Prime Minister Narendra
Modi rightly pointed out that air-
ports are not merely amenities but
catalysts for progress. The Noida
airport will benefit a vast region
encompassing  Agra, Mathura,
Aligarh, Ghaziabad, Meerut, Eta-
wah, Bulandshahr and Faridabad.
With 160 airports, air connectiv-
ity in India is now reaching not
just metropolitan cities but also
smaller towns, he said. Speaking
on the occasion, Civil Aviation
Minister Ram Mohan Naidu said
the project is being developed as
an “aerotropolis’ which will inte-
grate cargo infrastructure to help
locally manufactured goods access
domestic and global markets.

If the operations are carried out
as planned, industrial growth in
the country’s largest state will cer-
tainly get a leg up. Plus, the pro-
posed Maintenance, Repair and
Overhaul (MRO) facility, which
will be spread over 40 acres, will
generate jobs. Uttar Pradesh Chief
Minister Yogi Adityanath, who fac-
es Assembly polls next year, is also
bullish about Jewar. “This airport
will boost investment, trade and
industrial development in north
India, while also generating large-
scale employment” It is heartening
to notice that top leaders at both
the Centre and in states are keen
on promoting the aviation sector,
but this boost must be comprehen-
sive, reflecting in all aspects of the
sector—from infrastructure build-
ing to operations. That, alas, is not

Jewar airport is useful but market economy needs a bigger boost

happening. “The current govern-
ment has made air travel accessible
for the common Indian,” the Prime
Minister said. He spoke about the
expansion of the Regional Con-
nectivity Scheme (RCS) - UDAN
(‘Ude Desh ka Aam Nagrik),
which was launched in October
2016. The government has already
approved a modified version of the
scheme with a total outlay of Rs
28,840 crore. But the problem is
that the scheme has been a failure,
which is not surprising because it
is essentially anti-liberalisation.
The government must real-
ise that market realities cannot
be ignored in its bid to promote
anything, whether a sector or peo-
ple. The fundamental issue with
UDAN lies in its structural design.
By relying heavily on subsidies

and fare caps, the scheme distorts
pricing mechanisms that are es-
sential for the sustainability of the
aviation sector—indeed, the en-
tire economy. Many routes under
UDAN have struggled with low
passenger demand, leading to fre-
quent cancellations or withdrawals
by carriers. Airlines, operating on
thin margins even under normal
conditions, find it difficult to main-
tain profitability on routes where
demand does not justify capacity.
‘Therefore, the success of projects
like the Jewar airport will ultimate-
ly depend not just on their physical
infrastructure but on the broader
ecosystem in which they operate.
The market economy must replace
dirigisme, which endeavours to
foster industrial growth and meet
socioeconomic goals.

All political parties must stand united when
external dangers threaten the country

RavuLapaTt
SEETARAMARAO

arliament is a tool for
preserving  democ-

racy and it should
be treated so and not as an
ornament. Laws that benefit
the people must be shaped
and used through open de-
bate. When the Lok Sabha
Speaker and Rajya Sabha
Chairman conduct their re-
spective houses of people’s
representatives in an order-
ly, impartial way and in the
public interest, laws for de-
velopment and welfare can
be drafted and implemented
to truly reach the nation.
There's no point repeatedly
invoking memories of past
days and comparing today’s
Speaker to the late Speaker
Ananthasayanam Ayyangar
or the Chairman Sarvepalli
Radhakrishnan.

It’s not necessary to boast
that representatives in their
time never crossed the line.
Circumstances change with
time. People’s behaviour
changes with passage of
time. Unexpected devel-
opments can produce ex-
treme consequences. Merely
criticizing that democracy
is turning into one party
rule and assuming the out-
comes will be different is

a mistake. Members of the
people’s houses must con-
duct themselves with basic
natural justice, dignity, and
respect, while the presiding
officers must run the sittings
respectfully and properly as
well. The recent develop-
ments haven't gone too far
yet, but if the two houses
continue to be run without
change and representatives
do not alter their conduct, it
will fuel a powerful percep-
tion that democracy is near-
ing its end in the country.
The no-confidence mo-
tion (under Article 94C of
the Constitution) proposed
to remove incumbent Lok
Sabha Speaker Om Birla was
defeated on March 11 by a
voice vote, making it neces-
sary ta reassess the situation.
But the defeat of the motion
did not resolve the prob-
lems that had arisen in the
House. Debates were heated
and at times embarrassingly
uncomfortable to watch. A
spirit of conciliation was
absent on either side. In the
past, even when proceed-
ings were intense and both
sides grew passionate, view-
ers still saw efforts by the
treasury and  Opposition
benches to adopt a spirit of
compromise for the sake of
public welfare. In earlier in-
stances, even amid fierce de-
bate, there was a sense that
leaders were trying to be ac-
commodative. That attitude
is missing now’ what we see
instead are increasingly bit-
ter confrontations between
the two sides. Those who
once sought conciliation
have fallen silent; those who
provoke have grown more
brazen. When the leaders

Opposition's no-confidence
motion against

Birla defeated i

Speaker Om
n Lok Sabh

Members of the people's houses must conduct them-

selves with basic natu

| justice, dignity, and

while the presiding officers must run the slltlngs re-

aswell. Th

haven't gone too far yet, but if the two houses continue

to be run without change and

donot
donot

that happened, the opposi-
tion again brought a no-con-
fidence motion seeking to re-
move Speaker Om Birla. But
the Speaker ruled that there
was credible information
that some Congress Lok Sab-
ha women members might
do something against Prime
Minister Modi, so there was
no need for the Prime Min-
ister to answer in the House;
the ruling enraged the op-
position and they introduced
the motion. It was defeated.
Getting to the point, the
opposition says the Speak-
er is not allowing them to
raise important issues that
they want to be discussed
in the House, and that even
when they are speaking, the
Leader of the Opposition
Rahul Gandhi’s microphone,
is being cut off. Outside the
House they level charges and
the ruling party tried, with
figures and arguments, to
show that those charges were

alter their conduct, it will fuel a powerful perception
that democracy is nearing its end in the country

entrusted  with  bringing
both sides together fail to
try, or when every leader is
supposed to try but the ef-
forts are ineffective, who can
do anything about it? When
a party in power, through
its cabinet, appoints repre-
sentatives to the House, it
must act within the consti-
tutional framework and fol-
low the procedures that have
been established. But if, up
to now, a party in power has
been attempting to present
its majority as unassail-
able and to control all mem-
bers—whether in the Lok
Sabha or the Rajya Sabha—

thereby stifling debate and
leaving presiding officers
with no room to maneuver,
and if the Opposition is re-
fusing to yield or to engage
constructively and is behav-
ing as if there is no responsi-
bility on it to respond, then
it is clear that leaders on all
sides must change their ap-
proach.

When  the

In particular, they accused
the Speaker of cutting Ra-
hul’s mic while he was trying
to refer to what former army
officer M M Naravane wrote
about Modi in his book. They
also faulted him for not al-
lowing Rahul to speak on
numerous  occasions—say-
ing he was stopped about 20
times (and citing an incident
in February when he was not
allowed to speak after a dis-
pute). They even claimed lhg

NDA MPs were allowed to
ask 321 supplementary ques-
tions and the opposition 364
questions. Hence, the daims
were rejected by the govern-
ment. Amit Shah also said
members spoke in 14 re-
gional languages because the
Speaker permitted it. They
further accused Rahul of be-
ing absent from the House
for long periods.

Some argue that if the rul-
ing and opposition parties
keep trading accusations,
the problems will persist, but
if the government shows a
constructive, give-and-take
attitude all issues could be
resolved. Intellectuals and
the media feel that it would
benefit the government to
give the opposition more
opportunities to make sug-
gestions, since that could
help bring everyone togeth-
er without divisions. Right
now the whole world is be-
ing shaken by the winds of
war. That is why both sides
should show unwavering
unity. If necessary, everyone

has a responsibility to work

together to try to prevent the
devastating impact on our
country that could be trig-
gered by war. But we seem
to be acting differently, and
that attitude is not good for
national unity. It is not too
late yet.

The ruling party must
take the initiative, make a
determined effort, and cre-

moved a resolution to re-
move Jagdeep Dhankhar as
Rajya Sabha chairman, he
resigned from the vice-pres-
ident’s post for some reason
without any occasion arising
from that resolution. When

was p
from criticizing a resolution
thanking the President. The
government rebutted these
points, arguing that they were
incorrect. The opposition al-
leged they were given only 56
per cent of Zero Hour time.

ate an phere in which
war-related issues can be
faced together.

(The writer is a retired IPS
officer, who has served as an
Additional DGP

of Andhra Pradesh)

The burning highway: Rectifying the fatal flaws in Indian bus transportation

NomuLa SriNivas Rao

(€9 he quality of a
nation is often
judged by how it

protects its citizens on the

move; on Indian roads, that

protection is currently a

vanishing mirage.”

India’s road network, the
second largest in the world,
is also one of its deadli-
est. The recent tragedy in
Markapuram, where pas-
sengers were burnt alive
following a collision, is not
an isolated freak accident. It
is the predictable outcome
of a transport ecosystem
plagued by regulatory apa-
thy, poor vehicle design, and
a lack of safety enforcement.
To prevent such “rolling cof-
fins” from claiming more
lives, we must examine what
ails the system and adopt
global best practices.

What ails Indian  bus
transport?

The primary issue in Indian
bus transport is the di-
chotomy between state-
run and private operators.
While state transport un-
dertakings (STUs) often
suffer from aging fleets
and poor maintenance,
the private sector is fre-
quently characterized by a
“profit-at-all-costs” men-
tality.

1. Poor body building stand-
ards: Many private buses
are built on truck chassis
by unorganized work-
shops to save costs. These
structures lack “roll-over”
strength and are often
made of highly flammable
materials (wooden floor-
ing, rexine seats, and plas-
tic interiors), which turn
the vehicle into a furnace
within seconds of a colli-
sion.
Fatigue and driver over-
exploitation: Drivers
often work 12-16-hour
shifts without adequate
rest to meet tight sched-
ules. In the Markapuram
incident, fatigue or high-
speed maneuvering of the
tipper truck and bus are
likely contributors.

3. Lack of emergency exits:
Indian buses frequently
have blocked emergency
exits and making them in-
accessible. In the event of
a fire, as seen in this trag-
edy, passengers are unable
to evacuate before smoke
inhalation or flames over-
come them.

Global best practic
roadmap for safe

Across the globe, coun-
tries with low road fatal-
ity rates have implemented
stringent “safe system” ap-

The tragedy in Andhra Pradesh is a clarion

call for the Ministry of Road

and

Advanced Driver Assis-
tance Systems (ADAS): In
many developed nations,
heavy vehicles are mandated

periods, like the Federal
Motor Carrier Safety Ad-
ministration  (FMCSA)
rules in the USA.

to have Emer-
gency Braking (AEB) and
Lane Departure Warning
(LDW). If a driver dozes off
or fails to see a tipper truck
ahead, the vehicle automati-
cally applies brakes.

What needs to be done in
India?
To stop the recurring

Highways. We cannot continue to treat road
deaths as mere statistics or “acts of God.”
Technology to prevent these deaths exists;
what is missing is the political will to prioritize
human life over industry profit margins.
Until we enforce a “safety-first” culture, our

highways will remain a

proaches that India must
emulate.

Sweden’s ‘vision zero’:
Sweden pioneered the “vi-
sion zero” philosophy, which
operates on the premise that
humans make mistakes;
therefore, the transport sys-
tem must be so designed
that hose mistakes are not
fatal. This includes “2+1"
roads with a central cable
barrier to prevent head-on
collisions, the exact type

gamble with death

of accident reported in the
news item,

European Bus Construc-
tion Standards (UN ECE
R66): The European Union
enforces the R66 regula-
tion, which ensures the
“superstructure” of the bus
remains intact during a
rollover, maintaining a “sur-
vival spac¢” for passengers.
Furthermore, all materials
used in the interior must be
fire-retardant.

on our high-

wnvs, a multi-pronged over-

haul is required:

* Mandatory Fire Suppres-
sion Systems: Every long-
distance bus should be
equipped with automated
fire detection and sup-
pression systems (FDSS)
in the engine compart-
ment and interior.

“ Enforcing the Bus Body
Code  (AlS:052): The
government must strictly
enforce that all buses, es-
pecially private ones, are
built only by accredited
bodybuilders using fire-
retardant materials.

* Electronic Logging De-
vices (ELDs): To com-
bat driver fatigue, India
should mandate ELDs in
all commercial vehicles to
track driving hours and
ensure mandatory rest

greg; of traffic:
High-speed corridors
should have physical bar-
riers separating heavy
commercial vehicles from
passenger transport, re-
ducing the risk of side-
swipe and head-on colli-
sions.

Conclusion:

The tragedy in Andhra
Pradesh is a clarion call for
the Ministry of Road Trans-
port and Highways. We can-
not continue to treat road
deaths as mere statistics or
“acts of God!" Technology
to prevent these deaths ex-
ists; what is missing is the
political will to prioritize
human life over industry
profit margins, Until we en-
force a “safety-first” culture
through rigorous inspec-
tions and infrastructure
redesign, our highways will
remain a gamble with death.

“Safety is not a luxury or
a feature; it is a fundamental
human right. Every passen-
ger who boards a bus de-
serves the certainty of reach-
ing their destination.”

(The writer is a former

OSD to Union Civil

Aviation Minister)

UN needs gradual reforms

he article “War, peace and the future of (United) Nations™
(THI, March 29) makes for a balanced assessment of the
UN’s limitations in a fractured world. However, scrapping
the present structure entirely seems unrealistic. A practical
way forward could be in introducing gradual reforms like ex-
panding the number of permanent members to reflect con-
temporary realities, introducing more transparent decision-
‘making processes, and strengthening the General Assembly’s
role in preventive diplomacy. Only sustained diplomatic
engagement, not radical overhaul, can make the global body

UN more effective in preserving peace.
M Barathi, Bengaluru-560076

Bigfive must limit their veto authority

his is further to the article “War, Peace and the future of
(United) Nations,” (March 29). It raises a concern that
has become impossible to ignore: the United Nations, as cur-
rently structured, is better suited for deliberation and not
for any decisive intervention. The veto power of permanent
Security Counul members was a conscious compromise in
1945, | reform requires p members to
voluntarily limit their veto .\ull\omv in cases of mass atroci-
ties. That demands political will that currently does not exist.
Abbharna Barathi, Chennai-23

Reform the Security Couneil

his refers to the article “War, peace and moral courage
paramount....) (THI, March 29). The piece rightly high-
lights the UNs constrained role in preventing conflicts, urging
bolder leadership from powers like India and the US. Yet, true
progress demands more than rhetoric—reforming the Secu-
rity Council veto mechanism and bolstering preventive di-
plomacy through neutral forums could be impactful. Nations
must prioritise multilateral funding for early-warning systems
over unilateral posturing. Only such pragmatic steps will re-

store the UN's moral authority amid rising global tensions.
S M S Aazmem, Sri Vijaya Puram (Port Blair) - 744101

Constructive change alone can
help sustain peace

went through the article “War, peace and the future of

(United) Nations” published on March 29. A practical way
forward would be in strengthening regional cooperation,
empowering neutral mediators, and encouraging consensus-
building rather than dependence on veto powers. Incremen-
tal reforms, such as expanding representation in the Security
Counil, could also make the institution more credible. Con-
structive change, not rhetoric, will sustain peace.

K Sakunthala, Coimbatore-641016

Cybererime cops leave
senior citizens in the lurch
Agmup of senior citizens on a Kerala trip tried to book a
hotel in Kanyakumari through Google. Their driver con-
tacted a man posing as hotel staff, who asked for an advance
of B4,000, which was duly paid. The fraudster then claimed
he would refund the amount but asked them to resend it in
two parts—¥3,500 and B500. Sensing a scam, they threatened
to report him, and he quickly deleted his Google listing. The
victims filed a cybercrime complaint that was later transferred
to Cyberabad as they are Hyderabad residents. Shockingly,
instead of tracing the fraudster using transaction details and
phone numbers, police demanded the victims’ Aadhaar cards
and bank statements. Why must victims prove themselves be-
fore the culprit is traced? Fearing misuse of data, they refused
and dropped the case. This apathy shows cybercrime authori-
ties are not serious about investigating smaller frauds and that
too those involving senior citizens.
N Nagarajan, Hyderabad-103

Conflicts of West Asia are never resolved

his is further to your March 27 editorial “The stalemate
in West Asia is not a good augury”. The Editorial column
rightly brings out the current situation in West Asia. In West
Asia, quiet has never meant resolution, only preparation for
the next round of attacks, while pause never means peace in
the region. Tt could be a potential threat to the world. Con-
flicts of West Asia are never resolved; rather they pose a se-
rious threat to world peace. We can never see peaceful set-
tlement of Gaza or recognition for the Palestine State. The
editorial ngh[ly points out that the war on Iran has been a
huge lation on the part of Washington. The focus of
the war has shifted to the Strait of Hormuz. While US Presi-
dent Donald Trump has paused all attacks on Tran till April 6,
Tehran has reiterated that the war will end only on its terms.
Iran has turned this into an energy war by blocking the pas-
sage of vessels carrying oil and gas through the Strait. A pause
in the war never means real time peace and settlement. The
US wants to bring in a regime change in Iran as it wants a
leader who will gel with its demands. Regime change will
happen only when people of Iran rebel against the Islamic
Revolutionary Guards. What does the present stalemate hold
for the future world order? Only time will tell.
Parimala G Tadas, Hyderabad

thehansreader@gmail.com

BAF welcomes move to Implement KAOMA Act
through Ordinance, urges swift rollout

BENGALURU: The Bengaluru Apartments Federation
(BAF) has welcomed the State Government’s decision
to implement the Karnataka Apartment Ownership and
Management Act (KAOMA) through an ordinance,
following an assurance by Deputy Chief Minister D K
Shivakumar on the final day of the budget session in the
Legislative Assembly.

Issuing a statement, BAF President Satish Mallya
said, “We are indebted to the Deputy Chief Minister D
K Shivakumar and leaders of all parties for bringing the
KAOMA discussion to the forefront in the Karnataka
Legislative Assembly, We also thank the Chief Minister
and officials of the Urban Development and Parliamen-
tary Affairs Departments for their sustained efforts over
the years in shaping this crucial Act”

Read more at
https://epaper.thehansindia.com
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Redefining Identity

ndia’s latest amendment to its transgender rights
immework signals a decisive turn in huw LhL state
Is identity ~ not as ived and
asserted, but as sumuhmg to be verified, Lcnmed. and,
ultimately, controlled. This shm is striking because it departs
from the constitutional traject et by the Supreme Court in
NALSA v. Union of India. whmh affirmed self-identification as
central to dignity and personal liberty. That judgment did not
merely recognise a “third gender”; it located gender identity
within the domain of individual autonomy, insulated from
bureaucratic gatekeeping.
The new amendment, by contrast, moves identity back into
lhe h(\nde o! mqmuuons ~ medical boards, district 'iu[honues,

Thtgo 1’m<ur|u
isnotwithout logic. ion. Benefits
must be targeted.

In a country where are finite and vulnerabilities are

layered, the state seeks clearer categories to ensure that those
facing the harshest forms of marginalisation are not crowded out
by broader or more fluid definitions. Administrative clarity, in
this view. is a tool of social justice.

But clarity, when imposed from above, often comes at the
cost of exclusion. By narrowing the definition of who qualifies
as a transgender, the amendment risks leaving out those whose
identities do not conform to medicalised or traditional
frameworks ~ particularly non-binary and gender-fluid
individuals. More fundamentally. it transforms recognition
from a right into a process. Identity becomes something one
must prove, rather than something one possesses.

This has consequences that extend beyond paperwork. Ina
society where transgender persons already face barriers in
education. employment, and healthcare, the introduction of
certification layers may deepen. rather than ease, access. A
person denied recognition is not merely excluded from benefits;
they are pushed further into invisibility, their existence
rendered administratively uncertain.

There is also a deeper constitutional tension at play. The logic
of self-identification is rooted in privacy and dignity ~ principles
that the Supreme Court has repeatedly expanded in recent
years. Replacing that logic with medical verification raises an
uncomfortable question: can the state both recognise a person’s
identity and simultaneously subject it to institutional approval?
The answer will shape not just transgender rights, but the
broader relationship between the individual and the state.

The amendment, then, is not a minor recalibration. It reflects
a competing philosophy of governance, one that prioritises
order over autonomy. and dLquonal precision over lived
complexity. Whether this model delivers more effective welfare
is an open question.

What is clearer is that it redefines the terms on which
recognition itself is granted. India now stands at a crossroads. It
can either continue along a rights-based path that trusts
individuals to define themselves, or it can move towar
system where identity is something the state confirms. The
choice will determine not only how transgender citizens are
seen, but how citizenship itself is understood.

Thin Mandate

enmark’s latest election has delivered a result that is
numerically decisive yet politically hollow. Prime
Minister Mette Frederiksen remains at the centre of
power, but the authority that once underpinned her
leadership has visibly thinned. Leading the largest party with
just over a fifth of the vote, she now faces a ldndscapc where
electoral victory does not translate into gn\cmmg strength.
This is not an pa[lem inE
systems, but the Danish case is particularly i mstmcuve For
nearly a decade, Ms Frederiksen has embodied a model of
pragmatic social democracy ~ tight on immigration, expansive
on wellare, and steady during crises. That formula once
consolidated broad support. Today, it appears to have reached
its limits. Voters have not decisively rejected her; they have
simply stopped reinforcing her.
The fragmentation of the Danish Parliament reveals more

than just electoral arithmetic. It reflects a deeper recalibration of

political expectations. Issues such as cost of living,
environmental strain from intensive agriculture, and long-term
welfare sustainability have shifted the debate inward. Even the
geopolitical noise surrounding Greenland, amplified by
disruptive figures like President Donald Trump, failed to
override domestic anxieties, The electorate, in effect, has
signalled that competence in crisis is no longer sufficient; it
must be matched by clarity in everyday governance.

Into this vacuum steps Lars Lokke Rasmussen, whose
Moderates now occupy the pivotal middle ground. His position
is not merely tactical but emblematic of a broader
European trend: the erosion of binary politics and the rise of
centrist brokerage. Whether he aligns left or right is almost
secondary; what matters is that policy direction will now be
negotiated, not declared.

This moment also underscores a structural shift in European
politics, where electoral outcomes increasingly produce
negotiation-heavy governments rather than decisive mandates.
As party systems fragment, the centre of gravity moves away
from voters and toward post-election bargaining, subtly
redefining where democratic power is actually exercised.

The likely outcome ~ a centrist coalition stitching together
ideologically diverse partners ~ will ensure continuity but dilute
decisiveness. Such governments are often stable in form yet
cautious in function, prioritising consensus over
ambition. In Denmark’s case, this may translate into
incremental policy adjustments rather than bold reform,

Porcine Salvation

Pigshaveemergedasthe
preferredsourcefor
xenotransplantation because
theirorgans closely resemble
humanorgansinsizeand
structure. Theyareeasyto
obtain. Pigsbreedtwiceayear,
sometimesthrice,withlitters
averagingeighttotwelve
piglets. Cloningofpigsiseasily
doableandtheirgenomescan
beedited by apairof molecular
scissorsknownas ‘Clustered
RegularlyInterspaced Short
PalindromicRepeats’

igs, in general do not enjoy much
respect in modern society. An
exception, however, is found in
George Orwell'sstory Ammal Farm,"
where the pig is portrayed as an intellj

POTENTIAL USES FOR XENOTRANSPLANTATION PRODUCTS

and persuasive animal who inspires other

deﬁmuvc soluuon For deL1dm, sucnu:ts

better future. However,
in Hindu m)tholngv the pig occupies a
position of reverence. The boar or Varaha is
worshipped as an avatar of Lord Vishnu.
Anavataris believed to descend to Earth to
protect righteousness and eliminate evil.
According to Hindu mythology, Lord
Vishnu assumed the form ok Varaha o
rescue the Earthafter thed

(muumwuu
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PIG PANCREATIC SLETS
FOR DIABETES

HUMAN RECIPIENT

company, has d
could survive for long penoda in Lhe bodies
of primates.

Genome editing or gene editing is a
technique that enables changing an organisn’s
DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid). In simple
»\ords DNA is I.Lke an m:lnlclmn mmual

as its own ‘self” (similar to the body), it
accepts it; if not, it attempts to eliminate.

The gene CMAH produces a protein that
humans cannot synthesize: the gene
BG4ALNT?2 creates an antigen on the cell
surface that human immune systems attack:
PERV is a viral gene found in all pigs and
may cause diseases and tumours.

Seven human genes were then added to
the sample’s DNA that will protect the
edited k|dney from inflammation. cell
damage, a
immune system into accepting the foreign
organ. This edited DNA was then used to
create embryos, which were implanted into
surrogate pigs

‘This edited DNA was then used to create
embryos, which were then implanted in a
surrogate pigtogivebirthtoalitterof piglets
with two kidneys that are compatible for
implantation in humans. After several
laboratory tests of such kidneys, trial
uansplams were made on a brain-dead
patient tounderstand whether the transplanted
kidneys were working well.

A brain-dead patient is legally dead, and
one whose olhcr hysiological fumunm

Recently,

a promising solution has emerged through
the use of genetically modified pig kidneys,
as reported in several major scientific
publications.

The transplantation of organs from
one species to another is known as
‘xenot lant’, originating from the

submerged it in the cosmic uuan. Inrecent
times, the pig has re-emerged as an avatar
of a different kind ~ one with the potential
to save millions of human lives in urgent
need of kidney transplants.

‘Thousands of kidney patients die due to
the lack of availability of suitable kidneys
for transplant. The demand for kidney
transplants for patients with acute renal

Greek word ‘xeno’” meaning foreign or

alien. It is to be noted that attempts at

kidney xenotransplantation date back

to the 19605, with the groundbreaking
by Professor Keith

for
for building dﬂd running the life processes
of all living things. It is a double-stranded.
twisted ladder-shaped molecule that stays
inside the nucleus. There is another kind of
molecule known as RNA
(ribonucleic acid) that also
carries genetic information
and helps carry out DNAs
instructions by making
proteins, wimharelhebullim;

blocks of life.
Gene edmn[, operates

of Tulane Umverauy in the US, using

kidneys of chimpanzees. One of the CHANDRA ROY correcting mlsspcllmgs.
patients survived forabout nine months, deleting or replacing words,
which was considered to be a feat ata  The writer. an

failure has been i ll’lu’thln},dl a I‘dpld ratein
recent years, whilett yofdonors

time whm their dialysis access was
i

i astonishingly small

According to current statistics, in India,
an estimated 200000 patients require
kidney transplants every vear. However,
only about 4 per cent of them can finally
have a kidney transplant, leaving a huge
gap hc(wccn supply and demand.

ly with h !

is impossible due to various ethical and
medical issues. This shortage is not unique
to India; globally, only about ten per cent of
patients in need receive organ transplants.
Addnasmu this crisis poses a lmmldahle

e for scientists and F hcare
professionals worldwide.

The primary alternative for survival in
such cases is dialysis ~ a painful and
demanding procedure. In conventional

dialysis, one needle withdraws blood from

I Viét Nam News [l

imited. Editor-in-Chief  genetic material at specific
Pigs have emerged as the preferred  of thejournal locations within thegenome.
source for xenotransplantation because Science and There are other methods
their organs closely resemble human Culture for alsoavailable for gene editing,
organs in size and structure. They are about two but scientists have found
easy to obtain. Pigs breed twice a year, decades this method to be much
sometimes thrice, with litters averaging faslu' chmpt_r moreaccurate,
eighttotwelve piglets. Cluru'n" (aprocess ientthanother  least50
that creates a i ‘1denu(.al copyof methods.
an organism, cell, or gene) of pigs is easily In the xnmal phase, gene editing was
doable and their genomes can be edited by fi d on pig DNA to eli genes

a pair of molecular scissors known as
‘Clustered Regularly Interspaced Short
Palindromic Repeats’ or, in brief, CRISPR.
Owing to these advantages, scientists
believe that pig organs are the best source
for human xenotransplantation to address
the organ shortage crisis. Supported by

author, was

and enables the addition,
val, or alteration of

+Only after:
s, the Food and | DmgAdmuusuauon
(FDA) ol the USA allowed conducting a
clinical trial of the procedure on threeliving
patients to start with.

The first pig kidney transplant in a living
patient was performed at the Massachusetts
General Hospital (MGH) inthe USin March
2024.But he died after 57 days dueto cardiac
arrest unrelated to the implant, as declared
by the doctors. The second transplant was
done in April 2024, but the patient died
after three months because of heart-related
issues. The third implant, done in January
2025, proved more encouraging, and the
patient lived a normal life for about eight
months. The pig kidney was removed in
late October 2025 due todeclining function.

InJanuary 2026, the patient successfully
received a transplant of a human kidney
from a living donor and is recovering well.
‘This marked the first successful transition
from a pig kidney transplant to a human
kidney transplant in medical history.

This success has generated renewed
optimism to extend this clinical trial to at

i hy round. Although

lhc Im-u; 1Crm Outcomes remain uncertain,

2 n

incompatible with the human immune
system. Four such most problematic genes,
GGTALCMAH, BG4ALNT2 and PERV, were
thus removed from the DNA of the pig. The
gene GGTA1 was removed because this
creates an antigen that the human immune
system rejects. Antigens, as we know, are

medicine, eGenesis, an American-based

ances that cause the immune system
to respond when introduced into the body.

isyettobe 1 akthrough:
offer new hope for addressing the global
shortage of human donor organs and for
thousands of patients awaiting kidney
transplants each year.

1f this surgical procedure turns out to be
asuccess, thenthe pig may well be promoted
to a higher echelon as an avatar in the
modern world, saving millions of lives in
distress.

Teachers need further training in the d1g1tal age

ne consistent viewpoint in the

Ministry of Education and

Training's policy planning is

that technology is a tool and
teachersare the decisive factor. Incurrent
policy, teaching staff is placed in three
core positions,

First, teach h isubject
ofeducationinnovation. We donot consider
Alortechnology athreat to or replacement
for teachers. Rather, we believe that
teachers are masters of technology that
serves educational goals. This viewpoint
is consistent with the spirit of’ Reso]uuon

Second, h he highest priority

In terms m and

in our strategy for improving capability.
A project approved under Decision

Usmgalmmer pr
whoi

we wnu!d

vlrugg,le to! l\etp up \\u[\ the pace ol Al

important resource. Am)d rapldlvchangmg

131/QD-TTgsetsatarget of providing 100
per cent of teachers with training on
digital skills and information security to
help them effectively use technology and
Al 50 as to reduce their administrative
workload and help them focus on their
expertise.

'leauhcr lrammg Lollegcs play a

fundamental role

ensuring that graduates possess Lhe

mindset and capabilities to master

lechnologv They also serve as rescard’x
institutions,

built and protected by a legal
framework. Thedevelopment
of the Law on 'l‘eachers aims

Third, teachers’ status is A Member
Of The

29-NQ/TW, that
is Lhe key factor determining the success

encourage the dpphcauon of

orfailureof
educational reform. Al can assist in
teaching literacy, but only teachers can

s is a core requirement that cannot
be transferred.

new {linkthe
requirement toimprove skills

with appropriate salary and allowance
policies. Th.lS a su'ueglc qucquon in
terms of C

of technology and Al applicalions
for students’ psychology and
de\dmn&anmmurgm:scnmxm

technology, bus
practice plalforms to tcsl out new ucnds
‘The public-private partnership model
not only helps reduce pressure on the
State budget but also increases the
practicality of training activi mca
At present, 1h«. mu'ua i isi
circulari
framework for teachers and educational
administrators, which is expected to
becomealeezl d Sedrationwid

and cou.nterpmduul

practices. J‘hc ministry’s training

The framework is based on three core

system while

princi ded 1design

State managemem agencies are
responsible for developngand issuing
a digital competency framework for
teachers and monitoring the quality of

tosuitthediverse conditions and abilities
of teaching staff; a focus on teachers
leveraging technology and Al to create

contextof ramd u:chnomﬂ dmdopmum.

Letters To The Editor | editor@thestatesman.com

Landmark step

Sir. I refer to the news report “SC flags
‘entrenched disadvantages' in denial of PC
to women in Armed Forces™ (March 25).

i ialsecurityand

and effectiveness in implementation

be held a and asked why

their contribution to the nation. By mvnlun{.,

its exuaurduun powers, the Cmm has
equality must

not merely sy 'mbolic. This 1L1dmcnl will ﬂo

and self-improvement.

such

override doctrinal consistency, particularly

lapses are so frequent and are increasingly

system,
Addumm]l) the lift manumuunng

when supply disruptions threaten global
markets.

However, the author’s central insight
merirs ampliﬂcalion sanctions d i

along way in fostering amore incl

The recent jud; by the Sup Court
of Indiaon womenshort service commission
officersi: i
gender justice within the armed forces.

By recognising that the evaluation of their
ACRs was shaped by a flawed Assumpnun
thattheseofficers would neverbe consi
for perm'mcm cominission, [he Court h'\s

fair fra kin the armed forces.
Yours, etc., Sanjay Chopra,
Mohali, 25 March.

All aspects

Sir, The recent case of a gruesome death
in RG Kar Medical Collegc and Hospital,

particularly on contentious issues like agricultural emissions or
welfare restructuring.

What emerges. then, is a subtle but important shift. Denmark
is not experiencing political upheaval; it is undergoing political
compression. The distance between competing blocs has
narrowed, and with it, the scope for decisive mandates. Power
has not changed hands, but it has changed character.

Ms Frederiksen may yet secure a third term, bul it will be
defined less by leadership than by lhe el
‘has not withdrawn trust entirely, but it has placed conditions
on it. In doing so, Danish voters have delivered a quiet but firm
message: stability is valued, but authority must now be earned
anew, not inherited from past performance.

For years, women officers were assess

cﬂused byt ofa 1m raises

without the prospect of career
inevitably impacting their merit and future
opportunities.

The Court’s decision not only corrects
this historical injustice but also restores
dignity to hundreds of dedicated officers
who served with commitment despite
institutional limitations.

Equally significantis thedirection togrant
pensionary benefits by deeming them to
have completed 20 years of service. This

of authorities. The lift
a]legedlv lacked an operator, alluding to
negligence at the hospital's end.

The PWD (Electrical Wing) is entrusted
with the maintenance of these lifts, and the
aspect of potential oversight or neglect in

Ior an} pomntul defects in design. Strict
accountability and a close watch on all
plavers involved in the ecosystem, instead
of fixating on an individual aspect, is key
to correcting and preventing such
harrowing cases.
Yours, etc., Shrestho Ghosh,
Kolkata, 25 March.

Paradox

Sir, \’uurcdit"Sandjons\Vaiw:r‘ puhlishcd

cnluramenl when interpreted through
strategic advantage rather than stable
principle. India’s position exemplifies this
contradiction most sharply.
As a nation historically positioned to
absorb lmnmn oil, India gains immediate
benefit from i rules
that permit sanctions violations under the
guise of market stability. Yet this flexibility
re\'eals an uncomfortable truth dbOLIl
ay polic
andinflation prevention now supersedethe

today rightly exy
the Treasury anarlmmls decision to permit
Iranian oil sales while ostensibly enforcing
b‘mctmna By au(hormna Indian pun.hascs

toserve.

The deeper question the article implies
butdoesn' fullyarticulateis whether selective
ultimately strengthens or

undermines the credibility of sanctions

de. eme!
the Health D prmupled constraint in favor of pragmatic

v.}uch recently faced backlashoverthecase  expediency. regimes themselves.

of missing eyes of a deceased patient in TheStrait of Hormuzanalysis convincingly

Barasat Medical College and Hospital, must

epaper.thestatesman.com

demonstrates how geopolitical logic can

Yours, etc., K Chidanand Kumar,
Bengaluru, 24 March.
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Ganga Girls - The River’s Daughters

RAJAMURTHY

“The river is flowing, flowing down
to the sea.
Mother carry me, your child I will
always be,
Mother carry me down to the sea”
- Ojibwenative
American women

rom Lake Superior’s primordial

shores, from the mighty

Mississippiand Missouri,tribal

womeninriversof the North
American heartland prayed to Mother
Aki and mermaid-like Nibiinaabspirits.
The Ojibwe women's heartfelt call
reached the Ganga-and her daughters
answered with their own life-changing
riveradventure.

Great rivers connect cities and
continents, people, and cultures.Nari
Nauka('Woman’s Boat’) - India’s
firsttraining programmefor female
river rafting guides - is
connectingtraining for a livelihood
to training for living a better life.

In India, Zimbabwe, Zambia,
Scotland and Costa Rica.top river
rafting veterans from the US-based
‘Worldwide Women of Whitewater'are
training youngwomen to be masters
of their rafts and kayaks, and master
of their lives: conquer fears, gender
barriers, self-doubts and weakness
causing problems in the work theydo,
and with whom they work.

Nari Nauka's third editionisrunning
from March 20 to 28in the ancient
Himalayan gateway town of
Rishikesh.No coincidences, I often
say,only the Law of Cause and Effect
atwork. Nothing happens “by chance”.

So it came to pass that 1, son of
LheH.Lm(x[‘\) (Himalaya Putra is
my given ascetic name).heard about
the daughters of Ganga while I was
briefly back in Rishikesh. I decided
toshare their story before returning
to my higher Himalayan abode for
solitary Vipassana meditation
(www.dhamma.org).

1 practice Vipassana alone in a
heavenlyabode between Nanda Devi
and Drona Giri - two of India’s tallest
and revered Himalayan peaks. I
livebelow towering cliffs ina mountain
forest, beside the silveryDhauli
Ganga river flowing toRishikesh
300 kms away.

Alone in the mountains, 1 am
sometimes asked: “are you not
afraid?"No, Ireply. Vipa
reduces the egoand sel
Fear reduces when thinking more
about the safety, welfare of others
than oneself.

Fearvanishes when the mind
preparesfor worst case scenarios.
For Vipassana works toserve all
beings, I reached the higher Himalayas
reddV tostarve to death.There were
cold January nights when I thought
there would be no morning — but
there wasno fear.

Likewise, fourteenyoung
womenbegan their own individual
journey to freedom from fear. They
are where Iam, in Uttarakhand, the
beautiful Himalayan state called
‘Land of the Gods'. The 14 Nari
Nauka pioneers came from villages
along the Ganges, the sacred river
considered daughter of the Himalayas.

The Ganga Girls

Among the pioneering 14
womenwas23-year-old Priyanka
Rana from Sirasu, a scenic village
20-minutes’ drivefrom Rishikesh.
She grew up like other "water babies
by the Ganges - children revering
the river. “Maa Ganga has always
source of peace, strength
aling,” she said.

Small of stature and big of heart,
Priyanka passed gruelling training,
physical tests, and the government’s
river guide exam. She became the
first female safety kayakerwith Red
Chilli Adventure,a gold standard
company in India'sfast growing
adventure sports industry (Rs 16

By, o

7 -v* e

lakh crore/US$ 19 billionturnover
in 2025 - IMARC Group).

Co-founded by Arvind Bhardwaj
and Vipin Kumar Sharma, Red Chilli
owns a rare TripAdvisor 49 rating
- higher than the iconic Taj Mahal
Palace (4.7) and The Oberoi (4.8)in
my home city of Mumbai.

With Red Chillirafts and Nari
Naukatrainers, Privanka and other
Ganga girls learnt to read the river’s
boil lines holdferry angles dL,aIﬂSK
hydrauli out clear

Follow your heartand gain support
of universal forces. The nine-day

“Wi th you can control your boat
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

J. B. Hobbs towers among English cricketers in
ability and experience, and he has just written a
rebuke to pessimists which should do good. The
Australians have been formidable since the War,
and many writers on the game have done their
best to perturb English players into believing that
they should abandon all hope of ever again winning
“Test matches. This does English cricket no good.
Soldiers who go into battle with no higher hope
than by hook or crook to escape defeat cannot be
expected to do great things. Hobbs points out that
England has what Australia has not—good medium
and slow bowling. And Australian critics are
themselves pointing out [hal Ausua]un batsmen

Nari Nauka3 this Marchis wuuldnol.,mm:u b hes

foldingduring the nine-d i if bowlers were r&ﬂlv goud It is not
festival ofwarrior goddess Durga. / \vmorneussar\v tobedepressed in Ad\mm.:md
Nine returning graduates are ‘Ganga Girls'Naina began her river should the theirgreaty

mentoringninenew women. Organizers
happily seethis ascosmic symmetry.
erendipity.” saidrafting veterans
Elisha McArthur and Jess Ransom
when Isaid I wastitling their story as
Rncrs DduL,hlus Thu told me of
Crockers

to paddlers amid the spray-splashed
mayhem of ‘Return to Sender’ and
‘Wall Grade 4 rapids. T! heylearntrescue
and self-rescue in the water. Aftera
fall, learn to h:

Red Chilli’s Vipin is confidentgi
can succeedas rafting guides. I believe
we have to follow our heart in what
we doin life,” he says.

mcmoxrulled “The River's Daughter’.
In "River's Daughter’,Bridget
shareshow she battled life’s turbulent
currents. She survived traumatic
relationship breakdowns, betrayals.
She faceddeath on the Zambeziriver
in the African wilds. She
foughtstormsarising in the
impermanence of all things.

adventures as aterrified 13-year-old.
Adecade later sherepresented India
intwo kayaking World Championships
and two World (’ups in Germany
and the Czech Republi
Self-discovery becomes the greater
inner adventure. Naina and her
Ganga sisters are discoveringhow
courage comes not merely from
harnessing the power of rivers or
mountains, but from emotional
self-dependence — from within.

{Thcpthors Miod Bock The Mid Age Versin
bie worldwide as paperback via

Srmnaaet ] 13 e ook fom

wwwglobalpagoda blogspot.com)

IT CAME TO MIND | MANISH NANDY

Two shameful words

here is a familiar feeling

that is so shameful that

the English had no word

forit. Itis the feeling of joy
at others’ misery. Your wealthy
neighbor’s shiny mansion, compared
towhich your modest house seemed
a hovel, is suddenly wrecked by a
cruel tornado; you feel a sudden
surge of malicious pleasure that is
immense, but vou will never publicly
ownit. But the feeling is so common
and so well recognized that a German
word has been commissioned to
giveitidentity:schadenfreude. There
isaclumsy word, coined from Greek
lexicon, epicaricacy, that could be
taken as an English equivalent, but
nobody ever uses it.

What about the other nasty feeling
when you feel unhappy because
somebody you know has had a good
break and enjoying it greatly? Your
colleague winsa lottery and decides
togoonalavish world tour; it makes
you miserable to think of his luck
while you save pennies fora modest
tourist spot in your own country.
Onceagain, the Germans havculmc
toour rescue witha word:

tolive in asociety, with all its benefits
like security, order, support and
conveniences, we agree implicitly
tocare for others around us, assuming,
they would care for us. To enjoy
their misery or resent their happiness
contradicts that implicit agreement.
When we lived in the woods as
hunter-gatherers, we covered others’
backs because thatis the way we all
survived. Later, as we learned
agriculture and lived as farming
communities, we needed to share
seeds and water and put our sk el

comment on the weather. Some who
took the bus at the same time often,
immediately resumed a conversation
they had started earlier, if only to
curse an unloved politician or bless
atriumphant soccer team. People, I
surmised with surprise, just loved
to talk with one another.

Now. when I take a subway, a bus
oratrain, let alone a longer trip on a
plane, I see few people talking to
others. They quickly turn on their
mobile, tablet or Iaplop in utter
indiffe ir fellov

together to produce our food. When
industry came and revolutionized
our communities, giant factories
and workshops put us together to
e goods. Now, as many

ies are moving in
the service economy phase, we are
seeing a new trend: technology is
allowing many to work, individually,
in an isolated fashion, from home.
As Artificial Intelligence seeps
into every fiber of our society -
education, medicine, industry, research,
evensports - many of our collective
efforts would become more
indivi d and the threads that

which is yet to enter the Eng,lxsh
dictionary.

It means misery at others’ joy, a
disreputable sentiment that many
of us feel but are reluctant to admit.

1 begin with these two squalid
sentiments because I want to meditate
on how contrary they are to our role
as social beings. When we choose

bind us together as a community
may become more threadbare.

ty years ago, when | started
my firstjob, I took a bus to my office
and in the evening took another to
come home. A small number of

Our shining new technology has
become our shield and armour,
protecting us from the uncertain
consequences of an encounter with
a stranger. The truth is that the
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stranger is not even staralgd Irom
us by sixdegrees of diff
it is a neighbour, a friend’s mcnd. a
teacher in a local school you met
once, a pharmacist who helped you
during your mother’s illness.
This weakening of social bonds
is not a sign of individual apathy
and awfulness. Itis the result of our
worklife, family needs, social practices,
convenient technology and the
private habits that result from all of
these. If we don't like to be alienated
more and more from the people
around us, we have to clearly improve
some of our social arr

be better by regaining some features
of the past, such as closer links with
our family members, close neighbours,
professional colleagues and the
interesting people we meet in casual
groups, we need to adjust our life
and style. We need probably to talk
more to people around us, listen to
their stories, understand their concerns
and respond to their problems, less
with ready-made solutions than
with genuine empathy.

Let us return to those dismal
words: sct where people

That may take some [)ITN. dnd
. But we can, indi

passengers glanced at the
in their hands, but most talked to
each other, if only to ask the time or

and thoughtfully, look at the qu.:hl)
of our life. 1f we think our life will

enjoy others’ misery, and that
not-yet-English word, Glucksst

we would never admit, but these
unquestionably stain our less generous
hours. They happen hemuse we
allow our links with people around
us to shrink and shrivel. If instead
we can build links that are congenial
and cordial, and even empathetic
and endearing, we can truly enjoy
others’ joy and commiserate with
others” misery.

Ifthat happens, we may fortunately
find otherstoo would truly share our
sorrow and, readily and genuinely.
exultinour happiness and good luck.

(Fhe writer is a US-based international

where people suffer at others’

worked with the
World Bank. n. can be reached at

happiness. Th b | feelings
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of recent years it will not be necessary to be
depressed even then. The national character has
proved itself again and again superior to much
greater calamities than defeat on the cricket fields.

Newsltems

DRUSES ACTIVE

FRENCH TROOPS
ENGAGED NEAR
DAMASCUS

Paris, Mar.

A message from Beirut states that in the
environs of Damascus a French column while
proceeding from Sednaya to Niye encountered
hostile bands. Convoy tanks preceding the
column engaged a powerful body of rebels at
Barze and killed thirty.—Reuter.

FINANCIAL REFORM

SEPARATION OF
ACCOUNTS
FROM AUDITIN U. P.

Allahabad, Mar.

Itis officially announced that as an experimental
measure, the system of complete separation of
accounts from audit in the United Provinces will
be introduced from April 11 next. The Finance
Secretary to the Government, in a circular letter
to all heads of departments, writs
unsatisfactory nature of the present
combined accounts and audit has been increasingly
evident since the introduction of the Reforms and
the need for remedying it has been a matter of
urgency." The rules in connexion with the separation
arepublished, and as a result, the Accountant-General's
office here will be broken up and the pay and
accounts offices will be established in each
department separately, at Allahabad and Lucknow.

ECONOMIC CONFERENCE

BRITISH MEMBERS
OF LEAGUE
COMMITTEE

(British Official Wireless.)
Rugby, Mar.

The first session of the preparatory committee
for the International Economic Conference is due
to open in Geneva on April 26. Sir Hubert Smith,
of the Board of Trade, Sir Arthur Balfour, President
of the Committee on Trade and Industries, and
Mr. W. T. Layton, editor of the Economist, are the
three Britis] h experts who have already accepted
the Council totake part in the discussi
In addition Mr. Arthur Pugh, President of the
General Council of the Trades Union Congress,
has just been nominated by the workers’ group of
the governing body of the International Labour
Office to represent the workers™ point of view on
the Committee.

PRINCE OF WALES

SLIGHT OPERATION
FOR EAR TROUBLE

London, Mar.

The Prince of Wales has undergone a slight
operation for recurrent ear trouble, a sequel to
an attack of influenza. Relief has followed the
operation.— Reuter.
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Extracting value
Jrom waste

Out of sight, out of mind, has been the paradigm
for India’s solid waste management practice, although
the law, the municipal Solid Waste Management Rules
2016 mandates a scientific process of collection and dis-
posal. Data on SWM from 2023-24 indicate that about
65,300 tonnes of municipal waste is dumped everyday
without treatment, while another 5,000 tonnes is not
collected at all. These are data reported by states, rely-
ing on weak reporting systems, and most likely under-
estimated. The Union government wants to turn over a
new leaf — again — and is poised to implement the up-
graded SWM Rules for 2026 from April 1. As a state-
ment of intent that is more detailed in its scope than
previous iterations, the rules must be welcomed. Yet,
they have little chance of succeeding for a variety of rea-
sons, chiefly the absence of political will, low capacity
of civic bodies especially in smaller towns and rural
areas, an indifferent consumer goods and retail sector,
and urban residents who look upon waste as an exter-
nality for which they bear no responsibility. The new
rules want to change all this through an online, portal-
based system of re-

porting of average | 70 nropisions
waste  generation, P
collection, treat- are ]77'077113 7'ng,
ment, and materials § byt the rules
recovery by local

bodies,  pollution falter when.
control authorities theyprescrlbe
and waste-to-energy | penqlties in the
systems, and details

of bulk waste gener- b lace Of

ators (who must se- | 172centives

cure responsibility

certificates from the local body for a fee). Urban local
bodies have detailed tasks, the most important of which
is involving the community in managing waste through
adecentralised framework. These provisions are prom-
ising, but the rules falter when they prescribe penalties
in the place of incentives.

For the MSW Rules to work at the community level,
an appeal to enlightened self-interest may work better
than top-down preseriptions that have failed so far.
Sheer economics ensures that all waste with residual
value has always been segregated and sold, even at the
level of households. Thus, the four-way segregation of
waste prescribed by the new rules could produce well-
demarcated streams of biodegradable waste (making
compost or biogas at different levels) and recyclable or
combustible waste, zens are incentivised. Ger-
many, for instance, has a successful plastic bottle return
programme that pays back a deposit of 25 cents per
unit, which makes it attractive for anyone to collect such
bottles. By contrast, plastic waste is an orphan in India
because of its sheer volume and low prices. Lack of en-
forcement on the sale of banned single-use articles
leaves piles of uncleared trash outside cities. New man-
dates for industry to use Refuse Derived Fuel and report
their performance could make a difference, if compli-
ance is monitored. The depressing reality is that many
cities lack robust systems — including prosperous ones
such as Bengaluru — reflecting the low priority waste
management enjoys in practice. Community monitor-
ing of MSW Rules 2026 may hold the key.

Women’s long
march to equality

he march of women in India’s armed forces has
been less a steady parade than a courtroom relay, with
the baton repeatedly passed to the Supreme Court. It is
to the Court’s credit — and the services' discomfort —
that many of the rights women officers now enjoy have
been judicially secured rather than institutionally
granted. The latest verdict, holding that women serving
as Short Service Commission (SSC) officers cannot be
denied Permanent Commission (PC) across the Army,
Navy and Air Force, is yet another milestone in this re-
luetant evolution, marking a decisive shift toward sub-
stantive equality in military careers. One can only wish
the armed forces had anticipated the inevitability of re-
form and initiated these changes themselves.

The Court’s ruling is significant not merely for its
outcome but for its diagno: he denial of PC was
rooted in “systemic discrimination”. Women officers,
it noted, were assessed for years on the assumption
that they had no long-term future in service. This pre-
sumption shaped their performance appraisals, limit-
ing opportunities and, perversely, later being used
against them when avenues for permanent commis-
sion were finally opened. By lifting the arbitrary an-
nual cap of 250 women officers eligible for permanent
commission and questioning opaque evaluation crite-
ria, the Court has sought to restore fairness to a pro-
cess long skewed by bias. Importantly, it has also
extended limited pensionary benefits to those who had
already left service, acknowledging that justice delayed
cannot entirely become justice denied, even if restitu-
tion remains partial.

This intervention must also be read in the context of
the changing nature of warfare itself. A month into the
ongoing conflict in West Asia, the world has witnessed
how wars can be waged without the mass deployment
of ground troops. India’s own Operation Sindoor was
another such instance. Precision strikes, drone warfare
and cyber operations have redefined combat, eroding
the traditional arguments used to exclude women from
long-term military roles. If wars are increasingly
fought through consoles and coordinated intelligence
rather than sheer physical endurance, the rationale for
discrimination collapses under its own weight. The
Court has, in effect, nudged the armed forces towards
aligning policy with reality. Yet, judicial pronounce-
ments, however progressive, cannot substitute for insti-
tutional conviction. True equality will be achieved not
when courts compel change, but when the services
themselves internalise it as a matter of principle rather
than compliance.

HerStory

edit

Mumbai, Monday, March 30, 2026

Women playwrights still struggle
for voice and visibility across globe

DEEPA GAHLOT

tis coming to the end

of Womens Month,

and March 27 is cel-

ebrated as World
Theatre Day. It is perhaps worth
pondering why there are still so few
female playwrights when, in other
forms of creative writing, women
are making major inroads.

In India, there have been social
and cultural biases against women
in show business. Till the mid-20th
century, women were not per-
mitted to act on stage; men per-
formed female roles. And until
education for women became more
widespread, women were kept
away from the literary world.

A search for the reasons behind
the gender gap in writing even
today reveals filtering processes
that exclude women. Access to lan-
guage was a major hurdle, since for-
mal education in classical languages
(like Latin or Sanskrit) was histori-
cally restricted to men. As high-art
drama was written in these lan-
guages, women were systemically
excluded from the canon.

Women were often relegated to
closet dramas—plays written to be
read at home rather than per-
formed in public. Writing for a pub-
licaudience was seen as a breach of
modesty, leading many women to
write anonymously or not at all.

The plays taught in schools and
universities are overwhelmingly by

South By Southeast

men (Shakespeare, Beckett, Brecht,
Ibsen, Miller). This creates the con-
ditioning that only men’s voices
have value and indirectly discour-
ages women from attempting to
write for the stage.

Because men held positions of
power (producers, directors, and
critics), the standard for a “good
play” was often based on a male
perspective. Work that focused on
domesticity or female interiority
was frequently dismissed as incon-
sequential.

‘Work by women is seldom pro-
duced on mainstream stages.
Smaller, experimental, and fringe
groups are where plays written by
women are more often found.

In India, the playwright is also
often the director of her work and,
like Nadira Zaheer Babbar—a pro-
lific playwright and theatre-
maker—may also carry the
additional responsibility of running
a group. She has written 18 plays so
far (recently published), spurred by
the lack of original scripts.

Purva Naresh—playwright, di-
rector, producer (also a musician,
dancer, and occasional actor)—has
written a slew of successful plays
such as Aaj Rang Hai, Ladies San-
geet, and Bandish. She says:

“Women constantly feel op-
pressed by the system. They are
marginalized in a patriarchy, so
when they start writing, they take

up subjects rooted in that experi-
ence. They bring in concepts that
are anti-patriarchy and immedi-
ately face resistance because the
system itself is deeply patriarchal.

Sometimes this pushback ener-
gizes them, but for most, it exhausts,
intimidates, or silences them. Very
few persist. Another issue is that
when women begin writing, their
craft may still be developing, even
though their urge to express margi-
nalization is strong. Their subjects
can become overly angst-ridden or
agenda-driven, and are often dis-
missed—what in Hindi is called
kanghi-choti writing.”

The financial stakes in theatre are
much lower than in cinema, but
even here, women playwrights

struggle to break through.

“What are your issues, what is
your world, what is your lived real-
ity, what are your fantasies—every-
thing originates from your journey.”
says Purva.

“The challenge is to not be re-
duced to a woman who writes only
about women’s issues, while still
writing about them without being
myopic. That is a fine balance and
an unwanted responsibility.

‘We don't have the male gaze, but
we are shaped by it. We must en-
sure our response is not short-
sighted. Experience must be
understood, analysed, decon-
structed, intell lised, and then

Even today, structural biases silence women playwrights, limiting
representation and recognition across global theatre landscapes

The woman playwright operates
in that space—her work begins as
reaction, but must evolve beyond it."

Despite these difficulties, some
women have crafted trailblazing
plays—not enough to transform the
landscape entirely, but enough to be
counted. From Hrotsvitha of Gan-
dersheim (935-1002), Aphra Behn
(1640-1689), Lorraine Hansberry
(1930-1965), to Caryl Churchill,
Lynn Nottage, Yasmina Reza, Paula
Vogel, Suzan-Lori Parks, and Yaél
Farber in contemporary times.

InIndia, the list includes Swarna-
kumari Devi (1855-1932), Cornelia
Sorabji (1866-1954), Bharati Sarab-
hai (1912-1986), Rasheed Jahan
(1905-1952), Mahasweta Devi, Dina
Mehta, Usha Ganguli, Sai Paranjpye,
Nadira Zaheer Babbar, Manjula
Padmanabhan, Shanta Gokhale,
Poile Sengupta, Anupama Chan-
drasekhar, Purva Naresh, Divya Jag-
dale, Faezeh Jalali, Trisha Patel,
Manaswini Lata Ravindra, Irawati
Karnik, Manjima Chatterjee, Annie
Zaidi, and Veena Bakshi.

They have all worked towards
representing women’s perspectives
on stage, alongside progressive
male playwrights.

It is not a race, but women'’s
stories—told in their own voices—
will help level the playing field.

re-presented—not as a verdict, but
as a question that opens dialogue.

Deepa Gahlot is a Mumbai-based colum-
nist, eritic and author

West Asia war pushes India rapidly
toward ASEAN pivot amid stress

PATRALEKHA CHATTERJEE

n a Friday even-
ing in early
March, inside
Bangkok’s Shen-
anigans Irish Sports Bar, a Thai
band—The Bangkok Beatles—sang;
“Hey Jude, dont make it bad..”
Everyone joined in; many danced.

Atthe same time, a war with glo-
bal economic consequences was
unfolding in West Asia. It began on
February 28, 2026, with US-Israeli
strikes on Iran, the assassination of
Iran’s Supreme Leader Ali Khame-
nei and senior officials, and Iran’s
retaliation.

Iran effectively closed the Strait of
Hormuz—the narrow sea route that
carries one-fifth of the worlds oil
and gas. The Thai government re-
sponded with emergency energy-
saving measures, asking civil
servants (except frontline staff) to
work from home.

When [ asked an elderly Thai
man humming along whether the
conflict had affected him, he re-
plied with one word: “plastics.” He
was in the plastics business—a key
link in the pharmaceutical supply
chain. Plastics are made from
petrochemicals shipped through
the Strait of Hormuz. With the
route disrupted, the impact had al-
ready begun.

Four weeks on, the conflict shows
scant signs of easing. The Hormuz
blockade has become partial, with

Iran allowing limited passage for
some ships, including those from
India. However, disruption con-
tinues to ripple through global
pharmaceutical supply chains and
healthcare systems.

For India, this has meant im-
mediate stress. Pharmaceutical ex-
ports face logistical bottlenecks and
potential losses of 2,500- 5,000
crore if Gulf routes remain con-
strained. Rising petrochemical and
energy costs are pushing up drug
production prices and tightening
margins in the generics sector.

Across Southeast Asia, healthcare
systems—dependent on imported
medicines and global supply
chains—are facing higher procure-
ment costs, shipping delays, and the
risk of shortages, particularly for
temperature-sensitive drugs.

Thailand's Public Health Ministry
has rolled out a three-phase contin-
gency plan. Notably, India features
in this cris A

According to The Nation, a Thai
newspaper:

“Authorities estimate that current
medicine stocks will last three to
four months. However, price in-
creases are inevitable. There is par-
ticular concern over anticoagulants
such as Warfarin, imported from Is-
rael. While supplies remain stable
for now, contingency plans are in
place to source alternatives from
India, China, and Europe if needed.”

Malaysia, too, reportedly has only
one to three months of medicine
stocks.

The impact extends beyond
pharmaceuticals. International pa-
tient inflows from West Asia to
India have dropped sharply due to
airspace disruptions and instability.
Many Indian hospitals rely on
medical tourists from the Gulf and
are now facing revenue pressure,
with some projecting a 15-20% de-
cline in international business.

In response, hospitals are pivot-
ing towards Southeast Asia and
other regions.

Apollo Hospitals, for instance, is
leveraging its long-standing part-
nership with Indonesia’s Mayapada

Healthcare Group, which includes
clinical training, digital tools, and
the Batam hospital project.

Manipal Hospitals is also increas-
ing its focus on Southeast Asia. Tele-
medicine is emerging as a key
trend, enabling patients to consult
doctors remotely before travelling,
allowing for better planning of
treatment.

However, this pivot will not be
easy. ASEAN countries present
both opportunities and competi-
tion. India faces strong rivals in
medical tourism, particularly Thai-
land, Singapore, and increasingly
Malaysia.

Despite its reputation as the
“pharmacy of the world,” India faces

West Asia conflict disrupts supply chains, pushing India to strengthen
ASEAN healthcare and economic partnerships

upstream vulnerabilities. It dep-
ends heavily on active pharmaceuti-
cal ingredients (APls), many
sourced from China, as well as
petrochemical inputs tied to global
oil and shipping networks.

Historically, 40-50% of India’s
crude oil imports have passed
through or near the Strait of Hor-
muz.

The Association of Indian Medi-
cal Device Industry (AiMeD) re-
cently noted:

“Input costs for medical devices

have surged—nearly 50% for critical
plastics and over 20% for packaging
and diesel-based power. Prolonged
disruptions risk production halts,
hospital shortages, and price infla-
tion.”
The industry also remains de-
pendent on imports for specialised,
high-grade polymers that meet
regulatory standards.

Clearly, challenges loom. But the
crisis also presents an opportunity
to deepen ASEAN-India cooper-
ation. From strengthening supply
chains to enhancing regional health
security, both sides can emerge as
resilience partners in an increas-
ingly uncertain world.

Patralekha Chatterjee is a writer and col-
umnist who spends her time in South and
Southeast Asia, and looks at modern-day
connects between the two adjacent re-
gions. X: @Patralekha2011
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Above the public million by 2029-30.
Our “people's servants” are VIP entitlement o The Maharashtra
demanding a separate Apropos “Howzzat! MLAs bat for % government plans a social
enclosure for the IPL VIP pavilion” (March 28, 2026), = security board for gig
opener at Chinnaswamy, the demand for special seating & workers and another for
claiming they cannot sit at the Chinnaswamy Stadium ES the unorganised sector.
alongside ticket-paying shows how quickly privilege Effective implementation
members of the public. overshadows public spirit. of the Code on Social
Earlier, they said they Legislators who insist they Security, 2020 remains
could not stand in long cannot sit with ordinary fans crucial to ensure timely
queues for tickets. The forget democracy thrives on and real benefits.
deputy chief minister and shared spaces, not velvet Dattaprasad Shirodkar,
the Karnataka assembly enclosures. Setting aside Mumbai
speaker back lawmakers hundreds of complimentary
elected by the same public. tickets and creating a VIP Urhan renewal
Even BJP MLAs have pavilion diminishes cricket's joy, Powai Lake water
demanded free passes. which unites people across is no longer potable
Irrespective of ideology, divides. Public representatives due to sewage inflow,
entitlement unites them, must lead by example and show though it was built to
reducing public service to sport belongs to everyone, not a meet the city’s dire
privilege and convenience. privileged few truly. needs. Neglect and

Dr AB Sai Prasad, K Chidanand Kumar, untreated discharge

Bengaluru Bengaluru worsened its condition.
The BMC now

Policy matters diluted that image. Build traditional structures Gig welfare plans to make the lake
Recent developments in Pakistan's renewed relationships weaken, individuals must India’s gig economy is sewage-free with a
West Asia raise concerns diplomatic visibility has The shift away from build meaningful expanding, treatment plant and

about India’s evolving
foreign policy posture.
India has long upheld a
balanced, principled
approach, but
perceptions of leaning
towards one side in a
complex conflict have

drawn attention. India
must preserve moral
credibility through
neutrality, dialogue and
strategic autonomy to
safeguard long-term
influence.

Sanjay Chopra, Mohali

marriage as a default path
reflects changing social
values. People now choose
freedom and self-definition
over tradition, not rejecting
values but rethinking them.
While independence
grows, so does isolation. As

relationships. Society must
balance personal freedom
with belonging to avoid
emotional detachment and
preserve human
connection.

Aditya Kamble,

Kalaburagi

creating jobs for urban and
migrant youth, NITI
Aayog's 2022 report,
India's Booming Gig and
Platform Economy,
estimated 7.7 million gig
workers in 2020-21,
projected torise to 23.5

environmental upgrades.
Restoration and public
amenities may
improve civic sense and
revive its future
potential as a water
source.

SN Kabra, Mumbai
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Israel-Lebanon security calls for cooperation, not control

ith alarming frequen:
cy and rather quickly,
the border between
lsrael and Lebanon
can shift from calm
to high-intensity
conflict. Until the Late 1970s, this frontier
remained relatively quiet, despite the fact
that the two countries have technically been
in a state of war since the end of the 1948
Arab-Israeli conflict and have never signed
a peace treaty. Early tensions lirgely took
the form of skirmishes involving Palestindan
militants affiliated with various factions of
the Palestine Liberation Organization
However, after the PLO was forced out
of Lebanon in 1982, resistance to Israell
occupation became a defining pillar of the
newly established Lebanese Shiite militant
movement, Hezbollah. This narvative of
resistance also provided a powerful pretext
for the Iranian-backed and financed organi
zation to develop a military foroe that not
only rivalled the Lebanese Armed Forces

The risks would
be even more
pronounced if
Israel were to
initiate a
large-scale
ground offensive
against Lebanon

but, in several respects, surpassed it

Unlike the confrontation with Iran, in which
Isracli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
has clewrfy articnlated objectives that extend
beyond neutralizing nuclear and missike
capabilities to include the prospect of regime
e of the stated aims i Lebanon

change
i, at least in principle, the exact opposite

of creating the conditions for the Lebanese
government to take control of the country

Israel seeks to degrade Hezbollalv's
military capacity and, in doing so, also
enable the Lebanese state to reassert
coutrol ever the territory between the Blue
Line, the UN-demarcated ceasefire line,
and the Litani River, about 50 km to the
north, The strategic objective is to establish
a buffer zone separating fsraeli territory
from Hezbollah's operational reach.

Yet, pursuing this objective through
overwhelming military foroe carvies
significant risks, Strikes that extend
beyond Hezbollah's military infrastruc
ture, resulting in large scale casualties,

YOSS| MEXKELBERG

/)

including civilians and children, and
emergency personnel, while destroying
houses and civilian infrastructure, risks
producing precisely the opposite of their
intended effect. Rather than weakening
Hezbollah's position, it reinforces its
excuse for repaining a military foree,
without active resistance to it by the
government or the Lebanese population

‘The risks would be even more
pronounced if Israel were to initiate a large
scale ground offensive, patentially lesding
to a prolonged occupation of southern
Lebanon, an outcome with a long-lasting
and fraught historical precedent,

This approach reflects a deeply
embedded security paradigm within
Israel’s political and military leadership:
the conviction that only direct control
over territory can ensure lasting security,
rather than reliance on the capacity of the
Lebanese state or its armed forces,

Although both sides can be accused of
violating the November 2024 ceasefire

before the latest escalation, Hezbollah's
actions wenlt beyond a limited or localized
breach, Instead, they signaled a deliberate
re-entry into sustained hostilitios, likely
aligned with Iranian strategic interests and
encouraged by Tehran

Hezbollah's leadership is unlikely 1o have
acted without anticipating a foroeful Isracli
response, particularly at a time when Israel
is engaged in a war with its chief opponent,
Iran, and still has to concentrate forces in
Gaza and the West Bank

The challenge along the Israel-Lebanon
border lies in reconeiling two competing
logics: the immediate demands of security
and the longer-term requirements of political
stability. Military force may offer short-term
deterrence, but without a credible political
framework, it risks perpetuating the very
conditions that give rise to recurning conflict

Only by shifting I'rom a paracdigm of territo-
rial control to one of cooperative security
can a more durable and stahble equilibrium
emerge along this volatile frontier.

success after
success since
European
Commission chief
Ursula von der
Leyen'ssecond
term began
in December 20214

Europe turbocharges trade liberalization agenda

he old adage among travel
ers illlll commuters is that
one often walts a ong time
for a buss or train, then two or
three arrive at once, Turning
to the global landscape, the
saume appears true of EU trade deals
After years of painstaking negotiations
with key powers, the EU has had sucoess
after success since European Commission
President Ursula von der Leyen's socond
term of office began in Decembser 2024,
Only earlier this week came the latest break
through with a deal agreed with Australia.
This adds to the recent EU agreements
with Mercosur in South America and Tndia,
plus also a Brexit reset deal with the UK
claser to home in Europe. Key targets on
the horizon include the Gulf Cooperation
Councll states. Of course, the EU has long
had some of the largest economic networks
in the world, For instance, even before the
recent deals of von der Leyen's second term,
the EU benedited from around 75 partners
and more than $2 trillion in trade ties,

In addition, the region has sought to
double down on its economic Hinks with
the rest of the workd following Russin's
invasion of Ukraine in 2022; plus wider
new uncertainties, including the policies of
US President Donald Trump's second term
since January 2025,

The shifting landscape was showcased by
the Australia deal this week, which came
after talks had collapsed in October 2023
during Joe Biden's US presidency. Von
der Leyen alluded to the extra stimulus
for a deal now, saying that *none of us is
immune to the shocks, both geopolitical
and economic, including that the war in
Tran brings to our populations”

Given this geopolitical insecurity, Canberra
and Brussels also announced a new defense
partnership. Australian Prime Minister
Anthony Albanese sakd this will provide
a framework for the EX7 and Australia to
cooperate in agendas including defense
industries, maritime security, cybersecurity,
counter-terrorism, and combating hyvbrid
threats such as disinformation.

ANDREW HAMMOND

As a bloe, the EU was Australin’s third
largest two-way trading partner in 2024 as
well as the sixth-hirgest export destination
The bloc was Australia's second-largest
source of foreign investment in 2024,

Moreover, Australia’s strate
is risingg fast for the EU, This is not Jeast
because it is home to the world's thind-largest
reserves of rave earth elements and is the
top global producer of Hthium, a keystone of
battery production for electric vehicles

In 2024, EU exports to Australia totaled
around billion ($42 billion) in goods and
€28 billion in services. The agreement could
boost that by shout 4 third in a decade, the
European Commission estimates, through
tariff liberalization on ahmost all EU goods
and many services which could save around
€1 billion a year in dutfes,

The Australia deal this week follows
hot on the heels of the EU's agreement
with India emrlier this year. This latter
deal between the powers covers around 2
billion people and about 4 quarter of global
gross domestic product

ic value

The India deal is a huge prize for the EU
given that the emenging market power is
forecast 1o hest both Japan and Germany
to soon become the world's third-largest
economy, behind China and the US The
Indian middle-class consumer market,
alone, will reach about 95 million by 2035,
farger than the population of Europe's
bigzest economy, Germany.

The EU also hopes to expand cooperation
with India in clean energy, The trade deal
builds on bilateral frameworks including
the Clean Energy and Climate Partnership,
first signed in 2016, which coordinates
Joint efforts on renewable energy, energy
efficiency and clean hydrogen. Green
hydrogen, in particular, has become a
growing pillar of cooperation, with both
powers identifying it as central to thelr
long-term decarbonization pathways

Taken together, the EU's trade liberaliza-
tion agenda is growing in momentum. Von
der Leyen and her commission colleagues
will now double down with negotiations
with other key targets, including the GOC
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Behind the policy ‘trilemma’ hindering Africa’s growth

cience offers an unusual but apt

metaphor to frame the policy

“trilemnma” crippling Africas

long-term development. In

physics, the three-body problem

describes a system where three
gravitational forces interact in ways no
equation can reliably predict. There s no
simpde equation to predict what will happen
in such a system: it is chaotic, sensitive to

But reality behaves differently,
infrastructure do not move in isolation. Kach
exerts its own pull, distorting the others. Any
meaningful strategzy, therefare, resembles
navigating turbulence rather than the
precise, technocratic execution of a plan.

Climate adaptation, the first body, isan
anchor tied to survival, Across the conti-
nent, rising temperatures, ervatic rainfall,

initial conditions, and prone to unpredict. and her events are not future
able collapses. risks but present disruptions.

Put simply, any small Extreme weather events
shift will produce “ now rank as the top
cascading consequences, long-term ghobal risk, with
which means achieving floods in southern Africa.
ability wil never be Climate adaptation, Agricultural systesms strain
permanent, This is industrialization, and o rening drovghe
playing outacross Africa,  infrastructure do not  cycles, Coastal infra
as countries attempt to move in isolation structure faces repeated
juggle climate adaptation, damage from worsening
industrialization, and floodds, And public budgets

ture dh ds, with ure ly diverted toward resifience

P B o dto
reduce the continent’s per-capita economic
growth by over 2 percent annually.

Yor decades, however, African policy-
makers have been handed a spreadsheet
and asked to solve a quadratic equation,
when the continent'’s development trajec-
tory is akin to being trapped in a three-
body universe. Growth projections assume
orderly sequencing. Investment frame
works assume predictable trade-ofls.

rather than

What is more, ahpulion will not deliver
immediate Gnancial returns, even if it deter-
mines whether any long-term investment
will endure. Despite that urgency, global
finance continues to prioritize mitigation,
wﬂh only 4 small share directed toward

jon, often through debt i

HAFED AL-GHWELL

Ge)
<>

Hufed A-Gimwsl s sunor
fellow und program drectos
at the Stimgon Center in

and senior fellow
a1 the Derrtes for Conflies sed

lhnukeptnﬂmlpmm
In tum, resource allocation becomes
defensive, not devel 1, even as the

Bruthes,
X

continent's low-income countries face

mnuahdnmwnmndugmnlmm
than $300 billion.

levels, costs of capital remain among the
highest globally. As a result, public budgets

public adaptation finance nmllnm 10
decline, falling to roughly $26 billion. Africa
cannot build factories if its cities are under-
water of starving.

Industrialization, the second body, is
driven by the need for economic sover-

face from rising debt service,
often far exceeding infrastructure spending
itsell. Private capital shows interest, but
hesitates in sectors with long payback
periods, particularly climate-resilient
projects, Infrastructure promises connec-
tivity and growth, yet its financing structure

eignty. Exporting raw materials withoat palls toward debt amd
value addition Hmits fiscal capacity and fiscal valnerability,
Job creation, Manufacturing offers scale, Interaction among these three hodies
productivity gains, produces outcomes Lhal
and revenue stability, “ resist mnplc cmhmdm
turing employment in devel ture ped’ecd) uptun-a
sub-Saharan Africa has Africas S this dilemma. Govern-
tripled since 2000, yet will curve,accelerate, | o000 i
the sector’s contribution and occasionally transport corridors or
1o gross domestic product reverse energy systems. Repay-
has stagnatod, revealing ment requires acceler-
a pattern of False starts ated industrial output.
rather than sustained maturation, Competitive industry, in turm, demands
Infrastructure, the third body, is an enabler  low-cost energy, often sourced from
with its own gravitational force, Roads, carbon-intensive fuels.

ports, energy grids, and digital networks
underpin both adaptation and industrializa-
tion. Yet the scale of need remains vast. The

Clitnate shocks then damage the very
infrastructure built through borrowing,
restarting the cycle under worse conditions.

Africa’s development will not follow a

For fub version, og eo 1o
wwnarabnows com./

i is nowy db $65-108 ight line. It will curve, acoelerate, and
ion for millions. on reading those movements early and
Besides, | i ding with precision rather than

reaching well beyond current spending

waiting for a balance that never arrives,

Poll leaves Denmark’s leaders walking a political tightrope

ever expect gratitude from

voters, Winston Churchill

learned that bitter lesson

when he lost the 1945

UK general election ina

landslide, despite hav-
ing inspired the West to victory over the
Nazis. Now Danish Prime Minister Mette
Frederiksen, one of the few world leaders
to stand up to US President Donald Trump,
his seen both her party and governing
coalition go down to defeat — though she

tradition of minority governments.
Indeed, previously, no Danish govern-
ment comprising parties from hoth sides
of the political alsle had ever completed
a full term in peacetime, So Frederiksen's
achievement in this regand was remark-
able. But as they say in the medical profes.
sion, the operation was successful, but the
patient died,

The experiment in a varfant of what the
French call cohabitation has now been
rejected, despite broad agrecment that

may yet return as prime min- the government delivered
ister in a new coalition. “ stahility, increased defense
Al a time when many spending to 4.5 pereent of
Exropean countries are The Danish gross domestic product —
struggling to cope with the without radsing a single tax
challenge posed by populist parliament has or cutting public spending
and nationalist purties, never been more  csewhere — and maintained
Denmark under Frederik- fragmented Denmark's role as one of
sen's government appeared Ukraine’s most reliable allies,
10 be an exception. Following Another achlevement was

the 2022 election, a majority govern-
ment was formed by unifyving the political
center, The two traditional rivals of Danish
politics — the Socia] Democrats and the
liberal “Venstre” (it actually meuns “left.”
even though it is on the right) party —
Joined with the newly established Moder-
ates, led by the former Prime Minister and
Venstre hreakaway Lars Lokke Rasmussen,
to form a durable pariamentary majority,
The government was unigue in Danish
political history. Denmark has a long

the government’s steadfast handling of
the profound rift with the US following
Trump’s bullying over Greenland, And
although the government was born out of
a sensc of crisis following Russia’s invasion
oth:mr it has benefited from strong
ilwinds, with b ing growth

supporting a near-historic expansion of
fiscal space,

And yel, despite lotzmx broad paﬂm
mentary ¢
major foreign pollcy challenges, and

THOMAS BERNT HENRIKSEN

Trorrs Barnt Hentiksen
s Chiaf Busiwess Comnentate
3t Baringmae B & fonrer
councll deeictor of the
Ceuned of Econsmises at
the Confersnos Board
@Propct Syralcate

Fox Tl vorskon, o n te
www arsbnees com/

b ic condi
tions, voters have turned their backs on
Frederiksen, Rasmussen, and Defense
Minister Troels Lund Poulsen, They
hawnhinedthrlrmwoﬂ toward anti-

parties, particularly the
Danish People’s Party on the right, as well
as toward the Soctalist Peoples Party on
the fefi,
A striking feature of the election
campaign was that issues such as animal
wellare in plg production and the protec-

will not introduce a wealth tax.

Even so, with its strong economy and
highly developed welfare state, Denmark
might have been expected to avoid the
political polarization and fragmentation
scen elsewhere. But no party received
more than 22 percent of the vote, and
all 12 parties that stood in the election
will be represented in partlament. The
Danish parfiament has never been more
fragmented.

While Prederiksen’s Social Detnocrats

tion of clean drinking remains the largest party,
water overshadowed : the Liberal Party is now
concerns about the current “ smaller than the Socialist
i sopemis e N opt i I 5 sl
strongly divisive issueand  INCTeasingly aligned | oo eaning

may evolve in the coming with issues rather partics, such as the Liberal
veurs into a broader debate than ideology Alliance. This shift in party
about migrant workers, allegiance probably reflects
who currently account for Danish voters’ increasing
around 10 percent of total empl 1i with issues rather than ideology.

Another defining moment of the
campalgn was the debate over the Social
Democrats' proposal to introduce a wealth
tax of 0.5 percent on fortunes above 25
million krone i$3.9 million). Frederiksen

The greatest risk Denmark faces may not
be Trump or the Kremlin, but a return to
1970s-style instability, characterized by
frequent elections — roughly every two
years — and weak economic performance.

pected the proposal — intended to

finance an ambitious reform to cap smaller

schools’ class sizes at 14 pupils — to boost

mpporl Instead, lllnm'ﬂ‘dslmnx
from ¢

and

m- election results imply that D 13

¥ 1y, 1 s strong tradition
of ¢ jon and broad parli v
Consensis on major issues provides
some grounds for optimism that the
country can manage its growing political
& ‘

—————
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Consider the humble mine.,
ossibly Iran’s grealest weapon

Dutch soldiers inspect a sea mine found off the coast of Holland during World
‘War I

BY ALEXANDER WOOLEY

resident Donald Trump may get his wish of a

reopened Strait of Hormuz, but that doesn't

mean the waterway will be safe for transit. The

reason: It’s likely lined with mines that take
ages toclear.

Consider the best historical analogue, the Suez
Canal, circa 1974. For seven years, Egypt had closed the
passage owing to wars with Israel, trapping at least 14
ships and impairing the global flow of oil. Once
Egyptian President Anwar Sadat agreed to reopen it,
the physlcal project took a year and an

monster by rolling mines into its mouth.
The weapon has always been an sur-

PRESS ASSOCIATION/AP

HORST FAAS/AP
" An Egyptian frogman dives into Port Said harbor wlth n mine detector on
April 24, 1974. U.S. Navy trained Navyto
familiarize them with U.S. iti nnd

Olympians earn
the 10C billions.
Guess who it
almosl never pays.

BY TYLER MARTIN

hen I was 11, I drew the Olympic rings

on a scrap of paper and taped them to

my ceiling. Five badly drawn circles on

the back of juice-stained homework
hung above my bed like a heavenly shrine. At night
1 fell asleep staring at them. In the morning, before
the sun was up, I looked at them again and dragged
myself to practice.

1 played water polo, whlch is many thmgs -
violent, exh — but
lucrative is not one of them.

When you are young, that doesn’t matter. The
dream does. The rings, the anthem, the village and
dedicating yourself to something gloriously irratio-
nal. Pay is beside the point, which was convenient,
because there wasn't any.

‘Ten years ago, my dream came true. I competed
at the 2016 Rio Summer Olympics as a member of
the Australian water polo team.

This year’s Milan Cortina Winter Games have
ended, and basketball's March Madness is in full
swing. College sports were, until recently, the other
great cathedral of supposed amateur virtue. For
decades, the NCAA sold the same line that the
Olympics still does to the vast majority of its
athletes: play for love, be grateful for the opportu-
nity, let others get rich. But college athletes are now
paid by the system they help make valuable. A
mid-tier Division I player in football or basketball
can earn $150,000 or more through sponsorships,
and now, direct payments.

Olympians deserve a similar deal.

The International Olympic Committee, which
reported $7.7 billion in commercial revenue for the
2021-2024 cycle, needs to start sharing a defined
percentage with athletes. 10C revenue comes
mainly from broadcast rights and sponsorships,
and the organization says it redistributes 90 per-
cent to “assist athletes and develop sport world-
wide.” But that money moves through a line of
bloated institutions: organizing committees, inter-
national federations, national Olympic committees
and the rest of the Olympic bureaucracy.

A share of I0C commercial revenue
should be set aside for athletes.
The blackout rules should end so
athletes and the brands that back
them can speak during the window
when the world is paying attention.

In the National Football League and the National
Basketball Association, the players’ share of league
revenue is protected up front, with roughly half set
aside for athlete salaries. With the Olympics,
money reaches an athlete only if an international
federation or national Olympic committee feels
inclined to share it. The only direct funding for
athletes from the 10C is through Olympic Solidari-

bilities, structural d d routine and

prise, but it has been around for years, possibly first
deployed by the Chinese more than six centuries ago
and later by the Europeans in the 16th century.
Militaries use mines because they’re asymmetrical.
Scatter a hundred across the Strait of Hormuz, and
neither the USS Gerald R. Ford aircraft carrier nor a
giant LNG tanker will likely chance to come close. Even
bluffing or simulating mine-laying can be enough to
instill fear or caution and draw i

ing ‘hanical . The Navy has even ad-
mitted the ship would be overmatched against a peer
competitor like China, noting that it “does not provide
the lethality or survivability needed in a high-end
fight”

The U.S. operates three LCS with countermeasure
packages in the Mideast, intended to replace the
retired Avenger-class. Except those ships seem to have
been heading in the opposite direction. As the defense
the War Zone recently reported, two of the

from an enemy. Ships may try to run through, but it

and

fleetof hips, h

would an risk. Aircraft carriers and guided-

ordnance divers led by the United States, The moment
finally came in June 1975, when Sadat cut a thin chain
across the waterway's entry. He called it “the happiest
day in my life”

Trump is looking for such a day with limited
success. Last week he gave the Iranians 48 hours to
“FULLY OPEN" the strait “WITHOUT THREAT” or
else have their power plants obliterated. The regime
replied by threatening to lay “various types of naval
mines” throughout the Persian Gulf. U.S. intelligence
officials reportedly suspect there are at least a dozen
Maham 3 and Maham 7limpet mines under the Strait
of Hormuz.

The president has now given Iran until April 6 to
open the strait, but it'll take longer still. Doing so
without sweeping would be dangerous. Shipping com-
panies will doubtless want reassurance that the job is
complete before running their tankers through the
passage. Getting holed below the waterline presents a
greater possibility of sinking than getting hit by a
drone or missile does. Not to mention the potential
environmental catastrophe.

Sea mines had gotten used to being overlooked.
While increasingly high-tech and deadly, they are
uncool and unsexy, unlikely to feature in a White
House war-porn sizzle reel. They are small, silent,
sitting on or tethered to the seabed, where they wait,
about as active as a sea urchm. They are usually

! d-fi weap-

ons. Less shock and awe, more sloth and yawn.

Like their land equivalent, sea mines linger long
after conflicts conclude. More than 80 years later,
unexploded German sea mines from two world wars
regularly wash ashore in Britain. Oth by

missile )y are helpless in the face of them.
Historically, vessels that go tothe assistance of a mined
ship frequently end up damaged or sink too.

For decades, clearing the weapon was blue-collar
work, one part “Hurt Locker” another part “Deadliest
Catch.” Today it is done by ships with specialized,
sophisticated remotely operated systems that detect,
locate, classify and neutralize mines. In an era of
hyperactive geopolitics, the work is slow and tedious.
Seawater is notoriously difficult to see through, mak-
ingithard to find asmall object sometimes buried into
the seabed like a flounder.

If mines are unsexy, so are the means to counter
them. Naval officers don’t become admirals by spend-
ing their careers in mmsweepem Mine warfare is an
orphan, receiving the floor sweepings of defense bud-
gets. This may soon come to haunt governments and
shipping companies, which depend on the flow of oil,
gas and commodities.

If you are a defense building h

h i tothe Middl

to’ aren'tintheregion—
as of March 18, they were in Singapore, after having
first stopped in Malaysia, apparently for routine main-
tenance. The third was reportedly the Indian Ocean.
The upshot: Until the U.S. recruits minesweeping
assets from elsewhere, it won't have a lot of options in
the Gulf.

In some ways, then, Trump was right to demand
that the Europeans clear the strait. During the Cold
‘War, mine clearance was considered too dull and
unglamorous for the Americans. It thus fell to the
Europeans, who built sizable fleets and expertise. The
Bdgmns, Duv:h, French and Bnush conunued to push
ioninto

the 19905, even as their fleets contracted.
Yet their capabilities have mostly mirrored those of
the U.S. in recent years. In late 2025, the British Royal

ty sch i a modest program that helped
1,560 athletes train for the 2024 Paris Games, where
599 ultimately competed. $66 million has been
allocated for these scholarships for the 2025-2028
cycle.

The freestyle skier Eileen Gu, with six Olympic
medals and roughly $23 million in annual endorse-
ment earnings, is proof that stars can thrive
anyway. But she is not the right test case. The test is
the athlete that is good enough to make the Games,
good enough to attract an audience, but not famous
enough to earn real money.

Take Keely Cashman, an American Alpine skier
who competed in Milan Cortina. Cashman effec-
tively runs a small business to stay in the sport. On
her website, she sells merchandise, pitches spon-
sors and asks supporters to help fund her career,
noting that a chunk of her training and travel costs
are not covered by her governing body. She is also a
barista at her family’s coffee shop in the offseason.
That is the reality for too many Olympians: They
fashion a patchwork of side hustles and direct
appeals just to remain in the system.

What's more, the Olympics fences off the ath-
letes’ best chance of better compensation. During
the two weeks of the Games — the only time most
athletes get noticed — companies that sponsor
athletes cannot even allude to the Olympics in

Navy decided to stop its permanent y inthe
Persian Gulf, a mission it had carried out for decades,
and abandoned its last standing frigate in the regionto
rot m Bahmm It also recently sent home its last
in the region.

for today’s Navy, it's important your weapons system
has a “U” in its acronym. UUVs, USVs, UAS, MUM-T,

This month London indicated it has aerial mine-
sweepmg drones, also untested in combat, and is

XLUUV — future conflicts will feature d,or
uncrewed, platforms in the air, on the ocean’s surface
and underwater.

But many of these new capabilities can also claim
another “U” — unproven, at least in combat. The Iran
warhas caught the U.S.and NATO navies atabad tune,

ploying them to the strait. British offi-
cials have also met with counterparts from France,
Germany, Italy, Japan, Canada and the Netherlands to
discuss reopening the strait.

il i; ieslike China, Russia
and North Korea can learn much from U.S. and allied

shortonships and transitioning from old

to new. The longtime guarantors of freedom of naviga-

tion have made valiant efforts but appear over-

stretched, ready to snap. All this, moreover, against
Tled second- and third-rat

for mine warfare. The West has
npped ns hand about a \'nlnerab\hty in its otherwise
and

Du:mg ‘World War I1, the U.S. Navy built
of It's now down to a handful. The

fishermen’s nets. I remember one instance aboard a
mmesweeper in Lhe Irish Sea when we sent dxvcrs to
forthemto: y

service has retired most of its Avenger-class conven-
tional ships, some of which were deploved to the

king ability. In

the funu-e enemies could lay defenswe mmeﬁe_lds to
pm'.ect or akey —
toeither end of the Panama Canal.

They could lay offensive barrages around Taiwan as a
precursor to an invasion or install offensive fields
around Guam, Pear]l Harbor or a U.S. base in Japan at
Sasebo.

Persian Gulf before their last year.
Four remain stati inJaj

they'd discovered the exercise mine and an d
ed German one.

After World War 11, a ragtag group of Japanese
seamen and small naval vessels spent years clearing
the country’s coastline. Many were killed in the pro-
cess, while survivors felt abandoned by their deposed
imperial government and the U.S. occupation force,
which offered little assistance. It is a well-known
episode in Japan and ieamrs as subtle, pointed

y in the Ost “Godzilla Minus
One” in which a group of sailors tries to defeat the

In their stead for the Mideast are untested plat-
forms and technologies. After years of delays, the
Pentagon managed to equip Freedom and Indepen-
dence-class littoral combat ships with mine counter-
measure capabilities — unmanned air, surface and
undersea vehicles that can detect and destroy naval
‘minesatadistance. As Tand many others have written,
to date the LCS have been disastrous. The ships
combine a lack of weaponry of the sort a frigate or
destroyer would have with serious defensive vulnera-

The Iranians appear to have done so to great effect.
The Strait of Hormuz has become a political, diplomat-
ic and economic minefield. Trump is keen to bluster
through it. He'll find that even once it’s open for
business, merchant ships will tiptoe — until someone
comes along to clean up the mess.

adverti: unless they've paid the IOCtobean
official partner. Team USA's Milan Cortina guid-
ance notes that “iconic” Olympic imagery such as a
medal or podium is off-limits.

In 15 years of Olympics training, the most I was
paid was about 20,000 Australian dollars a year
from Water Polo Australia through a government
program for elite athletes. No IOC revenue ever
reached me directly. My teammates and [ were not
full-time athletes so much as full-time bankers,
teachers, real estate agents and airport baggage
handlers. We had to fit 30-hour practice weeks and
six months of travel around whatever work we
could squeeze in.

1 started my own business, and on game days l d

support for
wanted to tear my head off, hours before gemng m
the pool to line up against a 6-foot-7 Eastern
European who wanted to do the same. At one world
championship, with six games in six days, I stayed
up past 2 a.m. answering emails.

Change should start with the 2028 Summer
Olympics in Los Angeles. A share of IOC commer-
cial revenue should be set aside for athletes. The
blackout rules should end so athletes and the
brands that back them can speak during the
window when the world is paying attention.

The more than 11,000 athletes who will compete
in those Olympics deserve to reap some of the
rewards from the value they help create.

Alexander Wooley, a former British Royal Navy Lisa
director of the research lab AidData at William & Mary. He is
the author of *Battleship Yamato: The Ship, The Myth, The
Legend,” forthcoming in August.

Tyler Martin, a graduate student at Stanford University,
was a member of Australia’s 2016 Olympic water polo
team.
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What’s at risk il Virginia
mandates collective bargaining

ITY AND county leaders across

Virginia, from both parties, are

right to panic about a bill the

General Assembly has sent to the

governor’s desk that would compel local

governments to engage in collective bar-
Az

Ifthebillis enacted, elected communi-
ty leaders would lose significant autono-
my to national unions and bureaucrats in
Richmond. The inevitable result would
be higher property taxes across the com-
monwealth.

Gov. Abigail Spanberger (D) has until
April 13 to decide whether to sign the bill
into law. It's shaping up as a si|

against local governments in forced
arbitration.

The legislation requires state and
local employers to turn over to unions
the personal contact information of
their employees, including home ad-
dresses, cellphone numbers and emails,
so that they can be pressured to become
dues-paying members. The bill also re-
quires state and local governments to
let unions hold mandatory, closed-door
meetings for all new hires - with taxpay-
ers required to pay for the time.

Adding insult to injury, state legxsla-
torsi to block their own

wouldn't

test of her focus on affordability, her
willingness to stand up to overreach
from the left and her campaign promise
not to repeal the right-to-work statute
that has made Virginia an attractive
place to do business.

Vlrglma used to pmhxblt collecnve

need to deal with the hassles created by
their law. And of course, the legislation
doesn't give local governments any extra
money to fund the new commitments

that will arise from the scheme.
The Virginia Association of Counties, a
nonpamsan group, |s pleadmg with
1L The £

sector bargaining was the result of a 1977
decision by the state supreme court. That
was 13 years after the Civil Rights Act.

‘The president of the Virginia Associa-
tion of Counties, Prince William County
Supervisor Victor S. Angry (D), and four
ofthe seven mayors whosigned that letter
opposing the bill, are Black.

Prince William County Schools is an-
other local govemmem enu!y that chose
to engage in after

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Ask this question on a first
date — or brace yourself

Following the Feb. 1 letters package
“Flirting1s trickier than ever. Here’s how to
approach it.,” Post Opinions asked read-
ers: “How soon do you bring up politics
when getting to know someone? Is a first
date too soon?" Here are some of the re-
sponses.

After a few encounters with a person, I
simply ask, “Do you lean left or right?”
Ifthey lean to the right, I never bring it
up again.
Peggy Jones, St. Louis

Don’t wait past the second date to
bnng up politics. Save yourself from the

the 2021 state law. But School Board
Chairman-at-Large Babur Lateef, aDem
ocrat wh ts collective
opposes the state bill. “If your number
one goal of being elected was to do some-
thing about affordability, this goes in the
exact opposite direction, and you will be
putting aburden on the Virginia taxpayer
like we've never seen,” he said.

Federal government employees are
not allowed to collectively bargain for
waga or health or reuremcnt benefits.

for
In 2021, Democrats changed the law to
allow local governments to engage in
collective bargaining. Fewer than 20 ju-
risdictions have chosen to do so, and it
hasn’t gone well where it’s been tried.

‘That's why unions made this bill their
top priority during the legislative ses-
sion. It requires collective bargaining
for wages, benefits and working condi-
tions for state and local government
employees.

To issue new regulations and oversee
bargaining, the bill establishes yet an-
other state agency - a Public Employee
Relations Board - with the power torule

Virginia Beach, Norfolk, Ch&sapealm
Portsmouth, Hampton, Newport News
and Suffolk wrote a joint letterin January
expressing opposition.

Fairfax County, the state’s largest, of-
fers a cautionary tale. The collective bar-
gaining agreements it reached after the
2021 state law have contributed to surg-
ing personnel costs and massive budget
shortfalls, which led supervisors to raise
taxes.

The Center for American Progress, a
liberal D.C. think tank, claims this power
grab is about “overcoming the state’s Jim
Crow past” In truth, the ban on public-

of a nasty surprise.
James Hey, Dixon, Illinois

Some people lead lives devoid of poli-
tics and may connect with someone on a
completely different level. But look at the
city in this newspaper’s name. In this
polarized area in this polarized society, a
first date is too late.

Eric Greene, Annapolis

1 do not allow MAGA into my life. 1
would not have anything to do with

FranklinD. It, the sign-
er of the National Labor i Act
and a tireless champion of private-sector
unions, didn’t think public employees
should be able to collectively bargain at
all. He thought that elected officials
should contml government employment.
Collect tobe
about giving workers the power to get a
bigger chunk of their employer’s profits.
Government doesn’t make profits, and
the employer of government workers is
ultimately the taxpayer. Throwing open
the gates for these unions is an invitation
for higher taxes and bloated bureaucracy,
notamore affordable Virginia.

Yel another

HE U.S. government became the

second-largest shareholder in

an Australian mining company

last week. If there'sa compelling
case to gamble taxpayer money like this,
the Trump administration hasn't made
it.

The U.S. International Development
Finance Corporation announced plans
Wednesday to convert a $31 million
loan to Syrah Resources, which oper-
ates a hite mine in

slep toward slate capitalism

agency. In other words, the administra-
tion is seeking to compete with China
on critical minerals by imitating Bei-
jing’s state-controlled management of
resources, What could go wrong?

The administration has already used
taxpayer dollars to buy equity stakes in
other critical mineral companies, such
as Trilogy Metals, Lithium Americas, MP
Materials, Vulcan Elements, Korea Zinc
and USA Rare Earth. It's also entered

into a 20 percent equity stake. The move
is an attempt to counter Chi.m?’s control

into an to take a 10 percent
stake in Intel, the chip

reducing trade barriers with allies rath-
er than allowing bureaucrats to bet on
which firms might be successful.
These deals are especially problemat-
ic when the compames have business
inistration offi-
cials or close allies of the president.
Syrah, for example, is closely tied with
Elon Musk’s Tesla. But they also distort
the economy by boosting projects that
might not e sense economically.
And taxpayers will be left holding the
bag if the fails.

of the world’s supply of which
is essential for rechargeable batteries
that power electric vehicles and energy
storage systems for the U.S. grid.

“In today’s era of global competition,
economic security is national security,”
said Ben Black, the head of the federal

and secured a golden ﬁhaxe of U.S. Steel
while the ition of that
company by Japan’s Nippon.

There may be a case for limited
government intervention to guarantee
the supply of certain inputs into prod-
ucts erucial for national security. But a
better way to ensure that happens is

China’s control of critical minerals is
aserious issue, but having Uncle Sam as
a minority shareholder in a foreign
mining operation won't solve it. Getting
out of the way of innovators, and allow-
ing private money to flow more freely
between friendly nations, would do
more.

Ohio’s drag on [ree

HIO REPUBLICANS are racing
to protect the public from a
sinister threat: men in wigs and
sequined dresses. In reality, it's
a heavy-handed attempt to chill consti-
tutionally protected expression.

The state House of Representatives
passed a bill on Wednesday to criminal-
ize drag shows that take place outside
specified venues. The legislation's spon-
sor, state Rep. Angela King (R), argued
that the purpose of the legislation is to
protect children from “premature sexu-
alization” and “the erosion of their
innocence”

Ohio law already prohibits the dis-
semination of obscene materials or per-
formances to minors. The bill would
expand those restrictions to perfor-
mances outside an “adult cabaret,” such
as a nightclub or sex shop, that features
“performers or entertainers who exhibit
a gender identity that is di from

the performer’s or entertainer’s biologi-
cal sex using clothing, makeup, pros-
thetic or imitation genitals or breasts, or
other physical markers”

Violations could result in a felony
charge and up to 18 months in prison.

Defenders of the law insist that it
leaves wiggle room for

CAROLYN KASTER/AP

A in 2023 during the “Mimosas & Heels Drag Brunch” at the

Public House in Norfolk,

people will shy away from going any-
where near that boundary. That’s cen-
sorship, plain and simple.
It’s also paternalistic. Any reasonable
person unde!stznds that drag shows are
appropriate for child — not just

drag” — that is, performances that they
donot consider “obscene.” But what that
would mean in practice is unclear be-
cause Ohio’s obseenity law is extraordi-
narily vague: It includes anything
whose “dominant appeal is to prurient
interest” or whose “dominant tendency
is to arouse lust.”

Giving the government far-reaching
power to punish speech that crosses

because they are usnally sexually explic-
it but also because they include crude
humor and lots of alcohol. Parents are
entirely capable of keeping their kids
away from those events without the
government's help. They re also capable
of making their own decisions about
bringing their kids to public events that
might feature drag performers, such as
Pride parades.

to enact restrictions on this form of
entertainment. Tennessee, Texas, Flori-
da and Montana have passed similar
laws, though the latter two are currently
blocked by courts. Last month, a federal
appeals court in Texas ruled that the
state can enforce its law. The US.
Supreme Court recently refused to take
up a challenge against Tennessee’s stat-
ute.

However someone feels about drag
queens, those are unfortunate losses for
the First Amendment. If performers
think they can make a living by cross-
dressing in settings that aren’t funded
by taxpayers, why should the govern-

anyone who supports anything about
this ration, so I ask about poli-
ticsthe first time I speak to someone. Itis
a dealbreaker for me.

Liz Rubin, St. Petersburg, Florida

‘Why waste a fourth, third, second or
even first date to find out your political
beliefs are incompatible? Better to be
upfront in your profile and eliminate an
unnecessary first date in the first place.
Or wear a bright-red MAGA hat in your
picture and the seeker can swipe left or
right accordingly.

Bruce Boston

uniting in love and unity without politics,
war and incivility affecting so much of
our existence.

Kathy A. Megyeri, Washington

A great match on paper

Reading the March 22 Business article
“Thousands have swooned over this
MAGA dream girl. She's made with AL"1
wondered: Where are the Mills Brothers
when we need them?

I'm gonna buy a paper doll that I can call
myown

Adoll that other fellows cannot steal

And then the flirty, flirty guys with their
flirty, flirty eyes

Willhavetoflirt with dollies that are real

‘When I come home at night, she will be

waiting
She'll be the truest doll in all this world
I'd rather have a paper doll to call my
own
‘Than have a fickle-minded real live girl
Robert Castrodale, Chelan, Washington

The man behind the curtain

Keith B. Richburg’s March 23 online
column, “Only a certain type of leader
wants his face everywhere” noted that
President Donald Trump, “a real estate
mugu.l with a clear edifice complex,” has

his face on g build-
ings and added his name to the Institute of
Peace and the Kennedy Center.

Before Trump, one’s reaction to a three-
story banner displaying the image of a
sitting president staring down from the
facade of the Robert F. Kennedy Depart-
ment of Justice Building might have been
to conclude it was an act of a leftist guerilla
theater group attempting to portray a men-
acing authoritarian.

Bring up politics with people immedi-
ately. Thereby, you can get a sense of
whether to continue the relationship —
or whether it's possible to change the
person’s mind.

Bernard Cleyet, Salinas, California

The duration of time to wait (or not) is
inversely correlated with one's purpose
for bringing up politics in the first place.
On a first date, one would hope listening
is for learning rather than for formulat-
ing an argument.

Steve Muratore, Rochester, New York

1 used to believe that somebody’s poli-

Di asitis with Trump’s imprima-
tur, it speaks rather of the Wizard of Oz:
authority whose power is manifested by
the invocation of fear and illusion.

David Sussman, San Jose

The March 24 front-page article “Preser-
vationists seek to halt Kennedy Center
renovation” left me reeling from the ego-
tism of both renaming this iconic cultural
center and the flimsy narrative that it
requires $200 millionin repairs and altera-
tions. I commend Rep. Joyce Beatty (D-
Ohio)and Greg Werkheiser, founding part-
ner at Cultural Heritage Partners, for their
efforts to block the shutdown of this grand
performing arts center.

We need Democrats to win big in

tics werenota For decades,
had a broad mix of friends and clients,
and more often than not when we had a
conversation, we found that we shared a
lot of the same values, even if we differed
on solutions.

That is no longer the case. It is nearly
impossible to look at what is happening
in this country and believe that our
values have not diverged. People are
being wantonly killed by federal agents
in American streets. Few of those named
in the Epstein files, including the sitting
president, will likely ever see justice. It's
as though people on the right will jump
through any hoop to justify what has
happened, rather than take a hard look at
what we have become.

It’s a cliché because it's a truth inher-
ent to our time: If you're not outraged,
you're not paying attention.

At this point, I won't even go on a first
date with someone without an idea of
their political leanings. If you are MAGA,
it’s a hard no. Not because of “politics” but
because our values are so far out of align-
ment that it's not even worth considering.

Angela McLaughlin, Chico, California

If you're a “likes to talk politics” per-
son? Maybe broach the subject with a
lighter political topic and see what kind
of response is elicited — not just the
words butalso the vibe of the response. In
the dating world, I find politics isn’t the
best topic to engage in, though I've had
dates where I've gotten into it with some-
one who knows what they're talking
about, and it's be very stimulating. Some-
times, different points of view can even
be exciting. (You know what they say
about opposites attracting!) Just remem-
ber it’s a date and not a “win this discus-
sion” thingy. Ease your toe into that hot
water.

Paul Enfield, Clovis, California

Politics is a touchy subject, especially
at the old folks’ home where I live. You
either stay away from the subject alto-
gether, or you are told by others who are
the rabid Trump supporters and to avoid
them especially. The attitude is let them
eat and socialize with others of theirilk.

‘What's most troubling about the ero-
sion of civility, consideration and kind-
ness is that we are supposed to be — and
we are — bound together in our last years
of life, caring for each other through
illnesses, encouraging each other to en-

so Congress has the power to
paraphrase Lloyd Bentsen’s famous
statement to Dan Quayle in the 1988
vice-presidential debate: “Mr. President,

you're no Jack Kennedy.”
Gilbert Whisnant, Jamestown, North
Carolina

President Donald Trump has indicated
on Truth Social that, for his first time in
office, he will attend White House Corre-
spondents’ Association’s annual dinner
next month.

‘Trump turned every American journal-
ist into a domestic war correspondent on
Jan. 6, 2021, and does so again every time
he declares the free press enemies of the
people. He employs a tactic used in war:
dehumanizing one’s enemies. He does this
often with individual reporters, mostly
women and mostly of color.

‘The association should disinvite Trump
from the correspondents’ dinner — or say
they're shutting it down for remodeling
until 2029.

Robert Vukovie, Salton City, California

Complete and total, and
incomplete and partial

In his March 25 column, “In their game
of chicken, Trump and Iran tap the brakes
at last,” David Ignatius reported on Presi-
dent Donald Trump's threat to “obliterate”
Iran’s power plants. This comes amid simi-
larly worded threats and Trump’s claim
last year that U.S. strikes had “obliterated”
Iran’s nuclear capabilities. It obliterates me
how many times a country that has to be
obliterated has to be obliterated before it
has been obliterated.

Ridley Nelson, Great Falls

Post Opinions wants to know: Do you have
experience dating someone with different
political beliefs? How did it go, and what did
you learn? Send us your response, and it might
be published as a letter to the editor.
wapo.st/purple_dating

Letter submissions

Send letters to letters@washpost.com.
Submissions must be exciusive to The Post and
should include the writer's address and day
and evening telephone numbers. Because of
the volume of material we receive, we are
unable to acknowledge submissions; writers
whose letters are under consideration for
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OPINION

Trump
circles a Cuba
deal, this must
come first

BY ROBERTO GONZALEZ

resident Donald Trump has been

presiding over a startling turn in

U.S. policy on Cuba. In January, he

announced that Washington
would “work a deal” with Havana, which
is facing one of its most severe economic
crises in decades. Earlier this month,
Cuban President Miguel Diaz-Canel con-
firmed that talks were ongoing. Then, on
March 16, the same day Cuba was hit with
atotal power grid collapse, Trump moved
beyond dealmaking language.

Speaking to reporters at the White
House, Trump said he expected to have
the “honor of taking Cuba in some form.”

Should the administration be right
that Cuba has been so weakened, it may
have on its hands the rarest of geopoliti-
cal openings. That opening should not be
wasted. Before Washington offers any
sanctions relief or diplomatic thaw, it
should state one condition in public and
without ambiguity: the unconditional re-
lease of all Cuban political prisoners.

A government that seeks dollars while
jailing dissidents is not reforming. It is
refinancing repression. Cuba still impris-
ons hundreds of people for political rea-
sons. Even after last year’s Vatican-bro-
kered agreement to release 553 prisoners,
rights groups could verify only about 200
protest-related detainees among those
freed. The United States has continued to
cite the unjust detention and torture of
Cubans who joined the major nationwide

STAFF ILLUSTRATION;

The unreligious religiosity
ol Christian identity politics

BY MATTHEW SCHMITZ

ames Fishback is a different kind

Megyn Kelly, another Catholic, has
likewise grown more demonstrative in
her piety as she has grown more critical

protests in July 2021, and indi ds
monitors say many families still face
surveillance, intimidation and arbitrary
restrictions.

The categories are telling: peaceful
protesters, independent journalists, art-
ists and civic activists. An independent
j ist, José Gabriel was
sentenced in January to six years in
prison after joining a peaceful street
protest during a blackout in 2024, Fami-
lies of prisoners of conscience report
worsening harassment and denial of ade-
quate medical care.

Any negotiation that treats their im-
prisonment as a secondary matter would
only legitimize repression.

Unconditionally release all
Cuban political prisoners.

Conditioning engagement on liberty is
a staple of American statecraft. During
the Cold War, the Jack Vanik amend-

of didate. At ap-

pearances across the state of Flori-

da, where he is seeking the Repub-

lican nomination for governor, he
fluently uses Gen Z slang and leans into
a memeable form of religiosity. At a
recent event, Fishback, a Catholic,
stood before a cheering crowd of young
men as he kissed an icon of Christ the
Bridegroom. “I will never kiss the wall,”
he said, referring to the Western Wall in
Jerusalem, one of Judaism’s holiest
sites. “But I will kiss our Lord and
Savior”

It’s hard to imagine a member of the
Moral Majority-era religious right do-
ing the same thing. But Fishback distin-
guishes himself from conventional poli-
ticians by asserting his Christianity in
baroque and confrontational terms. He
does not just invoke Christian themes.
He draws a line between Christians and
non-Christians, as in his comment
about the Western Wall.

Fishback’s religious rhetoric is part of
an emerging form of Christian identity
politics. Like a number of i
infl

of pro-I ] Jewish such
as Ben Shapiro and Mark Levin. In
December, she announced to the world
that she was about to pray the rosary
“like virtually all Christians do.” (About
half of Christians are non-Catholic.)
This political Cathsploitation has

sions of belief to the familiar and
reassuring.

It isn’t a coincidence that all these
figures have thrived on video-based
platforms in the age of social media.
Visual media incentivize more striking
and extreme displays of religious iden-
tity. In the 1970s, the media theorist
Marshall McLuhan remarked on how
people had come to look down on

turned k, a with a
history of legal and money troubles, into
a rising star of the online right. His
opponent, Rep. Byron Donalds, is fa-
vored to win the August primary. But a
February poll found Fishback drawing
support from 32 percent of bli

figures who tried to blend in
by wearing everyday clothing, “the
plain-clothed priest or plain-clothed
nun.” Instead, he said, young people
wanted “massive costumes and vest-
ments” — the kind of thing traditional
Catholici: iali in — because

voters age 18-34, compared with just 8
percent for Donalds. With millions of
TikTok views and a young and enthusias-
tic following, Fishback is poised to thrive
as an antiestablishment influencer.

Far from being a sign of

they prized the “far out” and “very
unconventional.”

Something similar is true today. Hold-
ing up rosaries at rallies and kissing
icons on the campaign trail is a form of
igi i optimized for a

faith, Christian identity politics is a
symptom of religious decline. As one
observer has noted, the fact that Ameri-
cans are growing more secular and less
religiously literate has made religion
more salient as a marker of political
diffe even as i of it

culture based on images rather than
text. As Americans spend less time
reading and feel less reverence for the
‘written word, the Bible will lose ground
to non-textual expressions of faith. This
is partly a story of Catholic devotions

he interlaces elaborate ex-

ment denied unconditional trade bene-
fits to Soviet-bloc regimes that restricted
emigration; a White House fact sheet
later called it “an extraordinary success”
in securing freedom of emigration from
the Soviet Union and its successor states.

That standard survived the Cold War.
In 2012, President Barack Obama kept
Myanmar sanctions in place, even while
acknowledging reforms, because of “re-
maining political prisoners” and persis-
tent serious abuses. By 2016, when he
finally terminated the nearly two-decade
national emergency with respect to
Myanmar, the White House cited “the
release of many political prisoners” as
part of the reason.

And there is even more recent evi-
dence of this approach bearing fruit.
This year, under intense U.S. pressure,
Venezuelan officials released opposition
figures, activists and other political pris-
oners. High-profile releases began at
‘Washington’s request, and by late Febru-
ary a leading legal rights group said
more than 540 political prisoners had
been freed since Jan. 8, shortly after
President Nicolds Maduro was ousted.
Reuters later reported that Caracas had
bowed to Trump administration de-
mands and released hundreds as part of
a desire for broader normalization with
‘Washington. The releases were incom-
plete and uneven, but that is i

pressions of Christian piety with criti-
cisms of Jewish supporters of Israel.
Many of these influencers are “trad
Caths,” Catholics drawn to the tradition-
al Latin mass and alienated from the
church hierarchy. They are creating a
religious right distinct from the one that
‘was once led by evangelicals.

Candace Owens, for example, attends
the Latin mass and spins her anti-estab-
lishment and anti-Jewish fantasias
while sitting in front of an ornate
crucifix and a gothic reliquary contain-
ing a stone associated with the cult of St.
Michael the Archangel. (She recently
said that she has not yet been confirmed
in the Catholic faith with which she
publicly identifies.)

become less informed.

This irony was already evident during
Donald Trump’s first presidential cam-
paign and term, in his unidiomatic
citation of “Two Corinthians” (most
Christians would say “Second Corinthi-
ans”) and his decision to hold up a Bible
in response to public disorder in 2020.
(When a reporter asked, “Is that your
Bible?,” Trump memorably replied, “It'sa
Bible.")

But the new Christian identity politics
differs from Trump's fairly conventional
civic religion. Fishback kisses an icon
rather than lifting a Bible. He punctu-
ates his remarks not by saying “God bless

P piety. But the new
Christian identity politics also break
with the understated style of older
Catholic politicians like Jeb Bush. It has
less to do with fine points of doctrine
than with a general attraction to the
outré.

Even the richest expressions of faith
can be used as little more than badges of
belonging. Wielding Christianity in this
way is likely to unsettle non-Christians,
but it will be no less distressing to many
believers. Like taking the Lord’s name in
vain, it is misuse of a holy thing. Viewed
in this light, Fishback’s problem is not
that he is too religious. It's that he isn’t
religious enough.

America” but by lail “Christ is
king.” Like Owens and Kelly, he seems to
prefer distinctive and striking expres-

Awakenings is a weekly newsletter on religion.
Sign up at wapo.st/awakenings

Teens are “predicting’ March
Madness. That’s a problem.

BY MICK MULVANEY

s March Madness heats up this

‘The age issue is particularly hard to
ignore. For years, policymakers debated
the minimum age for sports betting,
often landing on 21 to protect younger
users. Prediction markets have effective-
ly reset that threshold to 18 — not
through legislation but through regula-

forms mostly facili sports
And unlike state-licensed sportsbooks,
prediction markets are not bound by

tory
States are starting to fight back, paving
the way for a legal showdown at the

the lesson: Pressure works best before
relief is banked.

That is why Havana’s concessions must
come before any handshake, not halfway
through the process and not buried in a
confidential side understanding. Prison-
ersreleased beforehand are leverage real-
ized. Prisoners promised afterward are
often little more than a press strategy.

For Trump, this is also a question of
legacy. He can pursue an opening that
leaves Cuba’s bravest citizens behind, or
he can establish a standard worthy of
both American interests and American
principles. Secretary of State Marco Ru-
bio has already placed sanctions on Cu-
ban officials over the unjust detention
and torture of protesters. A release-first
policy would match action and rhetoric
with leverage and make clear that US.

is meant to hen the

week, millions of Americans will protection ks such as
monitor their brack watch  a mini age i of 21 and
b beaters, and, i ing- wager dispute recourse. They do not
ly, put money on the games. I will be  follow the same state-by-state rules, do

among them.

But this year more than ever, some of
the most active bettors may not even be
old enough to legally place a wager in
most states. That’s because more and
more sports betting is happening not on
regulated sportsbooks but on “prediction
markets” — platforms such as Kalshi and
Polymarket that insist their “sports event
contracts” are entirely different from
sports betting.

They aren’t.

If you can stake money on whether a
team covers the spread, hits the over/un-
der or wins outright, the label doesn’t
‘matter. For users, the experience is indis-
tinguishable from sports betting. And
during March Madness — a tournament
built around college campuses and young

Cuban people.

If this truly is Havana's moment of
weakness, the United States should begin
where every free nation ought to begin:
not with the regime’s balance sheet, but
with the names on its cell doors.

Roberto Gonzalez is chief advocacy officer at
the Human Rights Foundation and an adjunct
professor at Fordham University School of
Law.

— that purported distinetion
is dangerous.

In most states, legal sportsbooks re-
quire users to be 21 or older. Prediction
markets allow users as young as 18 to
stake money on sports.

The i

not contribute comparable tax revenue to
local i

Court. On March 20, Nevada
secured a court order forcing Kalshi to
immediately stop offering sports-related
bets on its platform. A few days earlier,
Arizona filed criminal charges against
Kalshi, ing the v of operat-

ities and do not
ly provide the same responsible-gaming
such ‘a8 bl icti
support.

The law is clear. States have the juris-
diction to regulate sports betting. But
prediction markets argue they are regu-
lated by the Commodity Futures Trading
Commission, an agency created to regu-
late agricultural and financial deriva-
tives, not nationwide online gambling.
Congress never tasked the CFTC with
setting guidance for sports betting, and
the Supreme Court ruled in 2018 that
authority rests with states.

Yet prediction markets are now offer-
ing sports-related wagering across the
country, including in jurisdictions like
my home state, South Carolina, that have
not yet chosen to legalize sports betting
atall.

The result is a system that undermines
state policy decisions and the guardrails
those policies put in place. States that

behind p

markets prefer not to discuss this. In-
stead, they describe their products in the
language of finance. They talk about
“contracts,” “price discovery” and even
“truth machines” In reality, these plat-

havel d sports betting did so delib-
erately, establishing age limits, creating
new tax revenue and ensuring operators
meet strict licensing standards. Predic-
tion markets sidestep those require-
ments entirely.

ing an illegal gambling platform.
‘The legal volleys, though, could_ lgke

Gladiatorial
combal,
a.k.a. the
midterms

NOMINEE, n. A modest gentleman
shrinking from the distinction of private
life and diligently seeking the honorable
obscurity of public office. — Ambrose
Bierce, “The Devil’s Dictionary™

andidates in this year’s elections

will soon be bouncing around

like corn being popped. By No-

vember, the nation might long for
a rebirth of political reticence.

In 1876, although Rutherford B. Hayes
was Ohio’s governor and the Republi-
cans’ presidential nominee, he doubted
even the propriety of attending Ohio Day
at the Philadelphia celebration of the
nation’s centennial. Fifteen decades lat-
er, ambition is no longer demure. But
what are candidates ambitious to do? As
politics has become more tribal, it has
become more gladiatorial, and the satis-
factions of catharsis — the expression of
animosities — have supplanted expecta-
tions of agendas for governing.

Sen. Daniel Patrick Moynihan, a liber-
al with a conservative disposition (he
thought conservatism is a disposition),
once said, “Liberals are people who
would like to see things improved, and
conservatives are people who would like
to see things not worsened.” Today, many
voters at both ends of the ideological
spectrum primarily want the same thing:
to see the other side lose. Theoretically,
people vote, then the results have conse-
quences. Actually, today, voting is its own
consequence: catharsis.

In this era of presidential dominance,
voters thinking (if they do) about mid-
term congressional elections might won-
der, what’s the point? Adam J. White of
the American Enterprise Institute writes
that presidents use Congress’s inertia to
justify their own assertiveness, “but this
gets the situation backwards. The defin-
ing fact of our era is: Congress won't act,
because Presidents will.”

The vast majority of House seats are,
in normal times, which means most of
the time, secure for the parties currently
holding them. And all but three states
have two senators from the same party.
This means that incumbents’ job security
depends primarily on avoiding primary
challenges — to Democrats from the left,
to Republicans from the right. As Yuval
Levin says in his book “American Cove-
nant,” often “winning a primary now
involves effectively committing not to
negotiate or bargain with the other
party” So, for both parties, the crucial
promise is to not do what member of
Congress should do, which is bargain.

Today’s presidential dominance
serves Republicans because their party’s
raison d’étre is nothing but subservi-
ence to the president. The Economic
Innovation Group’s Sarah Eckhardt,
Connor O'Brien and Ben Glasner report
that in 2024 Donald Trump received a
larger portion of the vote than in 2020 in
90 percent of counties. But without him
on the ballots in 2026, will his voters
bestir themselves?

Trump, himself a highly caffeinated
creature, has been caffeine for the elec-
torate: a whoin 2024
the axiom that higher voter turnout is
better for Democrats. Last spring, David
Shor, a data scientist, calculated that if
more people had voted, Kamala Harris
would have fared even worse. Trump
would have won the popular vote by
almost five points instead of 1.4 points,
and in doing so would have won five
states he lost (Maine, Minnesota, New
Hampshire, New Jersey and Virginia).
The electoral vote outcome would have
been 355-183 instead of 312-226.

Trump, however, will never again be
on a ballot. So, what is the foreseeable
political residue of Trump, who, in his
Louis XIV (“L'Etat, c’est moi”) mood, has
said, accurately, “I am MAGA™ AEIls
Timothy P. Carney has examined Penn-
sylvania (“arguably the swingiest of
swing states”) and discerned a realign-
ment — the working class becoming
more Republican, upper-middle-class
suburbanites becoming more Democrat-
ic — that is not symmetrical:

The Democrats’ gains are largely from

years to play out.
market operators are rushing to lure
d users. The ies have
focused aggressive marketing on college
ing the who

former parties
out of disgust with Trump. The Republi-
cans’ gains include many former blue-
collar Dy but “more di d
coming out of political inac-

are too young to legally gamble on sports-
books. On social media platforms such as
X, TikTok and Instagram, Kalshi and
Polymarket dole out payments for posts
featuring their markets. In one case, they
even courted a 15-year-old influencer.

March Madness will come and go.
Brackets will bust. Champions will be
crowned. But the regulatory gap exposed
by this tournament will remain — until
policymakers choose to address it.

‘When 18-year-olds can risk money to
“predict” the outcome of a game that they
cannot legally bet on in the same state,
the issue isn’t what we call it. It’s that the
system isn't working.

Mick Mulvaney was the director of the Office
of Management and Budget and acting White
House chief of staff in the first Trump
administration. He is the executive director of
Gambling Is Not Investing.

tivity to vote for a once-in-a-lifetime
didate” Hence the TV:

“Many of those former Republican
voters are now firmly country club Dem-
ocrats, while many of those working-
class voters never quite became Republi-
cans — they were simply Trump voters.”
Thus, when Trump disappears, “the
country club will still be very Democratic
... but the working-class whites will go
back to being missing white voters.”

Now, never underestimate the Demo-
crats’ ability to make a sow’s ear out of a
silk purse. As an Israeli diplomat once
said of the Palestinians, they never miss
an opportunity to miss an opportunity. If
many Democratic candidates try to
pump up deflated hysterias — democracy
is dying, the planet is frying — they can
make themselves resemble a (to recycle a
phrase) basket of deplorables. Failure isa
choice.
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OPINION

The Casino That's Eating the World

David Wallace-Wells
A writer in Opinion and for The Times
Magazine.

AST month, as American forces gath-

ered in the Middle East in obvious

preparation for an attack on Iran, you

could've made a small fortune gam-
bling on when exactly the bombing would
begin.

One user on the prediction site Polymar-
ket — where you can wager on an increas-
ingly large share of human events, from the
trivial to the tragic — made $553,000 on bets
placed right before Iran's supreme leader,
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, was killed by U.S.-
Israeli strikes. Another user was quickly
flagged by observers on X as having made
$2.14 million by placing bets on different as-
pects of the military operation.

In another context, these bets would trig-
ger an insider-trading i igation, and in-

administration, they have leaped into the le-
gal gray area and exploded not just in popu-
larity but in visibility as well.

Their boosters tell us, grandly, that the
sum of all those bets gives us our best fore-
cast of the future — even a workable approx-
imation of the truth. They also offer an un-
nerving implicit philosophy: that we should
relate to the future not as citizens or mor-
alists, problem solvers or advocates, but as
gamblers, each of us surveying the horizon
of possibility somewhat indifferent to hu-
man outcomes and looking instead for a bet-
ting edge.

The markets don’t concern only matters
of grim geopolitical consequence, such as
when Iran might lose control over Kharg Is-
land, when China might invade Taiwan or
how many different countries Israel will at-
tack this month. No, they offer lighthearted
action, too, such as whether the vacuous
YouTuber MrBeast will be the Democratic

deed someone in the Iranian military might
well have treated the bets as a form of ac-
tionable intelligence. But what is the aver-
age American meant to do with this kind of
news, observing that big spike in betting ac-
tivity and guessing that it might well mean
someone with inside information is sending
a clear signal? One intuitive answer would
be: Bet on it yourself. What's the point of
knowing anything, after all, if you don’t put
some skin in the game?

This kind of proposition used to seem, to
many, obviously grotesque. But increas-
ingly it seems stitched unmistakably into
the cardsharp logic of American life. In the-
ory, prediction markets are pretty straight-
forward: They're online marketplaces
where people can buy and sell stakes in fu-
tures of various kinds much as they might
trade stocks.

‘This month, for instance, for 92 cents you
could have bought a future that paid off a
dollar if the Ryan Gosling movie “Project
Hail Mary,” which opened on March 20, had
a Rotten Tomatoes score of 93 percent pos-
itive or higher on the morning of March 23;
for 8 cents, you could have bought one that
paid off a dollar if that didn’t happen. (The
score ended up being 95 percent, and those
holding that future collectively took more
than $2 million home.) Each market sus-
tains trading on those futures, and the result
is effectively a collective forecast of a future
outcome: When a future is trading at 50
cents, the market is telling you it is an even
bet; when it goes to zero, it has essentially
concluded it is impossible.

For a long time, these online prediction
markets were, like online sports betting, so
tightly regulated as to be inaccessible to the
average person in most of the United States,
though enterprising would-be gamblers
could gain access to sites with V.PN.s. But
after a series of ambiguous legal victories
and the arrival of a friendlier presidential

nominee in 2028 (he won't be le-
gally eligible to run until 2036), or about
what words would be said in an episode of
“The Late Show” (even after the interview
in question had already been taped), about
just how high the temperature will rise one
day in Miami or how much snow might accu-
mulate the next day in Manhattan, on when
the United States might confirm the exist-
ence of aliens, whether the price of Bitcoin
will be up or down in the next five minutes or
whether Jesus Christ will return this calen-
dar year.

For most of the last year, the price of a $1
future on that last question cost less than 4
cents, which means that the market gave
less than a 4 percent chance of the Lord’s re-
turn, and in 2025 nearly $3.3 million was bet
on the possibility — a small enough market
that most of the wagers were probably jokes
and larks. Then, suddenly, in February, the
odds jumped.

This wasn’t because there had been any
big theological news, but because a second-
ary market had opened up, in which people
were gambling on which direction the odds
in the eschatology market would move. It
was easy enough to spend a little money bet-
ting up the odds in the first futures market
and collecting a much bigger payoff in the
second. And now there is almost $50 million
riding on the chances of a Second Coming.

On March 10, the journalist Emanuel Fa-
bian, live-blogging the Iran war for The
Times of Israel, reported that a ballistic mis-
sile had struck near the city of Beit Shem-
esh, just outside Jerusalem. He soon began
toreceive aseries of emails and messages —
polite at first, then threatening, then life-
threatening — imploring him to rewrite his
story to say that the missile had been inter-
cepted overhead by an Israeli rocket, with
debris falling to the ground below.

The issue, he wrote in a terrifying account
for the newspaper, was a Polymarket fu-

Can Mamdani Get the Big

Mara Gay

A writer in Opinion who covers politics.

AYORZOHRAN MAMDANI was on

his way to Gracie Mansion this win-

ter when he asked his driver to pull

over to help fellow New Yorkers dig
their cars out of the snow. He picked up a
shovel. So did his press secretary. Members
of his security detail did, too.

It was just the kind of scene that had en-
deared Mr. Mamdani, 34, to voters. It also
hinted at a governing style that resembles
the scrappy, high-octane feel of a political
campaign — and relies on the hustle of a
group of young staff members to keep up.

Mr. Mamdani, New York City’s youngest
mayor in about a century, has filled City Hall
with people who are alsoin their 30s, or even
younger. The mayor’s chief of staff, Elle Bis-
gaard-Church, is 34. His communications di-
rector, Anna Bahr, is 33. Joe Calvello, his
press secretary, is 33. His closest outside ad-
viser, Morris Katz, 26, is so young that for
several months last year, he told reporters
he was a couple of years older than he was.

The arrival of these young Democrats at
the helm of one of the most prominent of-
fices in the country has meant all kinds of
changes for New York politics, from the con-
gressional primaries in which Mr. Mamdani
has involved himself to who holds the politi-
cal capital in New York.

Then there’s the way they run the govern-
ment, with a management style that youth
allows: working all the time. Mr. Mamdani is
younger than most prominent Democrats,
needs little sleep, enjoys working weekends
and likes to be highly visible in the city he
leads, every day. Some of his closest aides
haven’t had a day off since Jan. 1, when the
mayor was sworn into office. Work calls can
begin as late as 10 p.m. Some veterans say
the approach is notably intense, like Karen
Hinton, who was Mayor Bill de Blasio’s
press secretary and said she struggled to
imagine her former boss shoveling snow.
“He wouldn’t have gotten out of his car,” she
said. “He would have called someone.”

Mr. Mamdani’s administration offers
among the first looks at the generational
change coming — slowly, finally — to leader-
ship in politics and other key American in-
stitutions beyond it. His 2025 campaign,
both in policy and in messaging, is already
influencing Democratic politics. If he is suc-
cessful, politicians of both parties may seek
to replicate his governing style.

Some of the staff members’ ideas are nov-
el, like the faux newspaper front page that
aides prepared as a gift for President
Trump, meant to evoke the New York tab-
loids that helped launch Mr. Trump’s politi-

cal career. Several people told me the charm
offensive was the idea of Ms. Bahr, but when
asked, she said it was “a team effort.” Either
way, the gambit led to the release of a Co-
lumbia  University student, Elmina
Aghayeva, who had been detained by fed-
eral immigration officials earlier that day.

But as with any management style, the
culture Mr. Mamdani is building at City Hall
comes with some possible blind spots and
potential trade-offs.

One question is whether there are enough
people at City Hall with the confidence that
years of experience can bring to know when
to tell the mayor no. (Several people told me
this role is primarily filled by Dean Fulei-

ture: “Iranstrikes Israelon. . . " More than
$14 million had been bet on that happening
March 10, and an intercepted missile didn’t
count. “You have no idea how much you've
put yourself at risk,” read one message. “If
you do not correct this by 01:00 Israel time
today, March 15, you are bringing upon
yourself damage you have never imagined
you would suffer,” it said. “You have exactly

half an hour to correct your attempt at influ-
ence,” read another. “You made a fatal mis-
take and yowd better respond to us,” and
then: “I expect a response from you within 9
minutes.” Then: “One minute remains ... "
He reached out to the police and Polymar-
ket, which condemned the attempt at intimi-
dation and posted on X that it “banned the
accounts for all involved & will pass their

LISA SHEEHAN

tuff Done at This Intense Pace?

The New York
mayor’s long
hours show what
generational

change actually
looks like.

VUKL IWAMURA/ASSOCIATED PRESS.

han, Mr. Mamdani’s 75-year-old first deputy
mayor.) The influx of younger people to City
Hall has also brought shifts in policy that
would have been unthinkable under earlier
mayors, from views on the Israeli-Palestin-
ian contflict to issues closer to home. For in-
stance, Mr. Mamdani’s aides are acutely
aware of the cost of rent (a good thing, since
two-thirds of residents are renters) but
sometimes appear less attuned to the con-
cerns of homeowners.

There are few Black people among the
senior staffers at City Hall, which is a seri-
ous problem. There were no Black deputy
mayors until March 19, when Mr. Mamdani
put Renita Francois in charge of a new office
focused on mental health and safety. About
one in five New Yorkers is non-Hispanic
Black, and Black Americans make up the
heart of the Democratic base, as well as an
important part of the culture of New York.
They are also being priced out of the city in
disproportionate numbers and face myriad
other challenges, including higher unem-
pi and lower ding-profici
rates in the city’s public schools.

Representation isn't the only measure of
commitment, and Mr. Mamdani has been
vocal about these issues. His decision to roli
out his child care initiative in high-poverty
areas like, for instance, the Brownsville sec-
tion of Brookiyn, which is heavily Black, is
encouraging. And his poll numbers among
Black voters are strong. But for Black Amer-
icans, who have faced a long history of ex-
clusion, a seat at the table still matters.

As generational change in government
gets underway nationally, there are likely to
be some practical concerns, t0o.

The 30- and 20-somethings around Mr.
Mamdani — most of whom have yet to do
their demanding jobs in a period of major
crisis, such as the Covid-19 pandemic — will
have to learn how to pace themselves. Not
even 100 days into the administration, the
relentlessness has left some running on
fumes.

Most of them don’t seem to mind. Mr.
Mamdani tends to inspire loyalty; many of
the people surrounding the mayor are also
avowed progressives who see his mayoralty
asa chance to carry out an agenda to which
they are fiercely committed, and a rare
bright spot in a national landscape domi-
nated by far-right policies and ideas.

“Would you rather a mayor who does 11
p.m. press conferences or one who's at the
gym at 11 a.m.?” Mr. Mamdani’s senior com-
munications adviser, Monica Klein, 36,
asked me in a text message, when I asked
how much sleep she was getting. Ms. Klein
was referring to her previous boss, Mr. de
Blasio, who lived at Gracie Mansion on Man-

hattan’s Upper East Side but drew ire for
working out at a Y.M.C.A. in Park Slope, of-
ten midmorning.

As they were during the breakout cam-
paign last year, the millennial mayor and his
millennial and Gen Z aides are in constant
contact with New Yorkers across social me-
dia platforms. But they are spending even
more time barnstorming the city with in-
person events, a nod to a growing sense of
urgency among younger generations to get
offline and rebuild connection and commu-
nity.

Mr. Mamdani likes to work in person, of-
ten dropping in on the bullpen to check in
with aides. He is also constantly coming up
with new ideas that lead to more work, like
going bowling (on a Saturday) with mem-
bers of a nurses’ union to celebrate their
new labor contract. He frequently commu-
nicates with his staff members through chat
on Microsoft Teams.

Working at City Hall has always involved
long hours and a certain kind of intensity.
Accordingly, the top jobs tend to attract a
certain type of individual. Stu Loeser, New
York City’s longest-serving press secretary,
says his schedule during those days includ-
ed a nap between 7:30 and 9:30 p.m. after
putting his infant daughter to bed, rising to
work again until midnight, then sleeping be-
fore briefing his boss, Mayor Michael
Bloomberg, in the 6 a.m. hour. “I was dying.
You should be killing yourself,” Marc La Vor-
gna, who also served as Mr. Bloomberg’s
press secretary, told me. “Number of days in
office is your biggest piece of capital. You
run out of time, on everything,” Mr. La Vor-
gna said.

The maverick group of young politicos
running the city may also come to find that
personally engaging in every minute detail
of municipal government, and with equal fe-
rocity, can make it harder to deliver on the
big promises. Those promises are what got
Mr. Mamdani elected, and they electrified
the younger and more progressive parts of
the Democratic base far beyond New York
City.

Mr. Mamdani is trying to enact a sweep-
ing leftist agenda in a moment when trust in
government is exceedingly low. He is the
city’s first Muslim mayor. And he came to of-
fice promising to champion working people
in a moment when those Americans are
struggling.

That may be why this mayor seems to ap-
proach everything he does with a sense of
urgency. If it seems like Mr. Mamdani is ev-
erywhere, it's because he is. So are his ex-
hausted staffers. It's a group of young and
hungry progressives out to prove to voters
that the left can govern.
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info to the relevant authorities.”

As Fabian pointed out in a kind of adden-
dum, an Israeli reservist and a civilian were
indicted last month, accused of using classi-
fied information to place bets about the
country’s 12-day war against Iran last June.

“ HE long-term vision is to financial-
ize everything and create a trad-
able asset out of any difference in
opinion,” Tarek Mansour, the chief

executive of another major prediction mar-
ket, Kalshi, declared in November. But who
wants this future, besides perhaps inveter-
ate gamblers and those people who profit off
them?

‘When people use the phrase “casino econ-
omy,” it isn’t as a term of praise but rather a
lamentation — thatin a healthier world, held
together by thicker bonds, less inequality
and more evenly distributed opportunity,
fewer of us would feel that high-risk gam-
bles were the best chance of getting ahead.

But moneyballing everything has
produced an abundance of data on almost all
subjects for idle hands to play with, and
when there are profits to be made, financial-
ization is typically treated as a social inev-
itability. Some Americans flush with stimu-
lus checks spent the pandemic day trading
meme stocks and crypto, NFTs and SPACs,
and the A.L economy that followed is so
highly leveraged on large language models
that even some of the biggest boosters at the
frontier labs have acknowledged that the
boom looks like a bubble (though, they
might say, a useful one).

In this new era of gambling, the political
context matters, too. The Oval Office today
is occupied for a second time by a failed casi-
no magnate who famously declared bank-
ruptcy on multiple ventures and then man-
aged a high-stakes, highly leveraged return.
He’s surrounded by family members and
appointed officials comfortable with self-
dealing side hustles. And it's not just the
president — even leaders of the opposition
party have been reluctant to ban increas-
ingly common stock trading by members of
Congress.

The rest of us now watch odds onscreen
as Oscar and Grammy winners are an-
nounced, considering placing last-second
bets when we might once have been cross-
ing our fingers about the $5 office pool — or
perhaps naively cheering a personal favor-
ite.

On cable news, odds lifted from prediction
markets are presented as the informational
equivalent of polling results, often by news-
casters employed by media organizations
now working in corporate partnership with
those same betting sites. And a net effect of
all this coverage, Kyla Scanlon has argued,
may be to undermine public deliberation by
manufacturing a kind of premature consent
— reporting about the prospect of, say, a mil-

itary strike through prediction market odds
that are treated as objective and immutable,
rather than engaging in debate about
whether the strike should happen.

Sports, too, have been remade by on-de-
mand gambling in ways once considered ta-
boo. Just a few years ago, before sports bet-
ting was legalized in 2018, broadcasters
were prohibited from mentioning betting
lines; now, some podcasters talk about little
else. Leagues back then wanted to avoid the
taint of betting at almost any cost; now
they're in partnerships with gambling apps.

Before easy-access casinos were installed
on everyone’s phones, Americans could still
engage with sports as an escapist pastime,
mixing aspects of low-stakes tribal conflict
and periodic collective exultation. Now,
even on Super Bowl Sunday, we engage with
those same events less as a strange secular
religion and more as if we are sitting in front
of a slot machine, experiencing an entirely
different game than are even the loved ones
sitting right beside us in identical jerseys,
but staring down at their phones to monitor
their various parlays.

Estimates suggest that in 2022, Ameri-
cans gambled the equivalent of nearly 4 per-
cent of the gross domestic product and lost
more than 10 percent of that money on those
bets. Half of all men between the ages of 18
and 49 have an active online sports-betting
account, and though surveys are rarely so
reliable about these things, one-quarter of
sports bettors report being unable to pay

i ing. A 202

bill f money lost 4
report from researchers at the University of
in Amherst that

90 percent of the state’s gambling revenue
came from “at-risk and problem gamblers.”

This is a power law familiar from other
pastimes that Americans used to categorize
as “vice,” and the costs of legalization and
destigmatization have proved distressingly
familiar, too. In just a few years, the rise of
betting apps has produced big spikes in per-
sonal bankruptcy and big drops in personal
credit ratings, and, on days when there are
big upsets, a measurable and horrifying up-
tick in domestic violence.

The legalization of online gambling in-
creased the population-level risk of person-
al bankruptcy by roughly 25 percent, ac-
cording to one scholarly paper; according to
another, households that frequently bet re-
duced their investments after legalization;
according to a third, legalization led to re-
duced savings. It appears to have made
binge drinking among young men worse, as
well.

‘When the frenzy of sports betting was re-
ally taking off in 2022, the share of Ameri-
cans who thought legalization was good for
society were outnumbered by those who
thought it was bad by about four to one.
Three years later, the ratio had grown to six
to one.

OPINION

Do we really
want to wager
on nuclear
Armageddon?

Are we sure we want to expand the aper-
ture of this activity so much that it swallows
all of us, the world we inhabit, and all events
that might happen upon it? Are we sure that
we need to be wagering on war and nuclear
Armageddon?

OR decades now, high-minded advo-

cates of prediction markets have ar-

gued that, beyond the diversion of

gambling on events of real-world con-
sequence, they offer real social value —
namely, more accurate forecasts than prog-
nosticators or polls can manage. In certain
settings, the advocates are right: A pretty
robust finding in social science is that well-
designed markets with well-informed par-
ticipants can perform quite well.

But as the actual futures-market future
comes into view, it doesn’t look exactly uto-
pian. And it’s not just the market manipula-
tion, insider trading and potential for
strong-arming, as in the case of Emanuel
Fabian. It’s that it doesn’t look as if predic-
tion markets have granted us access to a
crack team of superforecasters and subject-
area experts, At least not all of the time. In-
stead, it seems that the casino logic of day
trading meme coins and stocks has simply
been extended into every last corner of our
lives.

Prediction markets have been drawing in
new customers with low-grade social media
clickbait, and, as it turns out, the thing peo-
ple seem to want to do with prediction mar-
kets most of all is just gamble on sports —
about 90 percent of volume on Kalshi is now
sports-related, just a year after the site be-
gan offering sports futures, and other sites
are quickly moving in that direction, too.

One recent report suggested that the me-
dian bettor waging on prediction markets
lost seven times as much money in the first
90 days as he or she did on other forms of
gambling. Which is to say: We may tell our-
selves that prediction markets are elevated
endeavors, used by high-minded individu-
als trying to monetize expertise, but they
seem overall to be attracting less skill than
Americans deploy in throwing money away
on college football. A paper written last
month identified one eye-opening reason:
Those gamblers operating with useful
knowledge were routinely outperformed by
know-nothings with more experience in bet-
ting markets, because the former moved too
slowly to take advantage of their knowl-
edge, and the more experienced gamblers
moved fast enough that their ignorance did-
n't matter.

So what is all this for? In theory, true be-
lievers say, the more markets grow, the
more accurate they become, with betting
volume smoothing out bias and ignorance
over time. But not all money spent on specu-
lation is smart money, and when you look in
more detail at the actual markets, it gets

Iran Is Using Americas Playbook Against Us

Edward Fishman
The author of “Chokepaints: American Power
in the Age of Economic Warfare."

(3 E ARE jujitsuing the Iranians,”

Treasury  Secretary  Scott

Bessent said last Sunday. The

United States had just lifted
sanctions on about 140 million barrels of Ira-
nian oil, which will likely deliver billions of
dollars to a regime the United States is cur-
rently at war with. In Mr. Bessent’s telling,
America is using Iran’s own oil against it.
Iran wants to drive oil prices high enough
for President Trump to have to back down.
By offering sanctions relief, Mr. Bessent ar-
gues, America can flood the market and
lower prices.

1f either side in this war has pulled off an
act of jujitsu, it is Iran. For the first time
since 1995, Tehran can sell oil directly to the
United States and use the American finan-
cial system to collect payment. By closing
the Strait of Hormuz for a few weeks, it has
secured sanctions relief that in some re-
spects surpasses what it achieved via the
2015 nuclear deal. The United States has
long weaponized the financial system to ad-
vance its geopolitical aims. Iran has now
learned to do the same with the world's most
vital energy chokepoint. And it has done so
by borrowing a playbook developed by the
United States.

Shortly after winning re-election in 2004,
President George W. Bush lamented his lack
of leverage. “We've sanctioned ourselves
out of influence with Iran,” he said. After a
decade-long embargo, the United States had
virtually no trade or investment ties left
with the country. With little left to sanction,
‘Washington saw only one way to increase
pressure: Persuade allies to join. Many did
not view Iran as a pressing threat. U.S. cred-
ibility was strained by the Iraq war. Few of
our partners wanted to risk another messy
entanglement.

At a hotel breakfast in Bahrain, Stuart
Levey, Mr. Bush's under secretary of the
Treasury, was flipping through a

tively isolated the country from the interna-
tional financial system. The United States
rarely had to follow through onits threats. In
a strategy one U.S. official described as
“killing the chicken to scare the monkeys,”
Washington deployed these so-called sec-
ondary sanctions sparingly. On the few oc-
casions they were applied, everyone else
got the message. Sanctioning a single Chi-
nese bank was enough to shift the risk toler-
ance of the rest.

In recent weeks, Iran has turned this
strategy against the United States. Analysts
long assumed that closing the Strait of Hor-
muz would require Iran to lay thousands of
sea mines and render the strait physically
impassable. That made such a move un-
likely, since Iran depends on the same wa-
terway to export its own oil.

Instead, Iran has shown it can disrupt the
strait at far lower cost. By striking a small
number of ships with relatively cheap
drones and missiles, Tehran has been able to
reshape the risk calculus of the entire global
shipping industry. Iran does not need to tar-
get every ship, just as the United States did
not need to sanction every bank. A few ex-
amples were enough to force the rest to fall
in line.

Despite Mr. Trump’s best efforts — which
have included offering government-backed
insurance and encouraging mariners to
“show some guts” — traffic has fallen by
around 90 percent since the start of the war.
The few ships still transiting the waterway
are mostly Iranian. In effect, Tehran has es-
tablished itself as gatekeeper of the strait,
demanding multimillion-doliar tolls to guar-
antee safe passage.

While the Trump administration’s war
aims have vacillated between regime
change, denuclearization and military deg-
radation, it now has one overriding objec-
tive: reopening the strait. Another lesson
from the U.S. sanctions campaign could
shape what happens next. After the 2015
Iran nuclear deal, global banks were al-
lowed to do business with Iran once more.
Mr. Levey, by then the chief legal officer of

when he came across a story about a Swiss
bank that had cut ties with Iran of its own
accord. “It sort of clicked for me,” he later
recalled. The United States didn’t need to
persuade foreign governments to shun Iran.
It could instead compel foreign banks to do
s0 — from London to Frankfurt to Dubai to
Hong Kong.

Over the following years, Mr. Levey and
his successors did just that. By threatening
to cut off foreign banks from the dollar un-
less they severed ties with Iran, they effec-

the London-based HSBC, thatthe
risk for the bank was too high. The I[ranian
regime had not fundamentally changed, and
the United States could ratchet up sanctions
again.

It is much easier to heighten risk percep-
tion than to reduce it. Iran’s drones are
cheap and plentiful. Conflict could reignite.
Even after this phase of the war ends, fear
that Iran can disrupt the strait at will may
linger — deterring investment, reducing
traffic and embedding a lasting price in-
crease in global energy markets.

Iran has learned the lessons of American
foreign policy. It has used the tools at its dis-
posal to exacerbate risk, forcing private ac-
tors to become unwitting tools of its state-
craft. That strategy appears vindicated: It
has delivered sanctions relief that years of
diplomacy could not. Tehran may now con-

Tehran takes cues
from U.S. policy.

harder to pretend that the inevitable out-
come of all this gambling is something we
‘want to call wisdom.

Last month, betting markets correctly fa-
vored James Talarico in the seemingly wide-
openrace for the Democratic nomination for
a US. Senate seat in Texas. But for long
stretches of 2022, they also said the Republi-
can most likely to be nominated for the
White House wasn’t the former president
leading the polls but instead the Florida gov-
ernor trailing behind him. And while predic-
tion markets seemed to move more toward
Donald Trump than polls did in the fall of
2024, a recent review concluded that while
Polymarket and Kalshi were a bit better
than pure chance at predicting the outcome,
they were inconsistent and unimpressive,
especially given the size of the market. $3.6
billion had been spent betting on the out-
come just on Polymarket — nearly as much
as the $1.8 billion spent by the two candi-
dates themselves in 2023 and 2024. Even so,
those researchers found, the odds were vol-
atile enough that they often moved in differ-
ent directions across different markets on
the same day, delivering what was less like a
consensus forecast than a running arbitrage
opportunity for always online traders.

Polls aren’t perfect, either, of course, and
we make a mess of understanding them
properly as a public. But on the biggest so-
called misses for polling over the last dec-
ade, the record of prediction markets isn’t

iously better. In the shock 2016 presid
tial election, for instance, some of the major
betting markets did worse than polling aver-
ages. The same was true for the seismic
2016 Brexit vote in Britain.

Betting markets hadn’t exactly predicted
that Joe Biden would drop out of the 2024
campaign, and when he stumbled in his
June debate with Mr. Trump, suddenly
opening up the possibility of a change at the
top of the ticket, those flocking to PredictIt
to take stack of the contenders would have
seen Gavin Newsom as the likeliest replace-
ment. On other sites, Michelle Obama
looked like the favored alternative. Those
odds may have told us something about the
Democratic Party in 2024, at least as it was
understood by a relatively small number of
like-minded political gamblers. But they
certainly didn’t tell us the future.

What, then, are we getting out of it? May-
be it is useful to be able to say concretely
that Timothée Chalamet was the favorite to
win the Oscar for best actor for a long
stretch before eventually losing the lead
(and eventually the award) to Michael B.
Jordan. Perhaps it’s helpful to know that the
betting odds of nuclear war this year spiked
to 22 percent before Polymarket shut the
market down. But a country this hooked on
gambling probably doesn’t need to turn
more of life into a game of chance, played
alone, on the knife’s edge.
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clude that further pressure is the best way to
extract more concessions.

What happens if other countries reach the
same conclusion? If the world deals with the
United States by fighting back, rather than
negotiating, stability will be harder to
achieve — and more costly once won.



