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Too good to last

The headwinds facing the economy
are not going away soon

ndia’s relatively strong industrial perfor-

mance in November 2025, especially driven

by the manufacturing sector as it was, was
more likely a flash in the pan than the start of a
consistent trend. The Index of Industrial Pro-
duction (IIP) grew 6.7% in November, the fastest
growth rate in 25 months. Within this, the manu-
facturing sector grew 8%, which also was the fas-
test in 25 months. On the face of it, this would
look remarkable and heartening, especially
since October 2025 had seen growth slow to a 14-
month low. However, this surge in growth was
more likely due to seasonal and one-off factors.
According to economists, the strongest push for
growth came from sellers re-stocking their sup-
plies following the festive season. The second
factor is that the government timed the Goods
and Services Tax (GST) rate reductions to coin-
cide with the festive season. This temporary
bump in demand would have further eroded
stock levels, which then need to be replenished.
In fact, the consumer durables and non-dura-
bles sectors saw growth in November rebound-
ing t0 10.3% and 7.3%, a 12-month and 25-month
high, respectively. The third factor that seems to
have worked in November is the bounce back of
the mining sector following two months of con-
tractions due to an unseasonably long monsoon.
The mining sector saw growth come in at a rea-
sonably strong 5.4% in November 2025. All of
these are legitimate reasons for growth to pick
up, but are not sustainable ones. The electricity
and mining sectors will be bound by the vagaries
of the weather. Overall consumer demand has
been sluggish and industry players are talking of
the GSTrelated boost already ebbing. And the
festive season will not come back around until
October-November 2026.

In fact, the IIP grew just 3.3% in the longer
April-November period, the lowest for these
eight months in any of the post-COVID-19 pan-
demic years. The consumer non-durables sector
contracted 1% during this period, showing that
the boost in November is not indicative. That the
strong growth in November is more an anomaly
than a sign of things to come should not come as
a surprise. The Reserve Bank of India, earlier
this month, predicted that growth in Q3 would
slow to 7% from an average of 8% in the first two
quarters. The fourth quarter is predicted to slow
even further, to 6.5%. All of the previous head-
winds still exist. The 50% tariffs by the U.S. are
still in place, private investment remains slug-
gish, foreign capital is pulling out of the country,
the weakening rupee is making imports more ex-
pensive for an import-dependent economy, real
wages are not growing fast enough, and consum-
er demand remains tepid. Ironically, Novem-
ber’s positive industrial data bring into focus the
headwinds the economy is really facing.

Track record
The Indian Railways must spare no
expense in installing safety features
T he Tatanagar-Ernakulam Express fire ac-

cident in Andhra Pradesh was a major

one, in terms of severity if not the extent
of casualties. Chance, quick thinking and timely
action by railway staff and other agencies as well
as enhanced safety measures adopted by the rail-
ways over time likely contributed to a low toll —
one passenger. That the accident happened in
the train’s air-conditioned (a/c) coaches, howev-
er, points to the need for increased requirements
in these coaches in terms of fire safety and res-
ponse. At around 12.40 a.m. on Monday, as the
train approached Yelamanchili station, a passen-
ger sounded the alarm after apparently noticing a
fire. The use of the emergency chain alerted the
train crew who took the train to the loop line
which had a platform. The train was not sche-
duled to stop at Yelamanchili. This helped pas-
sengers alight safely. The insides of two a/c coach-
es were gutted in the fire that agencies put out in
about two hours.

Over the years, the safety record of the Indian
Railways has improved. The total number of acci-
dents in 202425 was down by more than 70%
compared to 10 years ago. Major accidents have,
however, seen ups and downs year on year with-
out an appreciable fall. Fire accidents account for
some 10% to 20% of accidents in a typical year.
Fires are triggered by rolling stock defects and er-
rors on the part of the railways as well as by pas-
sengers who carry inflammable, even explosive
articles. The cause of the Tatanagar-Ernakulam
Express fire is not decisively known as yet and an
inquiry has been ordered. Fire in a/c coaches has
been a cause of concern and the railways has fo-
cused on them for fitment of fire warning and
fighting systems such as portable extinguisk

A multipolar world with bipolar characteristics

s 2025 draws to a close, a highlight is

that the United States has undertaken

its largest troop mobilisation in the

Caribbean in decades. Its Navy has
deployed its most advanced aircraft carrier, along
with fighter jets, amphibious vessels, attack
submarines and tens of thousands of troops, as it
intensifies its pressure on Venezuela in an effort
to force President Nicolds Maduro from power.

The Trump administration’s National Security
Strategy (NSS), released in early December 2025,
identifies Latin America and the Caribbean as a
strategic priority. Reviving the 19th century
Monroe Doctrine, the document asserts that the
U.S. must deny influence or control by outside
powers (read China) in Latin America and ensure
that the Western Hemisphere remains under
American political, economic and military
influence.

The push to reinforce American primacy in
Latin America coincides with U.S. President
Donald Trump’s waning interest in Europe,
another long-standing U.S. sphere of influence.
Since the end of the Second World War, the U.S.
has served as Europe’s primary security
guarantor. If Washington kept western Europe
together through a tightly knit alliance during the
Cold War, it expanded this security umbrella to
eastern Europe after the disintegration of the
Soviet Union, creating a large transatlantic bloc.
Under Mr. Trump, however, the U.S. is no longer
interested in shouldering the burden of European
security — a position explicitly articulated in the
NSS. Why is America, at a moment when Russia
and China are seeking to overturn the U.S.-built
and U.S.-led security and economic order,
stepping back from Europe while moving to
consolidate its influence in the Western
Hemisphere?

It is difficult to discern a cohesive doctrine in
Mr. Trump’s foreign policy, marked by the
President’s impulses and unpredictability. Yet,
even these impulses, this unpredictability and his
ideological orientation rooted in Christian
nationalism and America’s might cannot ignore
the structural shifts reshaping the international
order. Mr. Trump is not the ‘President of peace’
that he claims to be — he has already bombed six
countries, even if he has stopped short of a
full-scale war.

At the same time, Mr. Trump, despite his
rhetoric about American military and economic
dominance, recognises that he no longer lives in a
unipolar world. His reluctant aggression and
strategic recalibration are reflections of the
changes now taking shape in the global balance of
power.

Three great powers

When the Soviet Union disintegrated in 1991, a
new order emerged with the U.S. at its centre.
There was nio other great power positioned to
challenge American primacy. The unipolar
moment, however, has since passed. While future
historians may better identify the precise point of
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rupture, one such moment was Russia’s
annexation of Crimea in 2014. The ensuing
conflict in eastern Ukraine, the tepid western
response, and Russia’s ability to endure despite
sanctions reinforced the limits of the ‘rules-based
order’.

The end of unipolarity, however, does not
mean the end of American dominance. The U.S.
remains, and will remain, for the foreseeable
future, the world’s pre-eminent military and
economic power. What has changed is that
Washington is no longer the sole great power
shaping geopolitical outcomes. China and Russia
now occupy that space as well, deepening what
Realist thinkers describe as the inherently
anarchic nature of the international system.

During the Cold War, the Soviet Union was
America’s principal rival, and in the 1970s,
Washington reached out to China to exploit
fissures within the communist bloc. Today, the
U.S. identifies China as its principal and systemic
challenger. This, in turn, leaves open the
possibility of a reset in ties with Russia — an idea
embraced by Mr. Trump’s MAGA (Make America
Great Again) ideologues, who frame Russia as
part of a shared ‘Christian civilisation’.

The reigning power versus the rising power
The U.S. faces a unique challenge in China. The
Soviet economy, in its prime in the early 1970s,
reached about 57% of the U.S. GDP, before it
began slowing down. China’s economy, now the
world’s second largest, already amounts to about
66% of the U.S. economy. China continues to
grow at a faster pace, steadily narrowing the gap.

As China’s economic power expands, it is
being converted into military capability (it has
already built the world’s largest Navy, by number
of ships). Like other great powers, Beijing is
seeking to establish regional hegemony and
global dominance. So, a prolonged contest
between the U.S., the reigning power, and China,
the rising power, appears unavoidable. The
situation is comparable to 19th century Europe,
when a rising imperial Germany threatened to
upstage Britain during Pax Britannica, unsettling
the ‘Concert of Europe’.

Russia is the weakest link among the three
powers. It is a relatively smaller economy with a
shrinking sphere of influence. But Russia’s
nuclear arsenals, expansive geography, abundant
energy and mineral resources and its
demonstrated willingness to use force to achieve
its strategic objectives keep it in the great power
constellation. From Moscow’s perspective, the
country drifted into the wilderness in the 1990s
before announcing its return in 2008 with the
war in Georgia. Since then, it has sought to
rewrite the post-Soviet security architecture in
Europe. As the West, having expanded the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization into the Russian
sphere of influence, responded to Vladimir
Putin’s war in Ukraine with sweeping sanctions
on Russia and military support for Kyiv, Moscow
moved ever closer to China. Russia and China

have found common ground in opposing the
western ‘rules-based order’ — Russia thinks that
the order denies it its rightful place in the world
and seeks to revise it accordingly, while China, by
contrast, as Rush Doshi argues in The Long Game,
wants to replace it with a China-centric order.

Fluid multipolarity

All three great powers today understand that the
world is no longer organised around a single
centre of authority. In that sense, the world is
already multipolar. But unlike the post-Second
World War and post-Cold War transitions, the
structures of the new order have yet to fully
emerge. During the Cold War, the world was
divided into two ideological blocs and two largely
separate economic systems. Today, China lacks
the kind of satellite state networks that
characterised the 20th century superpowers,
while the U.S. is reassessing the sustainability of
its alliance frameworks, including its
commitment to Europe.

Russia, with its own great power ambitions, is
wary of being seen as a Chinese ally irrespective
of its close strategic partnership with Beijing. This
opens a window for a Washington-Moscow reset.
But the war in Ukraine remains a stumbling
block. Russia may not want to challenge
America’s global leadership, but it certainly wants
to re-establish its primacy in its sphere of
influence.

Thus, there are three great powers with
divergent interests that are pulling the global
order in different directions, rendering the
emerging multipolarity fluid rather than asa
structured system akin to the post-Second World
‘War order. This also means that middle powers,
including superpower allies such as Japan and

rmany, and autonomous actors such as India
and Brazil, would continue to hedge their bets.

Mr. Trump wants Europe to shoulder greater
responsibility for its own security, reset relations
with Russia and reassert American primacy in its
immediate neighbourhood even as Washington
prepares for a prolonged great power
competition with China. The idea is to return to
the classic offshore balancing. Even if Mr. Trump
fails in executing it, future American Presidents
may not be able to ignore the shifts that he has
initiated. Russia, for its part, seeks to carve outa
sphere of influence. China aims to preserve its
close strategic partnership with Russia to keep
the Eurasian landmass within its orbit, while
establishing regional hegemony in East and
Southeast Asia — moves that would cement its
status as a long-term superpower, much as the
U.S. did by asserting its hegemony in the Western
Hemisphere in the 19th century, and across the
Atlantic in the 20th century. In this fluid
landscape, Russia has emerged as the new ‘swing
great power” between the two superpowers,
paradoxically lending the emerging multipolar
order a distinctly bipolar character.
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The India-New Zealand FTA — unlocking growth

t a time when developing and developed
A countries alike are navigating an

increasingly unpredictable global trading
regime, India is at a crossroads, fast emerging as a
resilient player in international trade and as an
increasingly reliable economic partner. The
conclusion of the India-New Zealand Free Trade
Agreement (FTA), announced by Prime Ministers
Narendra Modi and Christopher Luxon on
December 22, 2025, is a clear signal of this
growing confidence. Coming soon after India’s
FTAs with the United Kingdom and Oman, this
agreement reflects a broader global shift toward
diversifying trade partnerships and strengthening
engagement with India. Domestically, the
fast-tracked negotiations concluded within nine
months, reflecting a political will to forge
mutually beneficial global partnerships which
concomitantly further India’s national goals and
its global vision for a just, equitable and
rules-based trading system.

C ity without P!
Primed to be signed early next year, the
India-New Zealand FTA emphasises services and
labour mobility — areas where India enjoys a
clear comparative advantage, but which have
remained underleveraged in trade agreements.
From both sides, there have been firsts, with
India extending duty concessions on apples, and
New Zealand offering India the widest service
access so far, covering sectors such as IT,
education, fintech, telecom, tourism and
construction. There is also a commitment by New
Zealand to invest $20 billion in India over 15
years.

Mobility provisions for skilled professionals in
IT, engineering, health care, and education, and

The Indian Railways Annual Report & Accounts
2023-24 notes that fire and smoke detection sys-
tems have been fitted in some 20,000 a/c coach-
es; the goal is to fit all a/c coaches, including new
ones, with such systems. The report says that all
a/c as well as non-a/c coaches in passenger trains
have fire extinguishers. Railway authorities say
that the fire alarm system in the Tatanagar-Ernak-
ulam Express coach activated upon detection of
smoke/fire, adding that the coach mechanic, bed-
roll staff and the travelling ticket examiner alert-
ed the passengers and used the fire extinguish-
ers, which helped control the fire. Perhaps fixed
fire extinguishing systems, which can also be
used in electrical fires, can be considered for a/c
coaches in all trains. These activate automatically
in case a fire is detected and douse it completely.
No safety feature is too expensive.

t-study work opportunities for Indian
students, would increase the competitiveness of
service providers, positioning India as a key
supplier of high- and semi-skilled workforce.
Moreover, amid policy unpredictability in several
advanced economies posing headwinds for

Chandrajit
Banerjee

is Director General,
Confederation of
Indian Industry (ClI)

The free trade
agreement
reflects
confidence

in India as

a resilient player
in international
trade and

also a reliable
economic
partner

skilled mobility, they offer alternatives and
stability for India’s youth and knowledge
workers.

New Zealand has agreed to eliminate duties on
100% of its tariff lines, giving duty-free access to
all Indian exports, while India has offered market
access on 70% of its tariff lines. Benefits could
accrue to India in labour-intensive sectors:
textiles, apparel, leather, engineering goods,
pharmaceuticals and farm products. Also,
duty-free intermediate inputs such as wooden
logs, coking coal, metal waste and scrap would
lower manufacturing costs for final products,
especially in steel, engineering goods and
construction.

Inclusion of an annex on health and traditional
medicine services creates new opportunities for
India’s pharmaceutical and health-care sectors,
giving them an edge over competitors such as
China and the European Union. it would also
reinforce India’s growing role as a global health
partner.

Agriculture, often a sensitive area in trade
negotiations, has been handled with balance. The
FTA envisages value chain development through
knowledge transfers and agri-technology
collaboration on apples, kiwifruit, and honey.
The livelihood of farmers, however, will not stand
compromised since no duty concessions have
been made in dairy, sugar, spices and edible oils.

Challenges in optimal utilisation

Overall bilateral trade, which was approximately
$2.4 billion in 2024-25, is projected to double by
2030, post implementation of the FTA. However,
it must be heeded that the success of any FTA lies
in how it is utilised. In the past, India has
exhibited a low utilisation rate of only about 25%,
as in contrast with developed economies
touching 70%-80%. FTAs often remain underused
due to awareness gaps, compliance challenges,
and non-tariff barriers (NTBs). However, the
India-New Zealand FTA has provisions to address
technical barriers to trade through enhanced

'y cooperation, d customs
procedures and transparency.

Once implemented, the Confederation of
Indian Industry (CII) recommends optimally
leveraging the trade pact, with business
associations, large enterprises and policymakers
sharing responsibility to build awareness and
developing capabilities to translate the negotiated
benefits into effective market access. They should
also look beyond tariffs and expand services
trade, deepen skills and education linkages, and
leverage mobility and diaspora networks.

A strong foundation exists

The FTA can build on the strong foundations of a
growing middle class, a skilled workforce, and a
reform-driven, innovation-based Indian economy.
It carries elements of global integrated
production and service export growth (India
already ranks among the top five globally), both
of which can propel Indian firms up global value
chains and towards the $7 trillion economy goal
by 2030. Notably, with the India-New Zealand
FTA deal, India has now concluded economic
partnership agreements with all Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP)
members except China.

Notwitl ding the modest of
bilateral trade, the significance of the India-New
Zealand FTA lies not just in trade data. Rather, it
marks a coming of age in the way India is viewed
on the world stage. The kind of access in terms of
labour mobility and services that New Zealand is
willing to extend to India, reflects gmwmu
strategic trust from developed economies in
bilateral economic engagements. This is a
particularly welcome development amid India’s
trade talks with other partners, including the
European Union, lending credence to India as a
country with a stable trade policy, and capable of
establishing norms of effective cooperation
through balanced, high-quality agreements that
protect domestic interests while promoting
openness and growth.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Save the Aravalli ranges
Reducing an ancient
mountain system to a
metric definition threatened
to destroy a vital ecological
system (Front page, “SC
pauses judgment on
Aravalli, moots new panel”,
December 30). Mining

basics — ecosystems

hillocks. ‘Sustainable
mining’ exists only on

permissions, once granted,
are rarely reversible. The
fresh look at the Aravalli
ranges must begin from the

function as connected
gradients, not isolated

paper. Precaution must
guide outcomes.
K. Chidanand Kumar,

expelled BJP leader
Kuldeep Singh Sengar in the
Unnao rape case (Front

and acc

bili ighli the

particularly when crimes
are perpetrated against

survivors must sometimes
take to initiate action

Bengaluru page, December 30). The women by those who are against powerful people.
case highlights the blatant powerful. One should R. Sivakumar,
Wheels of justice disregard for law and appreciate the survivor's Chennai

The top court did well to
stay the suspension of the
sentence of former MLA and

authority. It serves as a
powerful symbol of the
struggle for gender justice

perseverance to draw
attention to her plight.
Unfortunately, it also

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address.
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Prioritising cleft care as a health issue

ore than 7,50,000 Institute for Health Metrics and
cleft surgeries were Evaluation, University of
performed in India in Washington’s School of Medicine,
the last 25 years by stated that children with OFCs in
the international NGO Smile Train. India were .5 times more
‘This amounts to 30,000 surgeries vulnerable to severe malnutrition
annually. It is the highest by any Soma Basu compared to other children under
organisation in the private or five. It also says one-third of the
public sector. But the figures don’t cleft lip and palate-related
shine in India where one in 700 malnutrition deaths can be
children are born with lip and/or prevented with timely surgical
palate deformity every year and treatment and proper nutrition.
there is a backlog of 7,000 Free or subsidised surgery and
corrective surgeries annually. follow-up treatment are provided
Smile Train India is among the by NGOs in collaboration with
NGOs that support and partner mostly city-based private hospitals
with skilled surgeons to provide because government hospitals lack
free cleft surgeries and related specialised infrastructure and
care. While its contribution has trained personnel. The
benefited 7.5 lakh children so far, fragmented cleft care offered by
others, including Mission Smile, government hospitals are not
Operation Smile, Transforming aggregated in public databases,
Cleft and Healing Smile maybe because India is yet to
Foundation, have collectively nationally recognise craniofacial
benefited another 15 lakh children anomalies as a notifiable disease.
in the last 20 years. Their efforts The World Health Organization
deserve appreciation. However, has formally recognised
they still fall short in India, which, craniofacial anomaly in the Global
despite recording the highest Burden of Disease initiative. This is
number of cleft births globally, has what perhaps led the NITI Aayog
no national epidemiological data to initiate conversations around
on cleft lip/palate. birth defects. The National Birth
Cleft lip/palate is a facial birth Defect Awareness Month launched
defect that occurs when certain in August 2024 on the theme
tissues and structures do not fuse ‘Breaking Barriers: inclusive
during pregnancy due to genetic support for children with birth
factor or maternal nutrition defects including clefts’ helped
deficiencies. It leaves newborns discuss prevention, early
with a gap in the upper lip and the identification, and timely
roof of the mouth. Independent management of common
surveys estimate that 36,000 congenital malformations.
babies are born with cleft Surgeons play a key role in
abnormalities in India every year. minimising birth defects. While
About 68% of them rely on people think of cleft lip and/or
government hospitals for initial Comprehensive palate as a cosmetic deformity, it
diagnosis, yet there are 17.5 lakh cleft care for impacts a child’s ability to speak,
children with unrepaired clefts. children in India s.wal!ow, hear, and breaLIA]eA If not
S . is driven by the aurglgally corr?cted, bableg withia
The situation in India cleft lip have difficulty nursing and
The situation is complex: there is non-profit require special feeding
lack of documentation of birth private model. techniques. Children with a cleft
anomalies, and parental The government lip get bullied and struggle with
counseling on care and treatment has achieved school and with communication.
is woefully inadequate. Also, the little in creating Employment and marriage
high cost of surgery deters families awareness or become challenging. All this leads
from seeking help. A decade ago, aking cleft to psychological trauma and
the Lancet Surgery Commission 4 '“3 e affects confidence. Ignorance and
estimated a burden of 18.7% surgeries superstitions strengthen the
untreated Orofacial Clefts (OFC) in accessible and stigma surrounding the
India. A 2022 report of the affordable to all disfigurement, and treatment is

marked by a rural-urban divide.
Every health challenge requires
collaboration. Smile Train India
and others address the gaps in
cleft services with a sustainable
and scalable global health model.
This empowers local doctors as
equal partners by providing
support in training and covering
surgical costs. As per the 2011
Census, 68.8% of the population in
rural areas need to be covered
aggressively. Collaborating with
the Rashtriya Bal Swasthya
Karyakram and ASHA for clear
communication on early screening
of birth defects and deficiencies is
a way forward. In the absence of
hospital partners in interior areas,
timely medical intervention, wif
incentives that cover travel cost,
surgery and hospital stay, and
post-operative support including
speech therapy, is imperative.

The way forward

UNICEF estimates that about 2.5
crore children are born in India
annually. The 2022 National
Family Health Survey states that
1.35 crore children are born in
government hospitals, where cleft
care in detected cases can ideally
start at birth and life-transforming
surgery can be done after three
months of birth. It is time for
policymakers to recognise cleft
deformity as a health issue and
opt for better management at the
grassroots level, where there is
limited awareness and access. The
government can devise a
multi-level approach to address
under served communities. NGOs
are trying to expand the footprint
but government hospitals, where
almost 50% of India’s children are
born, need to upgrade.

Health experts say cleft
missions help strengthen
government healthcare systems by
improving surgical infrastructure,
increasing access to affordable
care, training the local workforce,
and breaking social taboos. The
success of cleft surgeries is
measured by improved
functionality, which depends on
the age at which the child is
brought for treatment.

Deaths most dishonourable

Laws alone may not be enough as lor

STATE OF PLAY
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n one of the most sinister
l crimes in the year draw-
ing to a close, 19-year-old
Manya Vivekananda Dodda-
mani was lethally attacked by
her father and his supporters
at Inam Veerapur village in
Dharwad district in north Kar-
nataka on December 21. The
grievously injured woman,
married a few months ago and
pregnant, died in the hospital.

What provoked the attack
was the marriage of an “up-
per” caste woman to a “low-
er” caste man, thereby bring-
ing “dishonour” to her family
and clan. Manya (née Manya
Patil) was a Lingayat, and her
decision to marry a Madiga
(Scheduled Caste) man had in-
curred the family’s wrath.

The couple had married in
May despite strong opposi-
tion. The tahsildar and the
police had intervened, calling
both families for a truce. The
police registered a case as a
precautionary measure. Per-
ceiving threat, the couple had
shifted to neighbouring Have-
ri. However, assuming that
tempers had cooled, a preg-
nant Manya and her husband
had returned to her native vil-
lage in December only to learn
in the most tragic way that
they were wrong.

ported cases.

arrested from

Karnataka

gated data on “honour” kill-
ings for 2025 in Karnataka,
there were some widely re-

year-old Shankar Kollur was

lage in Kalaburagi district for
allegedly murdering his 18-
year-old daughter, Kavita. A
nursing student from the Lin-
gayat community, she was in
love with a Kuruba boy.

In February, the death of a
2l-year-old woman, from the
Kuruba caste, by drowning in
Harohalli on the outskirts of
Bengaluru was flagged by her
boyfriend, a Naidu, as “ho-
nour” killing, though the pol-
ice recorded it as an accident.

In January, a district court
in Gadag in north Karnataka
d four men to death
for murdering an inter-caste
couple — Gangamma Rathod
from the Lambani community
(‘touchable’ SC) and her hus-
band Ramesh Madar, from the
Madiga community (SC ‘Left’)
— in 2019. The circumstances

as notions of caste superiority exist

clearly not above such crimes.
In a paper titled, “In the name
of ‘Honour’ published in
2024, the People’s Union for
Civil Liberties-Karnataka re-
corded 13 cases of “honour”
attacks from January-2022 to
December-2023 where 12 peo-
ple were murdered. “These
killings have taken place in se-
ven districts across Karnataka.
Each case is a shocking remin-
der of the brutal lengths that
people have gone to oppose
inter-caste and inter-faith fra-
ternising,” read the paper. “In
most of the killings in 202223,
the victim was a woman be-
longing to the more dominant
community. The perpetrators
were men in her family.”
Since the incident in Veera-
pur village earlier this month,
there have been protests by
Dalit and other progressive or-
ganisations. One of their prin-
cipal demands is a separate
law to tackle “honour” crimes
and name it after Manya. In
the recent winter session of
the Legislature, Karnataka
passed the Karnataka Protec-
tion of People from Social Boy-
cott (Prevention, Prohibition
and Redressal) Bill, 2025, for
preventing social boycott and
discrimination by caste or
community panchayats.
While there are provisions
in existing laws to prevent
caste-related violence, it could
be argued that special laws
add another layer of fortifica-
tion. But such fortifications

In August, 52-

Melakunda vil-

Manya’s father, Prakash- | leadingto the death weresimi- | are not hard to breach as long
gouda Patil, and five co-ac- | lar to Manya’s. The couple had | as caste hierarchies and no-
cused are now in custody, | married in 2017 despite the fa- | tions of caste superiority have
while the police are on the | mily’s oppositionandlefttheir | social acceptance. One of the

lookout for the others among
the 15 accused. Two police
personnel and a panchayat

native village Lakkalakatti in
Gadag district. They had re-
turned under the false notion

arguments against the caste
survey in Karnataka (and el-
sewhere in India as well) by

development officer have | that old wounds had healed. the “upper” castes has been
been suspended for derelic- Even though northern | that such an exercise resur-
tion of duty. Manya’s husband | States such as Haryana, Jhark- | rects archaic practices that

and in-laws also sustained in-
juries in the attack and are
now recovering.

Though there is no segre-

hand, and Uttar Pradesh typi-
cally hit headlines for “ho-
nour” killings, “progressive”
States such as Karnataka are

have no currency in Viksit
Bharat. Manya’s death is a
tragically eloquent testimony
to the fallacy of this argument.

Why programming is losing its gold standard’ status to GenAl

Al proficiency is outpacing traditional coding in both demand and dollar value

DATA POINT

g Change in tech hierarchy

Generative Al is rewriting the tech career playbook. Programming, once the gold
standard for high-paying jobs, is now viewed as a secondary skill that is ‘less essential’ to
the future workforce. Because learning Al is more accessible to beginners, the disruption
to traditional coding has multiplied. With Al/ML roles commanding significantly higher
salaries than standard development jobs, the industry’s transition is only gathering
speed. The above conclusions are based on the World Economic Forum’s “New Economy
Skills: Building Al, Data and Digital Capabilities for Growth”. By The Hindu Data Team
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Declarations cross Rs. 600
crore mark: Big rush

New Delhi, Dec. 30: Declarations under the
voluntary disclosure scheme had crossed the Rs.
600 crore mark in the country by this evening,
official sources said.

With just 24 hours to go, there had been
heavy declarations all over the country, the
sources added.

Declarations in Delhi alone amounted to Rs.
83 crores.

In Rourkela police had to intervene to pacify
the declarants when the State Bank of India
staff, unable to cope with the rush, refused to
accept their payments after 2 p.m. according to
information reaching the Income-Tax
headquarters in Bhubaneswar.

There was an unusually long queue of
persons waiting at receiving counter of the bank
since the morning. When the staff refused to
accept payments after 2 p.m., the crowd
stormed the counters.

The Rourkela Income-Tax officers sought
police help to control the situation and
persuaded the bank official to accept the
payments.

Tamil Nadu: As many as 1,420 persons in
Tamil Nadu to-day, disclosed concealed wealth
and income amounting to Rs. 15 crores.

An official spokesman said the disclosures had
so far amounted to Rs. 57 crores in the State.

Kerala: A sum of over Rs. 13.6 crores of
concealed income and wealth has been
disclosed so far in Kerala under the voluntary
disclosure scheme.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO DECEMBER 31, 1925
Philadelphia exhibition
London, Dec. 29: Plans are being rapidly

completed for Indian rep ion at the
Sesquicentennial Exposition at Philadelphia, for
which an area of 132,000 square feet has been
allotted. The pavilion, which covers an area of
52,000 square feet, will have a handsome facade
reminiscent of the best type of Moghul
architecture with a stall space for the exhibitions
0f 120,000 sq. feet, half of which has been
provisionally booked. Stall rents have been fixed
at two pounds sterling per square foot which
covers the cost of erection of the pavilion and
overhead charges. The features will include a
tourist section, an Indian restaurant and a
theatre in which Indian conjurers, acrobats and
Burmese dancers will give displays.
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Amount pledged by Suspects detained by | Telangana sees a Dip in registration of | Number of flights
United States for UN Turkiye police in raids | downward trend in residential properties | cancelled due to fog
humanitarian aid against Islamic State crime rate in 2025 in Indian cities in 2025 | conditions in Delhi

in $ billion. Instead of handing funds

to individual agencies, the U.S. will

funnel its contributions through the
UN aid agency OCHA, headed by Tom
Fletcher, which earlier this year launched a
so-called Humanitarian Reset to improve
efficiency and accountability. The U.S.
funds — welcomed by UN Secretary
General Antonio Guterres —will then be
distributed to 17 selected countries. are

357m st
after a deadly clash in

the northwestern province of Yalova, where
three police officers and six IS militants
were killed. Eight other officers and a night
guard were wounded when police stormed
a house used as a hideout. Turkiye has
launched a series of ions against

saw a slight downward trend in 2025, with
total cases dropping to 2.29 lakh —a
2.33% decrease — from the 2.34 lakh cases
reported last year. According to police data
released on Tuesday, over 500

suspected IS cells in the past week. a»

d CPI (Maoist) cadre,
surrendered in the outgoing year, e

Registration of residential

properties declined 5% to

5.45 lakh units till December
25 this year across nine cities, while value
rose 11% to ¥4.46 crore, according to
Square Yards. The real estate consultant
released the data of properties registered
in Pune, Thane, Mumbai, Navi Mumbai,
Bengaluru, Hyderabad, Noida, Greater
Noida and Ghaziabad. ni

llSAbout 16 flights diverted
and 130 services delayed

at the Delhi airport on Tuesday as dense
fog disrupted operations. The Indira
Gandhi International Airport handles
around 1,300 flights daily. An official said
60 arrivals and 58 departures were
cancelled while 16 flights were diverted at
the airport. /i
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Law on ‘suspension of sentence’

In life imprisonment cases like Kuldeep Singh Sengar’s, what factors must appellate courts weigh before suspending a sentence? Does the Delhi High Court’s view

that an MLA is not a ‘public servant’ under the POCSO framework expose a gap that weakens protection against aggravated abuses by elected representatives?

LETTER & SPIRIT

Kartikey Singh

n December 29, a three-judge

vacation bench of the

Supreme Court, comprising

CJ1 Surya Kant, Justice J.K.
Maheshwari and Justice A.G. Masih,
issued notice and stayed the Delhi High
Court’s judgment suspending the life
sentence of a former four-time MLA,
Kuldeep Singh Sengar and granting him
bail pending appeal in the 2017 infamous
Unnao rape case. The intervention came
just six days after the High Court, on
December 23, suspended Sengar’s life
sentence, which triggered intense public
debate.

The case stems from allegations that in
June 2017, the survivor, then a minor, was
raped by the convict, the then-sitting
MLA, at his residence. Amid allegations of
police inaction and intimidation, the
probe was transferred to the CBI in April
2018, and the trial shifted to Delhi
pursuant to the SC's directions. On
December 16, 2019, the trial court in Delhi
convicted Sengar, and by a separate order
on December 20, 2019, sentenced him to
imprisonment for the remainder of his
natural life.

Once a trial concludes, an accused is
either acquitted or convicted. A
conviction displaces the “presumption of
innocence” and renders the sentence
operative, requiring the convict to
undergo the awarded punishment.
However, the conviction remains
appealable, and during the pendency of
appellate scrutiny, the convict may, under
Section 389 of the CrPC, 1973 (now
Section 430 of the BNSS, 2023), seek
suspension of the execution of the
sentence and consequential bail if in
custody, keeping its enforcement in
abeyance. Importantly, ‘suspension of
sentence’, which is a discretionary
judicial power, halts only the punishment
and not the finding of guilt.

When do courts suspend a sentence?
The law draws a clear distinction between
‘suspension of sentence’ in cases
involving short-term or fixed-term
sentences, where it is the norm, and in
serious offences, often punishable with
life imprisonment, where it is an
exception. In Bhagwan Rama Shinde Gosai
vs. State of Gujarat (1999), the SC held that
when a fixed-term sentence is under
appeal, appellate courts must liberally
exercise their discretion to suspend the
sentence, barring exceptional
circumstances. Conversely, in serious
offences or those punishable with life
imprisonment, such as Sengar’s case,
‘suspension of sentence’ under Section
389 CrPC is rare and must follow an
objective assessment of factors including
the nature and gravity of the offence, the
manner of its commission, and the
desirability of releasing the convict on
bail, as reiterated by the top court in
Shivani Tyagi vs. State of Uttar Pradesh
(2024), an acid attack case.

In allowing Sengar’s ‘susp of
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Public voices: Women stage a protest demanding justice for the Unnao gangrape victim outside Delhi High Court in New Delhi. Ant

establishments, are treated as
‘aggravated’ and subjected to enhanced
punishment, reflecting legislative
recognition of abuse of power and
heightened victim vulnerability.

Definition of public servant
Importantly, the POCSO Act does not
define the term “public servant.” Under
Section 2(2) of the POCSO Act, undefined
expressions shall draw their meaning
from the IPC (1860), CrPC (1973), the
Juvenile Justice (Care and Protection of
Children) Act, 2015, or the Information
Technology Act, 2000. Among these, only
the IPC defines “public servant” under
Section 21, encompassing categories such
as judges, military officers, and
arbitrators, etc., but not elected
legislators. Relying on this statutory
scheme and the top court’s ruling in R.S.
Nayak vs. A.R. Antulay (1984), the HC held
that an MLA does not qualify as a “public
servant” under the IPC and,
consequently, the POCSO Act. Thisis a
departure from the trial court’s approach,
which had sustained Sengar’s conviction
under Section 5(c) by importing the
broader definition of “public servant”
from Section 2(viii) of the Prevention of
Corruption Act (PCA), 1988, which
includes any person holding an office to
perform a public duty.

Consequently, the HC held, prima
facie, that Sengar’s case did not fall within
the category of rape committed by a
“public servant” under Section 5(c) of the
POCSO Act or Section 376(2)(b) IPC. This
finding formed the central basis for
suspending his sentence and granting
regular bail. The HC also noted that
Sengar had undergone over seven years
of imprisonment, and, relying on
Kashmira Singh vs. State of Punjab (1977),
observed that prolonged incarceration
could cause injustice if the conviction or
sentence were ultimately modified.

Addressing the survivor’s

} ion of threat, rooted in a

sentence’ application, the High Court
focused primarily on his conviction under
Section 5(c) of the POCSO Act, which
criminalises ‘aggravated’ penetrative
sexual assault by a “public servant” on a
child and attracts punishment under
Section 6. Under the criminal law
framework, offences committed by
persons in positions of trust or authority,
such as police or armed force personnel,
public servants, and staff of institutions
including hospitals, jails, or educational

»

documented history of systemic
intimidation, the custodial death of her
father (for which Sengar stands convicted
under Section 304(11) IPC), police
callousness, and the 2019 truck-car
accident that critically injured her and
her lawyer and killed her two aunts, the
HC noted that the SC had granted her
CRPF protection in August 2019.
Nevertheless, the HC held that
‘suspension of sentence’ could not be
denied solely on the apprehension that

police or paramilitary forces might fail in
their protective duties, as such a premise
would undermine their role.

In a case that laid bare a prolonged
struggle for justice, structural barriers
and deep institutional failures in
confronting entrenched power, the
suspension of a life sentence raises
serious concerns.

First, while the HC is legally correct in
holding that it could not expand the
statutory definition of “public servant” by
amending the legislation to import the
broader meaning under the PCA, its
interpretation could have been more
purposive. The resulting anomaly is
troubling: while a patwari (village
accountant) or police constable qualifies
as a “public servant” and attracts
punishment under the POCSO Act, an
elected MLA does not. This ambiguity in
the POCSO framework was also flagged by
the SC bench. By narrowing the scope of
the POCSO Act, a special, victim-centric
statute designed to protect children, the
HC accorded insufficient weight to its
object and intent. Offences under Section
5(c) are undoubtedly graver than
corruption offences by MPs or MLAs:
while corruption undermines
governance, offences under the POCSO
Act involve the direct abuse of children,
causing severe physical and psychological
trauma with lasting social consequences.

The apex court has repeatedly
cautioned against interpretive literalism
that weakens POCSO’s protective core. In
Attorney General for India vs. Satish (2021),
it rejected the Bombay HC'’s untenable
narrow interpretation that groping a
minor through clothing, without direct
“skin-to-skin” contact, did not amount to
“touch” or “physical contact” so as to
attract the offence of “sexual assault”
under Section 7 of the POCSO Act.
Similarly, in Independent Thought vs.
Union of India (2017), the SC
harmoniously and purposively
interpreted child-protection law by
reading down Exception 2 to Section 375
IPC, which had exempted non-consensual
sexual intercourse with one’s wife aged
between 15 and 18, from the offence of
rape. Together, these rulings affirm that
when child protection is at stake,
statutory interpretation must advance,
not dilute, the law’s protective purpose.

Second, the HC’s decision rests
primarily on the prima facie
inapplicability of Section 5(c) of the
POCSO Act and the period of

incarceration already undergone.
However, the SC has held that in cases
involving life imprisonment, ‘suspension
of sentence’ under Section 389 CrPC
requires the appellate court to assess
whether the convict has a fair chance of
acquittal. Recently, in Chhotelal Yadav vs.
State of Jharkhand (2025), the apex court
set aside a ‘suspension of sentence’,
holding that in life imprisonment cases,
suspension is warranted only where the
convict demonstrates a palpable or gross
error in the trial court’s judgment
sufficient to show that the appeal may
succeed and result in acquittal. In
Sengar’s case, the HC ought to have
examined whether the non-applicability
of Section 5(c) would lead to his complete
acquittal. Further, in Shivani Tyagi vs.
State of Uttar Pradesh (2024), the SC
clarified that long incarceration alone
cannot justify ‘suspension of sentence’ in
life imprisonment cases.

In the same vein, in Jamna Lal vs. State
of Rajasthan (2025), involving a POCSO
conviction carrying a 20-year sentence,
the SC set aside an order suspending
sentence, holding that once the trial court
has found the victim to be a minor, such a
finding cannot be lightly unsettled at the
suspension stage.

Third, the HC should have accorded
greater weight to the undisputed record
of intimidation and violence, including
the survivor’s father’s death, alleged
witness tampering, and the exceptional
security measures required during trial.

What is next?
The HC’s literal interpretation highlights a
statutory framework that recognises
authority only when formally mentioned,
not when exercised through entrenched
political power, as seen in the definition
of “public servant.” This limitation is
legislatively inherited, not judicially
created. While legality and justice often
align, they do not always converge.
Beyond legal questions, the case also
exposes how the criminal justice system
operates for survivors of sexual violence.
It lays bare the fact that, in reality, the
fundamental right of equality before law
and equal protection of laws under Article
14 of our Constitution is not truly treated
as equal for every individual. Yet, these
courageous survivors bear the cost not to
vindicate the system, but to reveal its
limits and expand justice for all.
Kartikey Singh is a lawyer based in New
Delhi. Views expressed are personal.

THE GIST
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The law draws a distinction
between ‘suspension of
sentence’ in cases involving
short-term or fixed-term
sentences, where itis the
norm, and in serious offences,
where it is an exception.

v

‘Suspension of sentence’,
which is a discretionary judicial
power, halts only the
punishment and not the
finding of guilt.

v

The POCSO Act does not define
the term “public servant.” The
Act says undefined expressions
shall draw their meaning from
the IPC, CrPC, the Juvenile
Justice Act, 2015, or the IT Act,
2000.
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cause it correlates with higher tax capacity, better service delivery, and more diversified employment. RAGHUNATHAN SR

The curious case of Tamil Nadu where big
debt numbers tell the wrong story

Why the State’s borrowing looks less ‘alarming, once growth, per capita income and human development are taken into account; moreover, when

75% of revenue comes from the State’s own resources, how should debates on outstanding debt factor in tax capacity and cooperative federalism?

Salman Soz

Congress party colleague’s

recent post has stirred up quite

a debate. The claim is stark, the

language urgent, and the
conclusion dramatic: Tamil Nadu’s debt
situation is “alarming.”

The comparison is eye-catching too. In
2010, Uttar Pradesh had more than
double the debt of Tamil Nadu. Today,
Tamil Nadu’s outstanding debt is higher
than Uttar Pradesh’s. On the face of it,
that sounds damning. A single indicator. A
clean before-and-after. A tidy verdict.

But public finance is rarely tidy and
single-indicator stories, however viral,
often hide more than they reveal. I am not
about to dismiss concerns on debt. Debt
shapes fiscal space, future budgets, and
policy choices. However, debt, by itself, is
not a moral failing, nor is it a sufficient
summary of a State’s economic health. To
understand what Tamil Nadu’s numbers
actually mean, we need to step back,
widen the lens, and place that one
indicator inside a larger economic story.

Let us begin where the criticism
begins. As of 2025-26, Tamil Nadu’s
outstanding debt is estimated at 26.1% of
gross state domestic product (GSDP),
down from 26.4% in 2024-25 and 26.6% in
2023-24. The State’s debt ratio has been
on a gradual downward path since its
COVID-19 peak, though it remains above
pre-Covid levels.

Uttar Pradesh, by contrast, is estimated
to end 2025-26 with outstanding liabilities
of 29.4% of GSDP, also declining from
30.8% in 2024-25. U.P. remains more
indebted than Tamil Nadu relative to the
size of its economy, even though Tamil
Nadu’s absolute debt stock is now higher.
‘Tamil Nadu’s economy, at ¥35.7 lakh crore

GSDP in 2025-26, is significantly larger per
capita than Uttar Pradesh’s ¥30.8 lakh
crore economy, despite U.P. having nearly
three times the population. Absolute
comparisons without denominators make
for good headlines, but weak analysis.

‘What about the interest burden,
another charge raised in the post? Tamil
Nadu does spend a high share of its
revenue receipts on interest payments,
about 21% in 2025-26. That places it
among the higher-interest-burden States.
Yes, interest costs constrain budgets. But
10, the numbers do not indicate a debt
spiral. In fact, Tamil Nadu’s fiscal deficit is
projected at 3% of GSDP in 2025-26, lower
than the 3.3% revised estimate for
2024-25, and fully within the Fiscal
Responsibility and Budget Management
(FRBM) framework. The direction of
travel matters as much as the level.

‘A more meaningful way to assess debt
sustainability over the last decade is to
step away from headline stock numbers
and look instead at the mechanics of debt
accumulation. Over the ten-year period
from 2012-13 to 2021-22, Tamil Nadu’s
average real GDP growth has exceeded its
average real effective interest rate by
about 2.1 percentage points, while even in
the more recent five-year window, which
includes the pandemic shock, the
growth-interest differential remains
positive at 1.3 percentage points. This
matters because when growth
persistently exceeds the effective cost of
borrowing, debt ratios stabilise or decline
unless primary deficits are very large,
which in Tamil Nadu’s case have been
below 2% of GSDP.

So, what distinguishes Tamil Nadu is
not that its debt rose, but what happened
alongside that rise. Notably between
2020-21 and 2023-24, Tamil Nadu

A meaningful way to assess debt
sustainability is to step away
from headline stock numbers
and look instead at the
mechanics of debt accumulation

maintained real GSDP growth averaging
above 7%, with services and
manufacturing consistently expanding.
The economy did not stagnate under
debt. It expanded through it.

Tamil Nadu’s per capita GSDP in
2023-24 stood at ¥3.53 lakh, more than
three times Uttar Pradesh’s 1.07 lakh.
This reflects decades of higher
productivity, industrialisation, and
human capital formation. Tamil Nadu is
far more urbanised, which matters
because it correlates with higher tax
capacity, better service delivery, and
more diversified employment. Human
development indicators reinforce this
picture. Tamil Nadu consistently
outperforms most States on literacy,
health access, and demographic
transition. These outcomes reduce
long-term fiscal pressures by lowering
dependency ratios and improving labour
productivity.

Where Tamil Nadu’s story becomes
most forward-looking is in investment
and economic composition. In 202526,
Tamil Nadu planned a 22% increase in
capital outlays, with especially sharp
increases in transport, urban
development, and energy. The State has
also committed resources to the Tamil
Nadu Semiconductor Mission, fintech
hubs, R&D ecosystems, and advanced
manufacturing. Debt that finances future
productivity is not the same as debt that
merely fills revenue gaps. The

composition of expenditure matters, and
Tamil Nadu'’s capital-heavy budget tilt
suggests an economy still investing its way
forward.

There is a deeper political economy
question hiding behind the debt debate.
Tamil Nadu raises 75% of its revenue
receipts from its own resources. 25%
comes from its share in central taxes and
via grants. Uttar Pradesh, by contrast,
depends on the Centre for over half of its
revenue receipts. This reflects stronger
tax bases, higher compliance, and denser
economic activity in Tamil Nadu.

Yet, fiscal debates cannot ignore past
performance, present capacity, and fiscal
transfers. States that industrialised early,
invested in human development, and
controlled population growth, now face
tighter borrowing constraints and lower
transfers, even as they continue to
contribute disproportionately to national
growth and tax collections. If debt alone
becomes the yardstick, the incentive
structure gets inverted. Good
performance gets punished, and catch-up
States get permanent support with little
acc bility. That is not cooperati
federalism. It is a recipe for discord.

One indicator can spark a debate. It
cannot settle it. The real story is not about
who overtook whom on a debt chart. It is
about what States did with their
borrowing, what economies they built,
and what futures they are financing. On
that score, Tamil Nadu’s story remains far
more resilient, and far more relevant,
than a single line on a graph would have
us believe.

Salman Soz is a member of the Indian
National Congress and co-author of
‘Unshackling India: Hard Truths and Clear
Choices for Economic Revival’. Views
expressed are personal.
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A quiz on popular traditions seen around the world to usher in the New Year

Vighnesh P. Venkitesh

A

QUESTION #1

In which country can one normally see
people throwing dishes against the door
and banging pots to scare away ‘bad
spirits?

[N

QUESTION #2

In this Spanish tradition that has recently
become popular around the world, what
fruit do people eat 12 of for good luck in
the New Year?

|

QUESTION #3

In which country is New Year's eve called
‘Hogmanay’ and celebrated with customs
such as ‘first-footing™?

[N

QUESTION #4

Name the spiced apple drink served in
parts of England to toast good health for
the New Year?

CcM
K

[N

QUESTION #5

What do the Greeks hang on their doors on New Year’s eve to

symbolise rebirth?

[N
QUESTION #6

Name the country where one could see people observing
12 seconds of silence at midnight as a tribute to the year

gone by?

Visual Question:
Name this effigy and the place in Kerala where it is burned
at the stroke of midnight on New Year’s eve. THULASI KAKKAT

2. The Prime Minister of this Western
Ans: France
Southeast Asian countries. Ans:

Cambodia and Thailand

tourists occur that led to a military

Africa

Ans: Australia
7. Where was the year's deadliest

Questions and Answers to the previous
day’s daily quiz: 1. Where did the summit
between Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin
take place? Ans: Anchorage, Alaska

European country resigned after less than
a month in office, only to be reinstated.

3. The Preah Vihear Temple remains a
point of contention between which two

4. Where did the mass shooting attack on
escalation between India and Pakistan?
Ans: Pahalgam, Jammu and Kashmir
5. Which African city hosted this year's G20
Summit? Ans: Johannesburg, South

6. Which country enforced the world's first

social media ban for children under 167

earthquake recorded? Ans: Sagaing

Region, Myanmar

8. The United Nations Security Council
supported an autonomy plan for the
disputed Western Sahara territory under
the sovereignty of which country? Ans:
Morocco

9. The 2025 Nobel Peace Prize winner was
from this South American country. Ans:
Venezuela

10. This sparsely populated Arctic region
was referenced in global discourse after a
major power assigned it a special envoy.
Ans: Greenland

Visual: This narrow water body bordering
the Arabian Peninsula appeared frequently
in the news this year in connection with
drone and missile attacks on commercial
shipping. Can you name the strait? Ans:
Bab el-Mandeb
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Know your
English

‘What are you doing here? Why aren't you
in school?"

"We have a holiday today. The staff is
on strike."

"I see. What are you planning to do?
Are you..."

"..why didn't you correct me? I said,
the staff is on strike. Shouldn't I have said,
the staff are on strike'?"

"Both the sentences are grammatically
correct. You see, some nouns can be
followed by either a singular verb or a
plural verb. It all depends on how you
look at them and..."

"...how I look at them? What do you
mean?"

"Well, take for example, the noun, staff.
If you look upon all the members of the
staff as coming together and forming a
single unit, then you use a singular verb.
For example, the staff is going on a picnic
tomorrow."

"The staff wants coffee to be provided
during the lunch hour."

"That's a good example. If, on the other
hand, you look upon the staff as
consisting of individual members and..."

"...and not as forming a single unit?"

"Right! If your focus is on individual
members, then you use a plural verb. For
example, the staff want coffee to be
provided during the lunch hour."

"The staff have decided to reject the
Principal's proposal. Does that sound
OK?"

"Sounds good to me. Let me give you
another example. The family was of the
opinion that no loan should be given to
Mohan. The family were of the opinion
that no loan should be given to Mohan.
What's the difference between these two
sentences?"

"When you say, the family was of the
opinion...", what you're implying is that
you are thinking of all the members of the
family coming together and forming a
single unit. The family is a single entity."

"That's right! You're not looking at them
as separate individuals, but as a single

group.”

"If, on the other hand, I say, 'the family
were of the opinion...", then I guess 1 am
focussing on the individual members of
the family. I am not..."

"...right again! You're not looking at
them as a single unit. Here are a few more
examples. The jury has asked for more
time. The jury have asked for more time.
Now then, can you think of any more
examples?"

"How about this example? East Bengal
is at the top of the table. East Bengal are
winning the game. They have just scored
another goal."

"Tell me, if there is no school, why are
you all dressed up? Going somewhere?"

"My father, along with his four friends,
are taking me to the planetarium."

"Is."

"What?"

"My father, along with his four friends,
is taking me to the planetarium. What you
are saying is, my father is taking me to the
planetarium along with his four friends.”

"I see. The former Chief Minister of
Bihar, along with the Ministers, is sitting
in the President's office."

"By the way, you said that your father
was taking you to the planetarium today.
Doesn't he have to go to the office?"

"NO!"

"No! Why not?"

"The management is on strike!"
Published in The Hindu on February 23,
1999

Word of the day

Panoply:

acomplete and impressive array

Synonyms: display, exhibit

Usa g€ The government has promised a whole
panoply of social and economic improvements.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/panoplypro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /panapli/
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Deceptive sheen

Bullion rally alongside financial assets, a warning sign

arely do precious metals rally to new highs at
atime when economic growth is strong and
there’s a bull run in stocks. But 2025 proved
an exception. The world economy is expected to close
the year with a healthy 2.7 per cent growth despite US
tariff uncertainty. Q3 GDP growth from the US (4.3 per
cent growth), China (4.8 per cent), Eurozone (0.4 per
cent) and India (8.2 per cent), all exceeded forecasts.
The global stock market rally acquired new
=3 legs with the US S&P 500 gaining nearly 18
&‘ per cent, Nikkei 225 26 per cent, Hang Seng
28 per cent, FTSE100 20 per cent and the
Nifty50 over 9 per cent in 2025. Still, gold and
silver handily outperformed stocks with
dollar returns of 66 per cent and 158 per cent
respectively, till date. Precious metals
attracted safe haven buying despite healthy
growthand upbeat markets for four reasons.
One, with Trump’s volatile trade and
diplomatic policies, the usually resilient US
dollar depreciated this year, with the Dollar
Index slumping 9.6 per cent. Worries
mounted about unsustainable sovereign debt
levels at the US and other advanced
economies, prompting central banks to
diversifyaway from US treasuries into gold.
Two, policy rate cuts trimmed returns on
treasury bills and bonds making gold more
attractive. Three, by end of 2025, extreme
concentration of stock market gains in
Al-themed stocks fanned fears of a bubble
burst, prompting investors to seek refuge in
precious metals. Four, advanced economies
oblivious to the loss of confidence in gilts,
were preparing for another bout of
Quantitative Easing in 2026. Currency
debasement fears are propelling gains in hard
assets such as gold, silver and industrial
metals.

The rally in precious metals may very well
continue into 2026. This can have a mixed
impact on the domestic economy. On the
positive side, gains in precious metals
translate into a significant wealth effect for
Indian households because of their large
hoard of bullion. While they do not sell
bullion except when in distress, households
are increasingly pledging it for loans,
enabling monetisation of idle bullion
holdings. Thisis evident from the gold loan
books of Indian banks expanding 128 per cent
the past year. Other official attempts at
monetising household gold have either failed
or backfired on the government, with
Sovereign Gold Bonds proving a costly form
of borrowings. Therefore, monetisation
through loans needs to be encouraged — with
prudential lending norms in place.

On the flip side, policymakers need to
worry about the rising flows into gold and
silver ETFs (Exchange Traded Funds).
Traditionally, Indian jewellery buyers cut
back on their purchases when prices soar, but
the emerging class of ETF investors chase
returns. This calls for vigilance overasurge in
imports as gold and silver prices soar. The
rally in precious metals is also a warning to
retail investors that they need to lower their
return expectations and derisk portfolios in
2026.

POCKET

RAVIKANTH

“We can’t go on hiring and firing! Our

2025: The year of trade tumult

TOTAL CHURN. Trump tariffs have led to geo-political shifts. This includes a subtle improvement in India-China ties

BISWAJIT DHAR

heyear 2025 will long be

remembered as the most

consequential one in the

post-War era, thanks to the

disruptive policies US
President Donald Trump began
adopting from the day he assumed
charge of the Oval Office for the second
time.

Trump started by withdrawing the US
from the Paris Agreement under the
United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change and also from the
World Health Organization, effectively
ending the possibility of reaching global
consensus to address global warming
and global health emergencies.

His third and more consequential
action, one that has already altered
geoeconomics and politics through
significant shifts inalliances, was the
adoption of the America First Trade
Policy.

This policy was presented as
“foundation and resource for trade
policyactions that will Make America
Great Again by putting America First”,
More importantly, Trump’s policy
argued that US’ future prosperity and
national security required a coordinated
and strategic approach, one that fully
utilised the authorities and expertise of
the Federal government to ensure the
enduring economic, technological, and
military dominance of the country.

‘TARIFF TOOL

Interms of its implementation, the
America First Trade Policy is almost
entirelyanchored on the use of tariff,
which Trump often “described as the
most beautiful word in the dictionary”.
Steep “reciprocal tariff” was announced
in April on 57 countries, but actual
imposition was deferred by three
months, with the expectation that the
Trump Administration would be able to
extract suitable concessions from each
target country.

The immediate impact on most major
economies, dependent as they were on
the US, was through the escalating costs
of doing business, not only because of
the impact of “Trump tariffs” on their
export earnings, but also on account of
the uncertainties caused by consistent
shifts in Trump’s policies.

‘The more enduring impact of the
America First Trade Policy is being felt
through the global value chains (GVCs),

’F

US President Donald Trump’s tariff assault has

which formed the basis of global
production and trade during the past
three decades. Trump’s trade policy was
not the first instance of US’ offensive
against the GVCs dominated by China.
His predecessor had tried to promote
“friendshoring” through the 14-country
Indo-Pacific Economic Framework for
Prosperity initiative, to create
America-centric GVCs. But while Biden
did not challenge the GVCs per se,
Trump’s America First Trade Policy
created a protectionist wall that could
enable the US to reshore manufacturing
in theworld’s largest economy. It was an
inward-looking a policy package
bordering on promoting isolationism.
Trump’s decision to give powers onto
himself to shape the future of US trade
policy dealta crippling blow to the
multilateral trading system. For eight
decades since the adoption of the
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
(GATT), global trade rules were framed
through consensus among the GATT
and then the member states of the
World Trade Organization (WTO).

The recent thaw in ties
also saw China
committing to import
more from India. Latest
available data show India’s
exports to China increasing
by over 90 per cent in
November
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resulted in many

‘Trump had begun dismantling the WTO
during his first term and with his
decision to embrace unilateralism, the
WTO now faces an existential crisis.

CHINA, INDIA HOLD OUT

After imposing “reciprocal tariff” on 57
countries, Trump could close deals with
only 17 countries. Deals could not be
closed with either China or India, the
former using repeated threats of using
retaliatory tariffs, the latter refusing to
yield ground despite facing 50 per cent
onits exports.

Not only was Trump’s strategy of
extracting concessions from these larger
economies unsuccessful, but it triggered
adevelopment American President
could never have anticipated when he
had announced his disruptive trade
policy — the bringing together of the
Indian Prime Minister and the Chinese
President ina meeting in Tianjin at the
end of August. Though largely symbolic,
this development was an important
signal that the two neighbours were
willing to work towards improving their
bilateral relations, ending more than five
‘years of stand-off. Before the end of the
2025, resumption of direct flights
between the two countriesand
improvements in the visa granting
facilities by both China and India, were
signs of normalisation of relations.

The most vexed issue in India-China
trade relations has been India’s
declining exports to China. In 2024-25,
India’s exports were just above $14
billion, the lowest since 2017-18. During

the years of frosty relations since 2020,
India’s exports to China had declined by
almosta third, reducing it to the fifth
largest export destination as against the
second largest at the turn of the decade.

The recent thaw in ties also saw China
committing to import more from India.
Latestavailable data show India’s
exports to China increasing by over 90
per cent in November, and by over 33 per
cent in the first eight months of this
financial year, both on a year-on-year
basis.

Trump’s policies have had their
adverse effects on the exports of both
China and India to the US. While China
has consistently decreased its exposure
to the US market since Trump began
targeting it during his first term, India
started doing this since June.

1n 2017, China’s export share to the
US was almost 22 per cent, it was 10 per
cent in November 2025. India, too, has
reduced its export dependence on the
US froma high of almost 23 per cent in
June to 20 per cent in November.

Amore visible trend for India is its
emphasis on expanding its export
destinations. A flurry of FTAs concluded
in 2025 and the decision to engage with
the Eurasian Economic Union during
Russian President Putin’s visit to New
Delhiin early December are signs of
belated efforts to reduce dependence on
asingle large economy. An indication of
“strategic autonomy”?

‘Thewriter s former Professor, Jawaharlal Nehru
University

IMEC’s relevance to India and its chokepoints

This corridor will connect Indian manufacturing and services with European markets via West Asian logistics

—
Nilanjan Ghosh

heannouncement of the
I India-Middle East-Europe

Economic Gorridor (IMEC) in
2023 was interpreted as a counterweight
to China’s Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI). However, for India, it is less about
rivalry and more about connectivity and
economic security, as diversifying trade
routes connecting India and the EU can
help mitigate the traditional Red
Sea-Suez Canal route’s susceptibility to
geopolitical and logistical problems.

Despite the EU being among India’s
top three trading partners, accounting
for aver 12 per cent of merchandise
trade, the trade movement relies
overwhelmingly on the Red Sea-Suez
Canal route.

In March 2021, a massive container
ship blocked the narrow Suez stretch,
keeping hundreds of vessels stranded,
disrupting around 12 per cent of global
trade. More recently, Houthi attacks on
commercial shipping led to the Red Sea
crisis of 2023-24, forcing major carriers
toreroute vessels around the Cape of
Good Hope. This led to an additional
distance of 3,500 nautical miles,
extending transit times by a week,
increasing fuel costs and insurance
premiums, creating uncertainty in
delivery schedules, and forcing Indian

The IMEC
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Fundamentally, IMEC’s value lies not
inreplacing the Suez or the North-South
corridor (through Russia), but in
bringing about diversification in the
portfolio of India-EU trade route
connectivity by combining maritime
transport, high-speed rail, and
integrated port networks linking India
to the Gulfand onward to Europe.

TRANSIT TIMES REDUCED
Anassociated estimated reduction in
transit times by up to 40 per centand of
logistics costs by around 30 per cent
implies faster turnaround and lower
working capital cycles for Indian
exporters. For India's west coast ports,

exporters to hold back a sig
share of shipments.

Given this, IMEC, for India, can
emerge as a risk-management strategy
through maritime artery diversification.

this p ‘higher throughput, deeper
integration with Gulfand
Mediterranean logistics ecosystems, and
alignment with the government’s
policies with Gati Shakti, Sagarmala, and

bringing down logistics costs to global
benchmarks.

Thus, the Indian ambition to move up
the global value chain from low-margin
assembly to higher-value manufacturing
and services is supported through a
triangular economic structure: Indiaas a
manufacturingand services base, the
Gulfasalogistics and capital hub, and
Europe as a source of technology,
standards, and demand. The IMEC,
thus, envisages an interlinked value
chain, where the factor market in India
gets connected to the product market in
the EU through logistic intermediation
in the Middle East.

Yet, the chokepoints emerge from
geopolitical tensions, logistical
constraints and financing gaps. The
conflict in the Gaza Strip created
impediments for quite some time,
despite the present ceasefire.

Logistical chokepoints emerge from
infrastructure deficits and port capacity
mismatches. While IMEC envisages
cargo movement from Indian ports such
as Mumbai or Mundra to Jebel Ali in the
UAE, and onward by rail through the
UAE and Saudi Arabia to Israel’s Haifa
port, key railway links along this route
are still incomplete.

Again, while Jebel Ali can handle
around 90 million tonnes annually,
Haifa’s capacity s limited to about 30
million tonnes, creating a significant
bottleneck. Unless Haifa’s port capacity
is substantially expanded, IMEC cannot
realistically serve as a large-scale
alternative to the Red Sea-Suez Canal
corridor, where Egyptian ports together
handle nearly 180 million tonnes of
cargoannually.

The real test of IMEC lies in its
financing. Large cross-border corridors
often falter when financing structures
fail to account for political risk,
regulatory diversity, and long gestation
periods. IMEC spans regionswith
uneven fiscal capacities and credit
profiles, making traditional public
funding or stand-alone public-private
partnerships insufficient. IMEC
requires a portfolio approach to
financing — combining public
investment, multilateral guarantees,
sovereign wealth capital, and private
investment — that can lower the capital
cost and attract long-term institutional
investments.

The writer i ident - tudie:
Observer Research Foundation
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Combatting fraud

This refers to ‘Banks report frauds
totalling 21,515 crore in first-half of
FY26' (December 30). This indicates
that many precautions, checks, and
balances are still needed to curb
suchincidents, Since thisamount isa
potential loss, banks might have

whichis adversely affecting the
profitabilityand credibility of those

advances denotes that the
governance aspect needs to
improve.Fund diversion for
unspecified purp: dversely
affecting capital formation. The
human capital employedin thearea
needs to be trained to make prudent
decisions.
created 100 per cent provisioning VSK Pillai
Changanacherry (Keralz)

FY2026” (December 30). With loan
write-off by PSBs in thelast nine years
crossing ¥12 lakh crore, uncertainty of

par with PSB depositors.

Rajiv Magal
Halekere Vilage (Karnataka)

their recover

P g
tangible result, the frauds may double
by the close of FY26. Contrasting fact
isthat the fraudsin UCBs, which is

ithno

solelyattributed gl
are passed on to the depositors ince
DICGC limits risk coverage to only %5
lakh. It is time the judiciary takes

lapses,  needt

Premiumise rail travel
Apropos the Editorial ‘Wrong track”
(December 30), the Indian Railways
gregate their offerings so as
to meet the needs of the common
man by keeping fares of ordinary
trains affordable with basic services,

by providing better services, greater
speeds, and overall better travel
experience; and charge higher fares.
This could enable the carrierearn
better revenues while not burdening
the common man. Inany case the
Railways must be seen as the largest,
most efficient, and sustainable (lower
emissions per passenger km) long
distance travel option and enable
remove traffic from roads (buses and

- p— O oy entities. Safeguard UCB depositors  suo-motu cognizance of thisbiasand  while at the same time meeting the cars).
budget allows for only firing! - Outofthetotal, fraud of ¥17,501in  Apropos “Banks report frauds ensures safeguardingthe vielfare o needs of higher-end travellers, .e, V Vijaykumar
N 4,255 cases on the loansand totalling%21,215 Cr first half of UCB customers by treating them at Rajdhani, Shatabdi, and Vande Bharat  Pune
Jamshed Tata Road, L, N2, DIGHAMIDC, T Viha Nagar, DIGHA, Navi Martha 05 0n bevallofTHG PUBLISHING PUT LTD. e oo 1SS oaT1 7328
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Renewed challenges

Risks of energy transition must be fairly shared

—
Alok Kumar

in renewable energy but

decarbonisation is not
progressing well. India adding
close to 50 GW of renewable
based capacityin 2025. Yetits grid
emission factor is hovering
between 0.75 and 0.70 kg CO2 per
unit in the last five years.

Our National Electricity Plan
had targeted itto be 0.55in
2026-27 and 0.43 in 2031-32.
Renewable based generation is
being curtailed for want of grid
scale storage. On the other hand
the emissions are not declining
fast enough as non-solar peak
demand is being met by fossil
fuels.

‘We need to accelerate
decarbonisation further and add
renewable based capacityata
much faster rate toachieve cost
reduction, energy security and
green growth through
manufacturing of clean energy
goods.

India should have planned the
build up of energy storage,
mainstreaming of renewables
based energy in despatch rules
and introduction of market
cleared procurement methods
while announcing the target of
500 GW non-fossil capacity. Itis
only now that we are making
serious efforts to add electricity
storage, tightening deviation
settlement penalties for
renewables and introducing
contract for difference (CFD)
route.

Atleast now for the next
10-year period up to 2035, we
should plan necessary policyand
regulatoryinterventions based on
system studies with multiple
scenarios of technology costs in
future, demand patterns and

I ndia is making rapid strides

POWER. Green options

by the system operator. Here,
generators pay only pooled
average transmission charges
while connecting their power
plants to the grid may entail
adding very expensive new lines.

Our total RE capacityis around
200GW. But we have 172 GW
under construction inter-state
lines and 152 GW intra state lines.
This build-up of transmission
lines will sharply push up the total
pool of costs to be paid by every
grid user. Therefore, India needs
to tweak its grid charges pricing
regime to signal the need of
optimisation of generation siting
decisions.

Presently, a new solar plus
storage facility can claim very
competitive tariffs even when
causing a huge burden on system
costs due to new long
transmission lines needed to
connect it.

The next common pattern
emerging in the countries making
efforts to decarbonise fast is
asking the large commercial and
industrial loads to procure
electricity directly from the
market. Expecting the utilities to
enter into long-term power
purchase contracts for such large
loads exposes them to demand
risk. If demand does not growas
planned, the utilities will be

available generation technologies  saddled with huge offtake

such as nuclear SMRs. commitments whereas the
China was able to absorb large geucr:nors stand completely

quantities of ble electricity from the ‘need of the

by simultaneous efforts at system’. A similar proposal of

expanding the electrification of taking out large loads out of the

energy services — mainly electric
mobility. Increasing the share of
renewable electricity without
simultaneous increase in solar
hour demand will increase the
costs due to larger storage needs
and stranded costs of legacy
baseload stations.

Network pricing reform is
another crucial area. In Western
Australia Market area, new large
loads have to make capital
contributions for grid
connectivityand ina similar
manner generators r recmvc

purview of universal service
obligation of the incumbent
distribution utility has been
included in draft of the Bill to
amend the Electricity Act, 2003.

This will not only increase the
liquidity in our electricity
markets, but also promote
instruments like double sided
CFDs (avariant of VPPA in CERC
guidelines) which align
generators to the needs of the
power system by avoiding
curtailments and adding storage
capacities.

capacity
upon their share of installed
capacity that can be despatched

The writer is former Union Power Secretary
and currently DG AIDA

thehindubusinessline.
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SEBI allows MFs to launch gold exchange-traded funds

The Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) on Fri day announced key
decisions, including introduction of optional grading of IPOs to provide
“additional comfort” to investors and allowing mutual funds to launch gold ex
change-traded funds, which would aid small investors to own gold through

mutual fund units.

Maxis of

Apollo h

s buy out Aircel

Maxis Communications Berhad of Malaysia, aleading telecommunications
company, and the Chennai-based Reddy family, the businesses founded by
them include the Apollo hospitals group and Indo-National, have together
bought out Aircel, the cellular operations of the C. Sivasankaran-promoted

Sterling group,

BSNL cuts fixed line rental by 28%

State-owned Bharat Sanchar Nigam Ltd has announced a drop in monthly
rental for fixed line telephones by 28 per cent, Bharti Tele-Ventures and Tata
Teleservices have announced a cut in airtime charges for international

THE WIDER
ANGI
PARAN BALAKRISHNAN
ould self-made

Indian-American
billionaire Baiju Bhatt be
the next space-age Elon
Musk? His hugely
ambitious energy start-up, Aetherflux,
aims to produce solar power in space
and beam it down to tiny Earth-based
power stations using highly focused
lasers. Bhatt, who made his money from
his commission-free financial services
firm Robinhood, is not the first visionary
to imagine powering the world with
electricity from space. The idea of
space-based solar power has been
kickingaround for decades.

But Bhatt’s technology will not need
tobe the size of a small city, and that’s
‘what makes it especially promising. He
aims to bolt a spacecraft ontoa SpaceX
rocket by mid-year fora demonstration
of how space-harvested energy can be
delivered to Earth. He admits the risks
are enormous. “It detaches, and then the
thing better work. You can’t go up there
and tighten the bolt,” Bhatt told
potential investors.

All this is unfolding as we stand on the
threshold of 2026, with the possibility of
limitless technological breakthroughs
on multiple fronts. Artificial intelligence
isaforce that’s rapidly becoming

think - bl

Indiaata
crossroads

A solar energy start-up’s space age
ambition, Al disruption and Trump’s trade
war set the stage for a pivotal year

investment. Trump’s malign impact is
already ripping through Indian industry.
Gems and jewellery, textiles and leather
products, long-time export pillars,
cannot compete when burdened with
gigantic tariffs.

The software-services sector, the
backbone of India’s white-collar

bedded in daily life, reshaping
everything from office work to
healthcare and education. Quantum
computing, meanwhile, hovers on the
horizon, threatening to make today’s
machines look positively primitive.

TRUMP’S SHADOW
Yet looming over these potential
breakthroughs is the dark shadow of US
President Donald Trump. In barely 11
months, he’s destabilised Europe, forced
Japan to fast-forward military spending
and left India in the cold, encumbered
with 50-per-cent tariffs on its US

rts.

After 20 years of growing American
ties, India’s been forced to feign warmth
towards China, despite a long-festering
border dispute in the high-altitude
wastes of Ladakh, where Indian soldiers
endure bone-chilling temperatures.
India’s also renewing an old friendship
with Russia, but its ally is no longer the
globe-straddling power it was and is now
deeply dependent on Chinese

STATISTALK.

employment boom, has also been hit
hard. Ontop of shrinking demand,
companies must now contend with H-1B
visas that have become prohibitively
expensive. Industry giant TCS says only
500 employees are travelling on H-1B
visas this year after §100,000 visa
charges came into force.

AIIMPACT

For India’s software services industry,
2026 could prove a make-or-break year.
Atone level, it must radically alter its

For India’s
services industry,
could prove a
make-or-break year,
buffeted by Trump’s
H-1B policies and

the impact of Al

software
2026

operating methods because H-1Bvisas
have become too costly to be an option.
More fundamentally, the entire business
model is under pressure from Al, which
can complete in minutes tasks that once
required teams of engineers working for
weeks. TCS has already reacted to these
changes by laying offaround 12,000
employees.

Consultant Pareekh Jain of Pareekh
Consulting believes the industry is

software-service sector has been the
main employment generator for
university graduates. In 2022 to 2023,
Infosys alone hired 50,000 recruits.
Across the industry, 290,000 recruits

were hired, and total employment stood

at 5.4 million.
“The big concern is jobs,” says Jain.

“Al will reduce bulk hiring in the Indian

software services industry. Fresh
graduates will have fewer

confronting an unp double
shock. For the first time,
software-services companies must cope
not only with rapid technological
change, something they've survived
before, butalso reinvent their business
models from the ground up. TCS, for
example, is preparing to transform the
way it functions by building a $7-billion,
1-gigawatt data centre in
Visakhapatnam. Jain notes TCS is
unusually well-placed to make this
transition, being both cash-rich and
backed by the Tata Group.

‘Then, there’s Accenture, which is
spending $1 billion on a training
programme for almost its entire staff.
The company is unambiguous in its
message that it will have to part ways
with employees who cannot be
retrained.

The brutal reality is that

i

¢

ployment options. The GCCs

(global capability centres) may still hire,
but traditional IT services will not.” He

adds: “This means graduates may have
tolook elsewhere, manufacturing,
construction, government jobs,
start-ups or entrepreneurship.”
Thereare glimmers of hope. A

growing number of ambitious start-ups

are scaling rapidly and may offer

prospects for younger Indians. In 2025,

18 Indian start-ups made their IPO

market debuts, and startups raised some

$11billion during the year.

As India hurtles into 2026, caught
between unprecedented technological
promise and acute geopolitical and
economic stress, its choices will
determine whether this moment
becomes a springboard to a new future
orareckoning that reshapes an entire
generation’s hopes and expectations.
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How different asset classes have performed over the long run

The grid illustrates the relative long-term performance of the most liquid financial asset classes available to Indian investors, whether
accessed directly or through mutual funds and ETFs. By using five-year trailing returns, it filters out short-term noise, highlights
persistence across market cycles, and reduces recency bias. The grid also guides portfolio rebalancing — trimming exposure to overheat-
ed assets and adding those with improving trends — while keeping risk aligned with long-term goals.

Asset class long-term performance grid

2016 2017 2018
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Small Small
17.
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5-year returns at the end of each year (CAGR %)

2023 2024 2025

For Large, Nifty 50 index: for Mid, Nifty Midcap 150; for Small, Nifty Smallcap 250; for US, S&P 500 (INR): for China, Hang Seng (INR) For Long-Term Debt,
average of Long duration, Medium to Long duration and Gilt MF schemes (schemes that were hit by distressed assets excluded), for Short-Term Debt,
average of Low duration, Utra short duration and Money market funds. For Gold, MCK India gold spot ndex and for Silvr, MCX India iver spot index were considered.

VB-G-RAM-G: State finances
may come under stress

States are now expected

to fund 40% of the
scheme, This will hit
States that rely on this
scheme harder, say
Kiran Kumar
Kakarlapudi and
Aswathy Rachel
Varughese

https://tinyurl.com/ycskejvs

How currency volatility is
straining Indian trade
Afalling rupee has
helped only select
exports sectors. Those
that rely heavily on
imports have been
badly hit, argues
Ganesh Valiachi

hittps://tinyurl.com/sn785xzy

SEBI’s digital mandate:
Regulating unlawful
market content

The market regulator

now has the legal tool to

combat online financial
E misconduct, point out
- = P Saravanan and
A0u APaul Williams

long-distance calls and prepaid local calls respectively for mobile users. Source: N EMF, Total Return variant Tor all equity indices. 2025 was as of December 29, 2025
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3 5 3 7 G 5 7 EASY NOT SO EASY
ACROSS DOWN ACROSS DOWN
01. Pursuits of animal 01. Large roundedstone (7)  O1. Pursuits like fox hunting swaggering dandy trifles with (5,6)  01. Less timorous sounding form of rock (7)

8 9 killing (5,6) 02. Gets, procures (7) 08. Publish something that may be true about time (5) 02. Procures it by effort if it holds good (7)
08. Complete, 03. Was bold enough to (5) 09. Left work and went to bed for the night (7) 03, Was courageous enough to have issued a challenge (5)
out-and-out (5) 04. Naval paymaster, supply 10. Is misled about cause of tummy-ache which will 04. Officer on board s the one to chase one being non-u (6)

0 I 09. Stopped working (7) officer (6) grow less (7) 05, Train of servants found ere unit was formed (7)
10. Die away (7) 05. Suite, train of retainers (7)  11. Tend to race back southeast (5) 06. Master is to go up at end of Summer (3)
11. Tender of the sick (5) 06. Male address (3) 12.1s among the others, but will not give in (6) 07. Marry and give four out with a bit of the cake (5)
12. Withstand attack (6) 07. Pack in tight (5) 14. About fifty fashions return but are rarely observed (6) 13. Understands about the way one boils it (7)

12 13 14 15 16 | 14.Notoften (6) 13. Boils (with anger) (7) 18. Smith is here to strike a wrong note (5) 15. An entrancing sort of person to serve with Norma like this

7 18. Smithy (5) 15. Janitor (7) 19. Top seat otherwise available in ... (7) (&)
¥ 19. Infusion-making vessels (7)  16.Scrooge-like (7) 1.... here : poet has adapted to it (7) 16. Mean to show such wretchedness, being quids in (7)

8 5 20 21. Refreshment place (7) 17. Stupefaction, lethargy (6)  23. Object to rude disturbance made around 17.Puts up with an alternative to lethargy (6)
23. Hesitate from 18, Bring, goand get (5) 5th November (5) 18. How it will obtain its price may seem attractive (5)
uncertainty (5) 20, Amount to (3,2) 24. Candy prices are variable, 20. Say something more when not in bed and make sense (3,2)
24, Variance as to facts (11) 22. Assistance (3) but it won't agree with figure (11) 22. Some help required in writing up diary (3)

21 22 23
SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2586

P73 ACROSS 1. Nosed 4. Scatter 8. Victoria Falls 10. Scour 11. Ugly 12. Wide 16. Ample 17. Outstandingly 19. Saddled 20. Minor
DOWN 1. Naval surgeons 2. Sic 3. Dropsy 4. Sailor 5. Afford 6. Talkative 7. Reserve player 9. Collected 13. Pastel 14. Spined 15. Helium 18. Gun
K » ) | | o » Aeane
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Even a tremor-free 2026
would test our resolve

In aworld shaken up by tariffs, wars and Al India’s economy fared well in 2025. The public

policy response was sharp but the private sector must display much greater determination

ohn Lennon wrote and recorded a song
in1975 with these evocative lyrics: So
thisis Christmas/ What have you done?/
Another year over/ And a new one just
begun. This song was part of his anti-war
activism, but the words could apply to
g various causes. As the sun sets on 2025
and the calendar gets reset for 2026, it might
beworthwhile to take amoment to reflect
upon what whizzed past as a means of getting
abetter handle on what awaits us. Two big-
picture events and one big technology trend
monopolized headlines over the past year. The
sharpest dissonance was caused by US Presi-
dent Donald Trump'sillogical and unilateral
tariff impositions against a host of countries
that disrupted global trade flows and damp-
ened growth impulses. This came on top of
existing geopolitical frictions that had erupted
into armed conflicts: Russia-Ukraine and
Israel-Palestine, among others. But capital
markets shrugged all this off in their zest for
artificial intelligence (AI), a productivity tool
that bullish traders expect will reshape the
economy—like how electricity and the inter-
net did—and enable significantly faster growth
inthe near future. The jury isstill out on the
scale of any such ATboost, however.

It must be said that India has shown remark-
able resilience amid global turbulence. The
economy managed to not only notch up
impressive growth, but also meet its tariff
challenge head-on. India’s merchandise plus
services export receipts went up by over 5%
during April-November 2025, marginally
higher thanimport growth over the same
period. Thisis reflective of how the govern-
ment leveraged the trade crisis to overhaul its
export strategy, both in terms of products and

markets. Over the past year, the commerce
ministry sealed trade deals with the UK, Oman
and New Zealand, fast-tracked one with the EU
and expanded ties with Mercosur. We can also
expect the early harvests of pacts signed earlier
with Australia and the European Free Trade
Association. The broad gains of all this should
show up in GDP data. The government also
reformed some aspects of import policy that
were keeping inputs for export products
costly. Reformist moves were made in many
other spheres too. Both inflation and the rupee
dropped in 2025, even as consumption perked
up in many sectors. Of course, monetary and
fiscal enablers—such as low rates of interest
and GST—deserve macro-level credit for
brightening the economy's growth prospects.
Yet, we must also point out that it was not
all hunky-dory. The private sector has been
largely missing from the action, with the gov-
ernment still doing the heavy lifting to foster
growth. With private players holding back
investment, the economy’s expansion remains
sub-optimal. Oddly, most of Corporate India’s
demands have been met, with a revision of
labour codes just the latest to ease long-cited
bugbears. Private businesses must now start
investing at home rather than overseas. They
should also update their governance systems
toimprove plans for everything from cyber-
security and climate action to social responsi-
bility and succession. It might be time for the
private sector to renew its commitment to our
econony, polity and society. We began with a
song and it might be appropriate to end with
another, this time from the indie rock band
Death Cab for Cutie: So this is lilz' new, year/ And
Thave no resolutions/ Or self-
For problems with easy solutions.
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The principles of investing don’t
change but portfolios often must

Investors must check if their investments align with their goals and make clinical decisions in 2026

RA
is chairperson, managing director and
founder of First Global and author of ‘Money,
Myths and Mantras: The Ultimate Investment
Guide'. Her X handle is @devinamehra

he year 2025 has gone by as quick

asawink—Idaresay so hasthe

first quarter of this century. It's 26
yearssince Y2K!

Thisisatime tolook backand look
forward. So whatis it that you should be
doingas far as your investing life is con-
cerned? Some of what I suggest may
reiterate what I have spoken about
because good investing is boring. Core
investing advice does not change every
two weeksand even every two years.
rst off, use all annual market fore-
castsof where the index willbeand the
five best stocks forne:
entertainment. Because data in every
single market shows that these projec-
tions have absolutely no correlation
with realit; tudy in Mint illustrated
how stock picks by experts and well-
known financial institutions did worse
overthe yearsthan the average stock.
Youare literally better off throwing
dartsat a board. Bloomberg analysed
annual US index projections over sev-
eral decades from all well-known banks
and Wall Street firms and found them to
beoff by anaverage of 15 percentage
points—meaning they were not worth
the paper they were written on.

However, for this year, there is some-
thing that gives me a pointer to what
may happen in Indian markets. Lately,
most media people and experts have
been enumerating risks in the market.
Also, most investors are questioning

themselvesas towhy they are investing
inIndian stock markets when every-
thing from fixed deposits and gold to US
markets has given better returns this
year. Afterall, the Indian market has
been in the bottom 10% globally.

The sentiment is downbeat partly
because the average stock has not even
doneaswellas the index. Hereis the
kicker: sentiment s a contra indicator.
When there is uncertainty, fear, anxi-
ety, and questions like thisabound, the
next period’s returns are usually above
normal. When 30% returns appear to be
available for the taking. s the case
inthe first 8-9 months 0f 2024, you
should be wary.

By thisyardstick, the returns in 2026
may well be better than what we have
seen of late because history shows that
sharp market rises come at a time of
such despondency. So, the lesson is to
stayinvested to the extent of your
equity allocation, which should not be
100% of your investment portfolio.

Then comes the hard part. Once the
new year festivities have died down,
take outa couple of hours and look at
allyour investments. Where are you
invested currently? How much in
equity, whether directly or via mutual
funds, portfolio management services
etc,and lm\\ much in fixed income via
fixed s, tax saving schemes and
ﬁ\t,(lmrume mutual fun milarly
for gold, real estate, cryptocurrency or
any other asset that you may have.

Now see whether thisis theideal asset
allocation for your goals, when you
need the money and so on. If not, decide
what changes you want to make and
make them latest by the end of January.

Now come to the equity space, Dig
out your Depository Participant (DP)
statement, grit your teeth and go
throughit righl till the end. I can guar-
antee there will be many entries that
would make you want to squeeze your
eyesshutand not thinkabout them. But
getrid ofall the junk. Anything you will
not buy today at today’s price, you
should not be holding at all.
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Mostinvestors hold on to losers for
toolong instead of moving on to what
are the best investments as of today. For
the same reason, you should never wait
forastock to return toyour purchase
price. Book the loss, invest in a better
place and move on. The market doesn’t
care what price you bought it at and
many stocks (for example, those that
may have done wellin the small- and
micro-cap boom of 2024) will never
come back to those prices again. Your
objective is to maximize wealth from
yourportfolio. It does not have to come
from the same stocks. inis

Atacorelevel, fory urequm nvest-
ments, ask: Whatis the criteria y
using to pi ocks? Do you even have
one? Andifyou do, suchas certain
growth numbers, return ratios and gov-
ernance parameters, do the stocks you
have in your portfolio reflect that crite-
ria or have they been bought mostly
based on whims and tips? Some reflec-
tionisneeded on this. It will bring you
tothe question of whether
beado-it-yourselfinves
something [ wrote about in my last col-
umn, ‘Should you invest yourselforlet
professionals do the job for you."

Ifyou want to make an investment
resolution for the year, tell yourself that

ngout),
the beginning of many
investing mistakes. Chasing yesterday's
hot theme, asset class, sector or stock is
asurefire way of ensuring under-per-
Innmncv Unfortunately, financial ser-
-ompanies prey on this. Related to
is the question of whether someone
selling youa product actually has the
relevant expertise.

Assomeone who has been advocating
global diversification fora while, I'watch
with trepidation many with no back-
ground in global markets launching
global products simply because of
FOMO feelings among investors.

Step back. Be deliberate and objec-
tive in your investment decisions.

Have a great 2026!

ITE'@@? A ?E@@@Eﬂ

Thousands of experts study
overbought indicators, head-
and-shoulder patterns, put-
call ratios, the Fed’s policy...
and they can’t predict
markets with any useful
consistency, any more
the gizzard squeezers could
tell the Roman emperors
when the Huns would attack.

than

PETER LYNCH

_

A wish list for the government as a new year beckons

RAHUL JACOB

bilateral trade deficit is about $100 billion.
Let’s redefine nationalism as spending
lesstime abusing each otheron social media

of Kerala

Americanrelatives

isa Mint columnistand a
former Financial Times foreign
correspondent.

t lh(‘ c‘nd of a tumultuous year Iur

abour-inten:

from US President Duruld Trump’s tariffs,
‘William Shakespeare’s words seem apt.
“Thereisatide in theaffairs of men, Which,
takenat the flood, leads on to fortune... On
such a full sea are we now afloat.” In that
spirit, here’s a wish list for the Indian gov-
ernmentas it confronts its many challenges.

‘Make in India’ needs to be umlpl(*hen—

and instead buying products made in India
oratleast from countries other than China.
We need consistent public messaging to
stop buying Chinese goods simply because
they are cheaper. A way to help that process
and ourexportersin the bargainistolet the
rupee slide to a level of 1100 to the dollar.
Former chiefeconomicadvisor Arvind Sub-
ramanian argued this week in the Indian
Expressthat100 perdollarisa worthy new-
yearresolution for the Reserve Bank of Indlia
(RBI), not least because Chinaand East Asia
have kept their currencies cheap to exploit
for (‘lL'l‘l mar [\els “The marketsare tryingto

sively and thend
ever growing list ofincentivized mtlustnc.\f
more than 25—makesamockery of the claim
that they areall strategic. Instead of this mis-
sioncreep, weshould focus on reducing our
dependence on China. The Trump tariffsare
prompting Chinese firms to tighten their
stranglehold over developing-world mar-
kets, leading to the progressive hollowing
uumhnlluslr) in Indonesi; dndln(hd Our
hows lower from
China than Beijing's e\purl figures do,
which suggestssome under-invoicing. Our

doa job that policymakers have
been unable or unwilling to do.” Indian
companies are savvy enough to hedge their
currency exposure.

We should do more to help our most
labour-intensive industries: "Make in India’
needs to be rebranded as ‘Hand-Make in
India." A much-needed pen-stroke reform,
says Laila Tyabji, founder of Dastkar, is to
“simplyremove GST on handlooms; it need-
lessly increases the papvr\mrk and end

and even delicate jamdani
s like candyfloss.

amore truthful ‘unease of doing busi
ness, thus focusing on reducing the com-
plexity of dealing with the government. Itis
wonderful, of course, that

we can pay our taxesonline The government could
dmostascastyasbiyings 1NEFE'S 3 10T LA goiiiiytinkingmore
book off Amazon, but our Could be done in like aservice providerand

tax systemisstill too com-
plex and does little to
widen the taxbase. In fact,

the last budget arguably  oyf jt may sound Technopak,
narrowed it by raising the racy, especially the MS/
income threshold fur unrealistic. But IPS/RS, needs to reform
income tax. Ina country as fundamentally, so that it
unequal as ours, we l\(‘Ld that's part of the can align with our present
an inheritance tax. Most . and future (rather than
G8countrieshaveone. — IN@W Year SPIrit  being a remnant of our
Those of us with consid- British past).” RBI governor

erableamounts of disposa-
ble income need to spend and donate more.
Inthe spirit of Henry Ford raising wages in
1914 to raise productivity and turn factory
workers into customers, we should regard
payingemployees more, viewing themasan
asmuchasa cost. That si

price.” Tbuy ha orhand-dyed cotton
and walk400 metres from my apartment to

home. Recently, I couldn'thelpnoticing the

at how little the clothe:
paid. Wewon't ‘spoil' helpand service pro-

of visiting

roning person is

2026 and much

viders by paying them more or tipping a

delivery ‘partner’ more generously. Instead,

wewill help alleviate the country’sdemand

problem that is holding back corporate
investment.

less a judge, jury and over-
lord. Says Arvind Singhal,
chairman and founder of

since he took over, CNBC reports.

The problem, at every level of govern-
ment, is that mind-numbing references to
precedent abound. Mumbai airport’s Termi-
nal lisarelieffor its sensibly sized trays for
security checks, whichare less than halfthe
size of those in D(‘[hl and Benga]ul uand
thusallow muc}
countedat lea
maintained by security personnel. One can’t
help wonderingwhat the “Tools In/Out reg-
ister” tabulates or the “Dispatch English out-
going register” records.

India's48-hour weekly rest rules for pilots

the most lly, while

y Malhotra s proving
agood rolemodel. Notonly has RBImade it
easier for fore mgn companies to invest in
Indian ban Iso made it easier for

ake loans for mergers and acqui-
. While it still spends tens of billions
e thanit should propping up the rupee,
3 circulars have been scrapped by RBL

allaround us are inefficient Indian mmpa—
nies demanding 13-hour workdays, often for
six days a week. Meanwhile, according to a
columnin The Hinduby R. Geethaand Prithi
Narayan. protections for construction work-
ersare “threatened or entirely repealed” by
the country’s labour code revisions. A new
central code is to replace existing (mostly
ineffectual) site inspections with “web-
based” compliance, which males little sense
inthis context. Construction workers work
in pre-Dickensian conditions. It is not just
airline pilots who deserve well-regulated
work conditions. Much of this is naive and
over-optimistic, but a new year beckons.
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Hard choices

Fiscal flexibility is a must but it won’t
substitute for subsidy reform

HE CENTRE'S MOVE toadopt thedebt-to-GDPratioasits primary

fiscalanchoroffers greater room to manage public finances with-

outabandoning the commitment to consolidation. A debt-based

frameworkallowstemporarydeviationswhile keeping thelonger-
term trajectoryintact,usefulwhen taxrevenuesareunder pressure.Despite
alikely 3.5-4%shortfall in grosstax collections, the Centre maystill meet ts
fiscal deficit target 0f4.4% of GDPfor 2025-26.This,however,should not be

for. i thefiscalch .From 2026-27,theburdenwill
shift decisively to expenditure discipline if central debt is to continue to fall
asashareof GDP.

The six-year fiscal road map remains a credible guidepost, even if some
short-termadjustments becor idable.In th dium term, the Cen-
tremustaimtoreduceitsdebt ratiotoabout 50% of GDP—stillabove the rec-
ommended 40%,butagood improvement nonetheless. Thiswill alsorequire
arecalibration of public capex,which has risen sharplyin recent years.While
capital spending has supported growth, its pace may need to be moderated
toaround 3% of GDP from the current 3.4% to remain fiscally sustainable.
However, fertiliserand food subsidies continue to operate onan open-ended
basis, with little indication of a structural overhaul. In 2025-26 alone, fer-
tiliser subsidies are expected to overshoot Budget Estimates by ¥28,000
crore, while food subsidies may exceed outlays by ¥22,000 crore,on top of
substantial provisions of ¥1.67 lakh croreand ¥2.03 lakh crore, respectively.

Toits credit, the government has sought to contain outlays on large wel-
fare programmes such as PM-Kisan and VB-GRAM G—by keeping spend-
ing below the original Budget pace. But regulation is not reform. Without
addressingthed and targeting of subsidies,fiscal p ill persist.
No doubt, many welfare schemes are well intentioned and also function as
effective counter-cyclical tools. Targeted transfers can raise purchasing
power among those with a high marginal propensity to consume, yielding
broader economic benefits and, in some cases, supporting human capital
formation.Yet evidenceincreasingly shows thatasignificant share of welfare
spendingisinefficientlyallocated.Recent findings suggest that nearly two-
thirdsof such fundsaccrueto therichest 10%of householdsand large farm-
ers.Thisleakage not onlyundermines equitybut alsoweakens the fiscal case
forexpansive subsidies.

Against this backdrop, the pilot to link subsidised fertiliser demand to
farmers’land holdings is welcome, if overdue. A thorough review of benefi-
ciaries, supported by better use of technology, is essential. Measures such as
the promotion of nano ureaand initiatives like PM-PRANAM to curb chem-
ical fertiliser use are all right moves, even if theirimpact has been modest.

Ultimately, the debate must confront deeper distortions. The economic
cost of supplying foodgrains via the PDS continues to rise, while the gap
between fertiliser production costs and retail prices has widened dramati-
cally. Farmers pay a fixed ¥242 for a 45-kg bag of urea, even as production
costs approach 2,650; retail prices are the same since March 2018. P&K
fertilisers, despite a so-called fixed-subsidy regime introduced in 2010,
remain supported open-endedly. Fiscal credibility will not be secured by
changinganchors a]cne Itwill depend on the political resolve to shift from
indefiniteinput topoliciesthatensurer iveoutputprices
and better terms of trade for agriculture. That transition is harder—but
unavoidable—if India is to combine growth with durable fiscal discipline.

New year, new language

EVERYNEWYEAR officesp

anrl imismi:

decksare refreshed,cal-
rebcotcd This year,however, thereisa
farsimpler ds—I officej jargon.

Jargon has become the corporate eqmvalent of background noise. Everyone
hears it, no one really listens to it, and yet it refuses to go away. It has grown
unchecked, like an invasive species.

As a result, meetings no longer begin, they “kick off”, Tasks are not finished,
they are “closed out”. Problems are not solved, they are “taken offline”, which is
where most issues go to live out the rest of their natural lives. People don’t work,
they“deep-dive”,“circleback”and untilever what
the original question was.

Consider the humble sentence. Once upon a time, someone could say, “This will
take two days." Today, it has evolved into “Let’s align on timelines and revert with a
revised roadmap.”The information content is identical. The confusion is far greater.

Jargon thrives because itsoundsbusy. Saying“I don’t know” feels risky; saying
“We're still ideating on that” feels strategic. A delay is no longera delay—itis a
“phased recalibration”. A mistake is not a mistake, it is a “learning opportunity”,
preferably captured ina post-mortem with no actual cause of death.

Emails are the worst offenders. “Just flagging” usually means panic. “As dis-
cussed” often means“Iam about to hold you accountable for a conversation you
don’t remember.” And “per my last mail”is workplace code forrestrained outrage.

Thetragedyis not just aesthetic—it is practical. Somewhere along the way, clar-
ity became unfashionable.Admitting “we made a mistake”seemed dangerous, so
it morphed into “there were some executional learnings”. Nobody delays a deci-
sion anymore, they “park it for now”, which is corporate-speak forabandoning it
without the emotional responsibility.

Meetingsarewherejargon trulyshines.Theyare no
lunge.rmce!ings but* sync- ups”,“touch-base sessions”,
or “alignment calls”. An hour passcs, nothing is
decided, but everyone agrees it was a “productive dis-
cussion”. Prodi in this context, is d by
the numberof times someone says “moving forward”.

The tragedy is that jargon rarely saves time. Meet-
ingsrunlongerbecause everyone s translating in their
heads. Junior employees nod vigorously while
Googling terms under the table. Decisions get post-
poned because nobody is sure whether “parking this”
means temporary delay or permanent burial.

Here is some more office jargon which will drive you
up the wall. One is “Over the wall”. An executive got a
request from herbosstosend a document"over thewall". Did hcwanthertoprim out

SHYAMAL
MAJUMDAR

shyamal mojumdar@
expressindia.com

thedoc makeit it
Finally,sheasked for clarif i lient.
Then there is the often-expressed “paﬁdlgm sh].ft” The phrase makes you feel like

you're about towi discovery,when inrealityit usu-
ally means"We're d'langmg something that should have been changed yearsago.”

“Blueskythinking”is anotherfamiliarjargon. It makes you feel likeyou should
be lying on a grassy hill, staring at the clouds, waiting for inspira(ion to strike. It
actually means thinking creatively, but often gets used as “We have no idea what
we're doing,so let’s throw ideas around and see whatsud\s

Sohere’samodest New Yearwishlist. Let d Let prob-
lems be called problems. Let people say “yes”, “no”, or“I nzed help"without wrap-
pingitin three layersof corporate cushioning. That would mean fewer“deep dives”
and more decisions and fewer “roadmaps” that lead nowhere.

If offices manage this one resolution, productivity may not double. But meet-
ings might end early, emails might get shorter, and everyone might leave work
with their dignity—and dictionaries—intact.

‘Will this happen? Probably not overnight. Jargon is resilient. It will fight back,
disguised as “best practices”and “industry standards”. But perhaps, just perhaps,
this year someone will dare to say, “Can we just saywhat we mean?”

That would be a newyearwell spoken.

HEN THE GLOBAL
economy crept into
the 21st century, it
inevitably carried
the wounds and
inertia—as a haunting memory—of the
1990s dot-com bubble burst. But, it might
be intriguing to see how the concept of
economics has been reshaped toa great
extent thereafter. Well, technology
changes with time, as do human needs
and the nature of crises. Unfortunately,
many economic ideas, like the theories
that justified the wage stagnation in the
USsincethe 1980sor tllefaﬂedWashmg~

® CHANGE WITH THE TIMES
THE CRISES OF THE 21ST CENTURY DEMAND A NEW ECONOMIC UNDERSTANDING

Economics in the 21st century

ATANU BISWAS

Professor of statistics, Indian Statistical Institute, Kolkata

significantly expanded its scope,aiming
to make it more relevant, realistic, and
capable of addressing the unique chal-
lenges. Several new branches of econom-
ics have emerged, focusing on the vast

ton C
countries, are not appropriate to Z Ist-
century economies, where human and
natural capital are increasingly valued,

iesand from tradi-
tional rational economic models. Beyond
simply maximising utility, these newer
branches are attemptmg to understand
modernc lity,cli-

and simplistic of wealth,
national product, growth, and human
happiness are increasingly questioned
due tobad economicideas in high places.
Thus, economic thought must be
moulded tokeep pacewith these changes,
adapting tonew theoretical frameworks.

In his 2013 book Capital in the
Twenty-First Century,French economist
Thomas Piketty analysed datasets from
20 countries spanning from the 18th
century to uncover a crucial

mate change, healthcare, and nuanced
human choices by integrating psychol-

approachtoaddress complexreal-world
problems such as climate change, tech-
nological disruption,and social inequal-
ity has been felt at various levels. Fortu-
nately, technology advanced rapidly
during this period. Aided by advanced
computing power and experimental
methods, it provided the opportunity to
test theories against real-world behav-
ior. The effort to extract valuable

® GROWTH AND INDIAN YOUTH

Vice-president CP Radhakrishnan

A developed India will be built not only in corridors
of power but in classrooms, laboratories, farms,
factories, start-ups, and villages by the energy

and aspirations of young Indians

the traditional demand-supply-based,
supply chain-dependent economy. The
need for different forms of redistribu-
tion and even projects similar in nature
to Universal Basic Income has been
emphasised in various forums.

As Oxford Professor David Vines has
said,“The old model of ‘macroeconomics”
‘was built forastableworld free from large
economicshocks. Ifwe ever lived in such
a world, we no longer do”” Vines and
Oxford economist Samuel Wills have
undertaken a project called ‘Rethinking
Macroeconomics, where they call fora
shift away from the assumptions that
have underpinned economic theory for
decades but don’t meet today’s chal-
lenges. A more open and diverse para-
digm is emerging, which is far better
equipped to deal with contemporary

insights from the overwhel
amount of data through meticulous

ogy, climate science, big analysis is therefore
data,and social justice. intensifying.

The Nobel Prizes m“ce‘"t”ry One of the defining
awarded to Daniel Kahne- has characteristicsof the 21st-

and social framework and showed that
notanaccidi but

ratherastructural feature of capitalism.
The book argued that capitalism inher-
ently tends towards extreme wealth
inequality as inherited wealth grows
faster than earned income, creating a
hereditary elite class.

The 20th century was a temporary
deviation from the mainstream of eco-
nomicswhen averall inequalitydecreased

and high
taxes Without. such policyinterventions,
the 21st-century economyisreturning to
‘patrimonial capitalism, as Piketty
believed, where inherited wealth prevails
over entreprencurial merit. Piketty pre-
scribed controlling this through progres-
sivewealthand inheritance tax.

However, 21st-centuryeconomics has

man in 2002 and Rxé[hard expanded its scope, centuryeconul;xy istapid
Thalerin 2017 have firm! P P digital transformation
established behav‘mura)i aiming to make it thf:mgh artificial intelli-
economics in the main- more relevant, gence (Al), automation,
stream of the- listic, and ble etc—the growth of the
ory. Behavioural econom-  of addressing unique  digital economy, crypto
ics psychology chillontes assets, the shift of global
to explain irrational 9 power towards emerging
human decisions, high- — markets,growing inequal-

lighting biases, emrmons, and context,
Furthermore, and sus-

ity, geopolitical trade shifts, and serious

tainable economics works with climate

ural capital. Historically, when new tech»

change, natural capital,and

in, unskilled work-

services. It evaluates real wealth and
total costs,going beyond the traditional
measure of GDP. Furthermore, human-
centered and social economics uses big:
dataand new modelsinstead of conven-
tional models.

The 2008 global financial crisis and
persisting inequality have highlighted
the limitations of the perfectly rational
and market-predicting neoclassical
models. Along with this, the need fora
more holistic, empirically grounded

Costly cardinal

global asset

DEVINA MEHRA

Founder, chairperson, and MD, First Global, an indian and

company | X:

ers lose jobs.But perhaps for the first time
in history,a large number of college-edu-
cated people are now losing their jobs—
courtesyofgenerative Al (GenAl). Thefirst
quarterofthe 21st century haswitnessed

theglobal financial cri-
sis, climate change, and Covid-19, they
believed. For long, macroeconomics has
been dominated by the ‘New Keynesian
Dynamic Stochastic General Equilib-
rium’model.It'sbased ontheideathatall
disruptions are temporaryand the econ-
omy eventually returns to a stable ‘equi-
librium!Vines believes that the old core
idea is a major deviation from reality. If
‘wewant aneconomysuitable fortackling
thechallenges of the 21st century,under-
standing the possibility of multiple eco-
nomic equilibria might be crucial.
Thus,economicsinthe 21st centuryso
faris highly influenced by rapid digital
transformation, shifting global power to
emerging markets,risinginequality/ debt,
geopolitical trade shifts, and critical envi-
ronmental challenges impacting natural
capital, leading to slower projected
growth, labour market polarisation,
increased focus on green tech,and a need
for new social contracts balancmg de-

Y
Overall,the crisesof the 21st century
demand a new economic understand-
ing, as economists like Nobel laureate
Joseph Stiglitz have said. The global eco-
nomic crisis of 2008 and the shock of
Covid-19 have eroded people’s faith in

vidual
amid technological disruption and ch—
mate threats. These combine to create a
turbulent, uncertain, but opportunity-
filled economic landscape for the future,
requiring adapuve st_r.;tegms Emm gov-
ernment:

errors for 2026

Individual investors should allocate assets more
consciously, take risks cautiously,and invest after
analysing stock carefully

'WHETHER YOU ARE a rookie investor
oraveteran, I can guarantee that you
are likely committing several of these
cardinal errors.

The first of these mistakes is not allo-
cating assets consciously.

Quick,can you tell me howyourassets
are allocated right now—how much in
equity, debt/ fixed income, real estate,
gold/ silver?ls it, give or take, 5% in each
category? I know many of you will flunk
this test. And that is really step one of
doing anything sensible or systematic
with your portfollo After all, even in

ingis often boring! It does notadd toyour
social cachet to say that you are invested
in fixed deposits, two debt funds,and 4
multi-cap mutual fund or portfolioman-
agement services (PMS) schemes, with

products but have no global expertise.
Timing also plays a critical role, yet
manyfail bygettinginand out of the mar-
ketatthewrongtime.Researchhasshown
thatsentimentisa contraindicator When

nately, the history of markets shows that
bubbles pop so suddenly that almost
nobodyhas thetimeto get out. If youwant
evidence, no better than Sir Issac Newton
who thought he could do this for the
South Sea Company stock bubble but

Equallydangerous iswaiting tomake it
back in the same stock. For example, ifa

at¥90andiscurrentlyat

Id orsilverinstrument thrown youare feeling anxious and fearful, won-
in. Whatdoyou(alkabautatcodctaﬂpar- dermg whether you should stop your actuallylost hisentire fortune!
ties then? Keep 109 J itis precisely the time when
sensiblewith therest. you should remain mvested because the
Furthermore,investorsare often guilty next period’sretur
ofignoringtheirdemat beyond normal.Ce -making

page 2.Yes,weall liketo talkabout ourwin-
ners but not about the 70 or 100 stocks

Google 3 putinyourstart-
ing point before it can guide you to the
destination. Take a couple of hours ona
Januaryweekend and figure thisout.After
that, getting to where you want to be will
bemuchsimpler.

Another common pitfall is being on
eitherend of the risk spectrum. For some,
this means spending a lifetime in fixed
deposits and tax-saving instruments

appears too easy,as it did in the first hatt
of 2024, this is when you should pause

%60,wewant toexitwhenitcomesbackto
90.The market has absolutely no interest
in your purchase price and many stocks
willnevercomebacktothat price. Theonly
seuslb]e suategy is tc get out of losing

possible

thatare sitting in our port- ey instead of pilingin.
folio, the debris of previous This leads usto Lhenaxt
Bull Markets and initial Respect the money mistake—b:
public offerings (IPOs) that you have earned towardsa fow themes. The
we treat as we do our exes. eternal truth of markets is
This newyear,doyourselfa by the sweat of thatthemeschange—coun-
favour—hardenyourheart ~ your brow. Do not tries, asset classes,and sec-
and get out of everything play fast and torsall goinandout of fash-
thatdoesn't make sense, loose with it ion, Getting into an asset
Beyond  individual class that has done well of
stocks, a major systemic — e————  late or a sectoral theme
0-100% of where typically alotof new

because they wanted ything
beforedipping theirtoes in the stock mar-
ket. But time is passingand yourmoneyis
not working hard for you. On the other
hand, others plunge straight into day,
crypto,and derivative trading, which can
landyouin the financial ICU.

Th]s often happens because many are
tainment. It has been my long-| he[d hellef
thatalarge percentage of people investin
equity markets for the purpose of enter-
tainmentorsocial ding.Good invest-

assetsinIndia Whenl started working, the
dollar was ¥12 rupees—there has been
90% depreciation in the course of less
than a career; so,in any long-term finan-
cial planning for goals decades hence, do
not be stuck with single country single
currency singleasset (SCCAR) risk.

The corollary is that the US is not the
globe,sobuyingahandful of USstocksyou
know of is not adequate global diversifi-
cation. Neither is entrusting your money
tofund

THE EDITOR

The IPO debate

Apropos of 'Valuation reality’, (FE,
December 30), the debate around
initial public offering (IPO) valuations
and investor exits deserves a calmer
reading than the alarmist tone it often
attracts. Early investors, including
venture capitalists and private
investors, backed untested ideas
when risks were high, and exits are the
natural reward for that risk-taking. it is
also simplistic to assume that money

raised through offers for sale adds no
value; as noted, around 60% of IPO
funds in 2025 came through offers for
sale, while the rest was fresh capital.
Even this mix has helped firms clean
up balance sheets and reduce debt,
quietly supporting future growth. That
said, retail investors' concerns are not
misplaced. Valuations must ultimately
rest on execution, not excitement.
Markets offer choice, but informed
choice needs clearer disclosures and
closer scrutiny. Greater transparency

fund offeringsare cominginwill system-
performance.Equally,

portfolioas of today.

Finally, one must avoid the trap of
going by tips instead of a system. Many
investorsthink thattheyinvestaccording
toacertain criterion butin reality,most of
their portfolio is made up of some stock
recommended eitherby an expert on the
media, a friend, or an influencer. We
analyse smartphone features before we
buy it more than we analyse a stock.

donot thmk ﬂ\atyuu willbe the gemus to
spot a completely new technology or

Respect haveearnedbythe
sweat of your brow. Do not play fast and
loosewithiit.

themeahead of the market. So how many of these ‘errors’did you
Related tothehypeof themesis think- find in your own investment landscape?

ing you can get out ahead in a bubble.

Manytin dtrad ee Disclaimer: Thi

that (here isabubble formingina partic-
ular asset or category of stocks, but they
still want to playit, thinking they would
getout before it actually bursts. Unfortu-

is the sensible way to balance investor
confidence with long-term value
creation.

—A Myilsami, Coimbatore

Helping NPOs

Apropos of "Indian philanthropy: Tax
law as a catalyst"(FE, December 30),
non-profit organisations receive
personal shareholdings as donations
but they are required to liquidate such
shares within one year and they do
not get any tax deductions. Donations

Lblsjonsor.

constitute financial advice. Please
¢ 2 5

malking investment decisions.

through shares will help 'life time
NPOs' be sustainable and reduce their
burden of annual fundraising. Hence,
the government can permit NPOs to
keep their shares and grant tax
deductions. That will be a win-win
situation. However, the shares
donated must have a reasonable
inherent value and not hollow shares
without market value.

—NR Nagarajan, Sivakasi
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Why the Fed must not function
as alender of immediate resort

Abias in favour of launching rescues could undermine its credibility, harm monetary policy and weaken its independence

5

AMIT
is professor of finance at the Stanford Graduate
School of Business and a senior fellow at the
Hoover Institution.

he greatest threat to the independence

ofthe US Federal Reserve does not

come from President Donald Trump's

attacks ora Supreme Court ruling that

might expand hisauthority. Itis the

Fed'slonger-term shift from lender of
last resort to lender of immediate resort. Without
aclear distinction between temporary liquidity
supportand protection for insolvent institutions,
the Fed'sindependence turns into cover for ad hoc
bailouts and monetary policy becomes a hostage of
weak institutions and authorities’ reluctance to
admit supervisory failure.

With each successive crisis over the past decade
and a half, from 2007-08 to the 2020 covid shock
and the mid-size bank turmoil of 2023, the Fed
has steadily expanded the scope and
interventions. What began as emergency liquidity
support has become arecurring feature of finan-
cial-market management.

When every disruption is said to generate ‘spill-
overs'and every balance-sheet wobble prompts
intervention, the distinction between containing
panics and propping up failing institutions blurs,
and with it goes the discipline that keeps moral
hazard in check. At that point, independence
canno longer enforce restraint; it merely shields
open-ended emergency measures.

The benchmark for central-bank restraint was set
by Walter Bagehot more than a century ago: lend

mine whether an institution is solvent yet tempo-
rarily illiquid, or insolvent and therefore in need of
restructuring. If regulators cannot draw this dis-
tinction for banks, despite having granular super-
visory data, they certainly cannot do so for non-
banks, where visibility is limited.

The turmoil 0f 2023 underscored the risks
created by the Fed's mission creep. My co-authors

early and freely, but only to solvent
against good collateral, and ata penalty rate. Under
this elegant frameworlk, the central bank supplies
liquidity, the fiscal authority provides capital and
markets impose accountability. Viable institutions
are insulated from liquidity panics, while insolvent
onesare restructured or shut dows
That framework endured so long as the bounda-
ries between regulated banks and the rest of the
financial system were clearly defined, and the line
between liquidity and solvenc
Modern crises have made it harder to sustain the
latter distinction, as sharp asset-price declines can
quickly undermine institutions that appear stable.
With non-bank entities increasingly performing
bank-like functions without comparable oversight,
the Fed extended its reach in 2008 and again
in2020, broadening collateral standards and
creatingnew. lcn(lmg facilities on the fly. By the
time the ! hit, inter ionsor

‘e seenas

and1 1that hundreds of banks faced large
mark-to-market losses on long-duration assets,
operated with thin capital buffers, and relied
heavily on uninsured deposits. Yet, instead of
calling for restructuring or new equit
was widely framed as aliquidity crisis.
ties effectively extended support to roughly 9‘)
trillion in uninsured deposits, vastly expanding the
safetynet.

By actingasa lender ofimmediate resort. the
Fed may have steadied markets, but it also left the
underlying incentives unchanged, setting the

The answer is not to abandon Bagehot's frame-
work. but toupdate it. The Fed should set clear
conditions for when emergency facilities can be
activated, publish transparent eligibility rules that
restrict lending to solvent institutions, impose
robust penalty rates and haircuts, and publicly dis-
close how each facility was used once it is wound
down. Most importantly, the Fed should limit itself
toliquidity support and leave solvency issues to
marketsand fiscal authorities. Without that sepa-
ion, the Fed will continue to drift toward indus-
licy, undermining its legitimacy.
ile some may argue that these safeguards
already exist, recent interventions have lacked the
one constraint capable of limiting moral hazard:
automatic mechanisms that force markets to deter-
mine whetheran institution deserves tosurvive.
Banks that get liquidity should be required
to raise equity commensurate with that support
within a defined window or face restructuring or

stage for the next crisis and putting its ind

ence understrain. Higher interest rates, though
necessary to rein ininflation. exposed widespread
interest-rate risk across the banking system. This
left the Fed in a bing se rates dramatically and
risk breaking the weakest banks, or hold back and
allow inflation to run wild. Financial fragility, in
effect, became an undeclared ceiling on monetary

€ idation. If markets are unwilling to provide
capital, the institution isnot illiquid, but insolvent.
Central-bank independence must rest on sound
governance, transparency and accountability.
That includes acknowledging supervisory failures
whenasolvency problem is misjudged as a liquid-
ity one and explaining how those failures will be
addressed. Afterall, acentral bank that cannot

extraordinary had become routine. While each
step may have been defensible inisolation,
together they pushed the Fed beyond the limits

that preserved its legitimacy.
liquidity is

The key challenge fa

short-term funding
problem, insolvency reflects long-term balance-
sheet weaknesses that can be addressed only
through new equity, mergers or orderly resolution.
ng policymakers

tightening.

odeter-

The Fed's dual role
etary authority magnifies the conflict. The prob-
lem is that admitting supervisor
cealed solvency problemsis poll
createsan incentive for the Fed to characterize bal-
ance-sheet weaknesses as liquidity issues, leading
toa pro-intervention bias that runs counter to the
very purpose of central-bank independence.

sbank supervisorand mon-

/ failures or con-
ally costly

MY

refuse intervention during a crisis cannot be
expected to hold its ground when tightening
monetary poli

To protect its credibility, the Fed must res
temptation to treat eve S
Otherwise, the financial system will remain fragile
by design and the Fed's
time it rescues another institution that should have
been allowed to fail.

the

stemi

Ty problem a

credibility will erode every
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Emissions still rising does not
mean climate action has failed

The Paris pact catalysed clean-tech advances that are paying off

LARA WILLIA
is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering

climate change.

hen 196 nations adopted the
2015 Paris climate accord, the
UK prime minister at the time,
David Cameron, wrote on Twitter: “Our
grandchildren will see we did our duty.”
Tenyearson, what would those grandkids

think? The pact has started to look like a
hllluo But that only holds true if you're
fixated on the end g(}d] rather than the
journey. The legally binding treaty aimsto
limit climate change to “well below 2° Cel-
sius above pre-industrial levels™ and pur-
sueefforts to keepthe increase close to L5’

Green'te(hnology adop(lon means that
emissions could peak by 2030. AP

Ever since, research and money have
been flowinginto green transition sectors
atanever-increasing pace. The EU'sInno-
vation Fund, mealt-dmhelplhe blocmeet

ted lhe
ofbatteries, carb ‘gal
cement and advanced re g,
Bt fossil-fuclemissi

itstreatyc

Celsius. It specifies that countries should
reacha “global peaking of greenhouse gas
assoonaspossible. Butcarbon

bothon therise.
In 2025, the US responsible for about

lictate the
fate of the planet. Demand remains at an
all-time high and though the International
Energy Agency forecasts that fossil-fuel
usewill peak before 2030, itacknowledges
1h.xl if governments abandon their stated

24%ofall pumped into the
atmosphere, withdrew from the treaty for
the second time under President Donald

oil and gas demand will con-
tinue to rise. Still, there is optimism that
emissions would likely peak by 2030. With

Trump. The EU b 1key regula-
tions as well, including its 2035 combus-
tion engine ban and pollution upomng

reasinglyava cheaply,
it could happen. Also, consider trends in
various parts of the world. Pakistan is see-

requirements. Elsewhere, gr

which playsdown environmental effortsto
avoid political scrutiny, is on the rise
among companies. \lan) experts seem
almost certain that the 1.5 target is toast.
Copernicus, the EU's Earth observation
service,said the last three yearsareset to be
the first period when average temperature
rise would exceed that goal. And we're
nowhere near net-zero emissions.

But then, were our expectations too
high? The treaty gave usa multi-prisoners’
dilemma. Part of the problem is that the
Paris pact has no penalties for inadequate
plansoraction, so theincentive to freeride
is high: While only those parties cutting
emissions bear the costs, everyone benefits
from theirefforts. Meanwhile, petro-states
wantto keep squeezing profits out of their
businesses. Oil and gas companies have
been making about $2.5 billion a day in
profit for the last 50 years, according toa
2022 analysis of World Bank data. Why
would they give up that revenue?

Yet, the Paris Agreement has put usina
far better position than we would have
been withoutit. In October 2015, Climate
Action Tracker calculated that policiesand
actions at the time put the world on track
for 3.6” Celsius of warming by 2100 but
projected warmingisnow 2.6°. Th ignals
progress. The idea of a net-zero goal has
also sparked a [lurry of innovation. 1f
researchers didn't believe that anyone
would want green technologies, then why

inga solar boom. Driven by frus-
tration with soaring electricity pricesand
power failures, rooftop generation is
expected to exceed demand on the grid
duringdaytime hoursin some large indus-
trial regions for the first time next year.
Many an countries are set to replicate
that expansion with solar panel imports
from China. Recordswere set in 20 coun-
tries, Kenya, Algeriaand Nigeriaincluded.
ponsible for only about
% of global emissions, it has a rapidly
¢ population and is industrializing.
Switching to cleantech now avoids huge
future growth in carbon emissions. Ethio-
piaand Nepal are embracing electric vehi-
cles (EVs) likenever before. More than 70%
of four-wheeled passenger vehicles
imported to Nepal last year were electric,
and the adoptionis helping to reduce Kath-
mandu’sair pollution crisis. Although the
Paris Agreement no doubt kickstarted the
EVindustry'srapid development, in Ethio-
pia, the driving force behind widespread
adoption is the desire to save money. The
nation spends roughly $4.5 billion import-
ing fuel every year, whi vers have had
toputup with chronic fuel shortages and
i ices. EVs eliminate that problem.
1t's shifts like these, where cleantech
makes economic sense, that will power the
climate transition. Whether or not the
A;n‘eemem still in i current
blejob

arl kmg agreen |(\ohmun which is

would they invest in them? T dsent

just o takeoff. That'snota

asignal [of net-zero-aimed demand].

failure tome. ©BLOOMBERG

Will the next 25 years surprise us like the last 25 did?

RAHUL MATTHAN

isa partner at Trilegal and the
author of The Thud Way:

nthelast day of the year 2000, the

futurelooked bright. The world had

survived the Y2K bug, and early
signsseemed to indicate that the rapid pro-
liferation of internet access points would
dramatically benefitsociety. We ended the
year with optimism, hopeful that the
i ine digi i 1d
ratize knowledge, erode authoritarian
regimes and enable global prosperity. We
be! hewd \»c wereon the cusp ofa period of

India's y Approach
to Data Governance'. His X
handle is @matthan.

Itechnological acceleration that we
prematurely christened the ‘Long Boom.'
Twenty-fiveyears later, itis clear that our
optimism was misplaced. Not only did the
internet not create a ‘Global Village,' it
weaponized connectivity, leading toa world
divided by the Great Firewall of China,
European regulations and American corpo-
rate ﬁllns Social media made thmgw\ orse,

ngagement over ionto | tri
the point where, in less than a decade,
friendsanidiie lividedalong | inwhich

chambersthat versions
of the same reality. Rather lh..m coming
together, nations have drifted apart. riven by
concernsof digital neo-colonialism and the
mpduuux intentions of technologically

When this happens, our economic growth
could finally be decoupled from resource
extraction, marking the end of the ‘Age of
Oil’

Tl h(‘ second axis of tech transformation is

d nations, as represented by the
global corporationsthatserveas the spear-
head of theirambitions.

Given our poor performance, it seems
futile to attempt similar predictions today.

not necessarily the large lan-
guage models that are all the rage right now,

butsome form of machine
intelligence that will per-
meate everythingwe doin

But thisarticle appearsin printon the very | society. Thiswillaccelerate % not reach Mars by 2050, we

lostday o 2023 and | couldntresistrefloct. | omce vommition becomes  TECRIOlOgICAL 0 cmn

ingon how I believe technology commoditized and we all change and to use space for industrial

society over the next 25 years. Here, then, | get our own personal Al Aumt) le\eng'uwmnuo
¢ the four axes along which I believe | systems. When that hap- underestimate ravity for the

change will occur. pens, alway: -on mmhm of high-value materials th
By far, the most significant technological | di isi will jts second-order can'tbeproducedonEarth

shift will be in the biological realm, assyn- | be able to detect hmllh . dn(lduxzmemu rrﬂursuppl\

thetic biology starts being used to replace | concernswellbefore they -~ @ffects. This may

he chemical processes we currentlyrelyon. | become a threat. trans- . Thiswill likely' heclosrl\

s means that we will soon be able to | forming medicine from a happen again connected to the fourth

‘brew’ what we need by using precision fer-

allowing us to ‘manufacture’ on demand
whatever chemicals, fabrics, fuelsand food
weneed. This will disrupt the current indus-
zed production system as we shift to
distributed bio-manufacturing ecosystems

tribal lines and forced to opem\c in echo

hood ‘brewers’ produce
our pharmaceuticals, fabrics and food.

reactive toa predictivesci-

ence. It will ensure that

every student hasa tutorwho knows exactly
how thisindividual learns best, transforming
today’s ‘one-to-many’ teaching environment
intoa ‘one-on-one’ approach. Itwill also ena-
blevarious micro-efficiencies—traffic lights
that ‘watch’ roads and coordinate with every
otherlightin the city, devices that negotiate

We over-expect

with the grid to buy power when it is most
efficient and refrigerators that re-stock
themselves—whichwill allow ustostop wor-
rying about Aow to do things and focus on
what needs tobe done.

The third axis of transformation will be
space, with technology openingupa brand
new dimension in which
our planetary i
can operate,

ven if we do

constraints, providing us with uninter-
rupted carbon-free baseload power.

As transformative as these technologies
will be, they will necessitate finding new
answers to old questions. Synthetic biology
will raise new ethical concernsaround engi-
neering life, just as commoditized intelli-
gence will foree institutions to determine
where human agency ends and automated
decision-making begins. And as global
superpowers compete to establish domi-
nance in new economic zones beyond the
atmosphere, space will cease to bea“global
commons’ and instead become a fiew Imll]p-

groundy ulﬂLuululu over
cor

Ifthe year 2000 laughl usanything, itis
that we overestimate the speed of techno-
1

and final axis of innovation,
which is energy. I believe
thatin the coming years, it will finally cease
tobethe challenge it is today aswe begin to
useorbital phﬂnnm toaccessspace- hw'd

logical ck asmuch asweunder-
estimate its second-order effects. This
means that the real story of the next quarter-
century may not be as much about what
these new technologies enable as the extent
to which we can redesign our geopolitical
and institutional architectures to take
ad\';ml;xg(' of them. Whether this period is

solar power, collecting energy

and beaming it back to Earth, Unlike tradi-
tional terrestrial renewables, this system
would be free of weather, seasonal and land

bered as the start of a ‘New Long
Buum or the moment new sources of abun-
dance further fractured the global order will
depend on how our institutions adapt.
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Restoring trustin
the judicial process

Apex court’s order on Sengar closes a critical
gap in case jurisprudence and underlines the
severity of charges against the former legislator

he Supreme Court’s decision to stop the release

of former BJP lawmaker Kuldeep Singh Sengar

from jail and stay an earlier order by the Delhi

High Court, which had opened the door for
some relief for the convicted rapist, makes two
important points.

One, it points out that Sengar was convicted not just
under the Protection of Children from Sexual Offences
(Pocso) Act— the victim was a minor when the crime
occurred in 2017 —but also under section 376 (rape) of
the Indian Penal Code. The apex court said that the
high court was not conscious that the strongman
politician was found guilty under two penal statutes,
and therefore, the definition of public servant under
Pocso— the high court had found that Sengar could
not be classified as a public servant—was not the only
relevant question. In finding so, the apex court has
moved to close a critical gap in case jurisprudence and
underlined the severity of charges against the former
legislator.

Two, it hinted that the high court’s definition of
“public servant” might have been off the mark. In its
earlier controversial decision, the high court had said
that Sengar was convicted under Section 5 (C)
(aggravated penetrative sexual assault by a public
servant) of the Pocso Act, butan elected representative
did notfit the definition of a “public servant™ under
Section 21 of the IPC, now BNS Section 2(28). The apex
court, however, said that this interpretation was “a
little bit disturbing” because a constable or patwari will
be classified as a public servant, butan elected member
ofalegislative assembly or council will be exempt. The
top courtis right in taking an expansive view of the
issue and considering the real-world meaning of a
public servant, instead of favouring a hyper-technical
view that runs the risk of endangering justice.

In a country where politicians often enjoy
unbridled impunity from prosecution, it is rare for
any lawmaker — let alone a regional strongman who
ran aregion by fiatand won four times from three
different parties — to pay for his crimes. It took
national outrage after the victim attempted to
immolate herself in 2018, and multiple charges — the
conspiracy to kill the victim's father in custody, for
one— for Sengar to be arrested, charged and finally
convicted. While any convict or undertrial deserves
due process and the full protection of the law, there
should be adequate consideration of the victim’s
rights and the sociopolitical powers of the convict.
Anything less might be a miscarriage of justice.

What Khaleda Zia meant
for Bangladesh politics

angladesh’s first woman prime minister Khaleda

Zia, who has died at the age of 80 after prolonged

illness, will perhaps be best remembered for her
intense and decades-long rivalry with another former
PM, Sheikh Hasina, and how this shaped the politics of
the two leaders and the path of their country. Khaleda
was thrustinto politics in after the assassination of her
husband, military ruler Ziaur Rahman, in 1981, and
played a key role in shaping his Bangladesh Nationalist
Party (BNP) into a national force, as well as in the
movement against the autocratic rule of another
military dictator, Hussain Muhammad Ershad, for
which she joined hands with arch-rival Hasina.
Khaleda held the post of premier three times and took
steps to ensure free education for girls and carried out
economic reforms. She became known for her
uncompromising approach towards politics, and her
death could lead toa sympathy wave for the BNP in
Bangladesh’s election scheduled for February 12.

However, Khaleda's stints in power will also be

remembered in India for the strains in bilateral ties.
Her third term in the early 2000s was marred by
allegations of support for several anti-India militant
groups from the northeastern states, which set up
bases in southeastern Bangladesh, and the infamous
“Chittagong arms haul” case of 2004, when security
forces intercepted a huge consignment of arms and
ammunition meant for the United Liberation of Asom
(ULFA). The Jamaat-e-Islami, which was then part of
Khaleda’s government, was also accused of backing
radical Islamist forces on both sides of the border. With
the BNP expected to emerge as the largest force in the
upcoming election, New Delhi will be watching to see
the approach of Khaleda's party towards India under
the new leadership of her son Tarique Rahman.

Old

ideas for a new

India, amid the churn

Revisiting four powerful
ideas — not ideological
novelties, but pragmatic
reforms rooted in
efficiency, governance,

model: A gov-

(MSP) Emepower free water, and vari-
ous forms of job Officially,

ernment-owned holding company that

subsidies account for around 3.5% of

GDP. Butif wedid honest accounting the

true costlikelyapproaches 7% of GDP.
‘The fertiliser, or rather urea subsidy,

has encouraged urea overuse and

ently, professionally, and atarm’s length
from political ministries.

Indiashould consider creatinga simi-
lar government holding company and
transferri.ng ownership of all central

If AT of the future, then power

i i degraded soil quality. Fi d
and basic morality degraded sl quality Free powerand - publicsectr
2025canbecalleda  to severe depletion.  arating owners!up from regulancn

nmany
watershed year. Several long-held

capacity are its true foundations.

HT ARCHIVE

"Together with MSP, this has held back  Today, ministr electrici ything. sion. India’s future competitiveness
orthodoxies have collapsed. A improvementsinagricultural and own firms within them — TheUShasaninstalled power capac-  depends on reliable, financially viable
rule-based global order—govern-  productivity, highlighted often anobviousconflictofinterest. ity of about 1,230 GW, China around  power distribution.
ingtrade, war, alliances,and policy by economist Ashok Gulati. ‘Think steel ministry,coal min- 3,350 GW, and India roughly 462 GW. Speed af fjudicial redress: Fora proper
predictability — has weakened  These subsidies are not only istry, petroleum ministry, energy ing hydro) market, contract enforce-

sharply Inits plamhznsemergedawoﬂd ﬁscally expensive but also among others, This structure  accounts for 24% in the US, 42% in  ment s essential. Currently, our courts
uctive. undermmes competition,  China,and 35%inIndia. Includinghydro  do not provide this. The axiom justice
powerTramacnonal narrowlyself-in- If subsidies amount to  J y fficiency. pushes Chinaand Ind Hav-  delayed isjustice denied is the norm in
terested, and fundamentally zero-sum  roughly 7% of GDP ina $4.1 Sinha Aholdi would ing itywillbecome  India. Most civil cases last long years.
inoutlook. trillion economy, this trans- euablc a serious national nsumegnc necessity. Already inthe US, The ‘most egregious failure of our jus-
Thisshifthas beenrapid. Itisunfold-  lates to nearly $300 billion ———— In 5% of total is in respect of our prisons,
ingalongside dramaticadvancesin arti- annually. Instead of distribut- which industries does India ~ electricity—ashare thatwillinevitably ~ Out of approximately 573,000 prison-
ficial intelligenceand technology. inten-  ing this money inefficiently, imagine  need a domestic manufacturing pres-  rise,aswillitin Indiatoo. ers in India, over 70% — around
sifying, and it directly to ence to avoid long-term Against thi ) India'sdistri- 430,000 —are undertrials. Many have
accelerating demographlc change.  Think150 million Indian households— For example, defence, capital machm bution companiesarea cripplingweak- ~ spent more than 18 months in jail.
Theseforces mgmhercompelnl.lcoun about half of all households —could  ery, and green technologies. ness. Their cumulativelossesamountto ~ Some have already served the maxi-
tries to reassess their each recei per year, or The government's roleshouldbeto  nearly37 lakh crore, oraround $80bil- mum sentence they would have
gies, institutional frameworks, and  aboutZL8lakh. incubate, take early risks, and build honWlmoulﬁ)dngdmoms.lndlacanv received if convicted. This is a pro-
globalalliances. India is no exception. This approach would ishesi-  notpowerits A found moral failure. Detention without
Task thatwerevisit fourold butpow-  reduce leakage, eliminat tant— wit There are workable solutions. The  timely trial erodes faith in the rule of
erful ideas — not i ical novelties,  andallow tions. Equally important are clear exit  Odishamodel demonstrates the poten-  law and violates the spirit of our Con-
but pragmatic reforms rooted in effi-  useof their income. principles: Why tial of public-private partnerships with su(uuon More broadly the need fnr a
ciency, guvemzmne and basic morz\hly ble, itmust be backed byan enfambln, draw, how much shou]d it dzvest, and  majority private Mumbai  faster
These are; C all-party any ‘what isting i the pillar ofa modemlndla It getslittle
d.\rectbeneﬁl transfers (DEI') mnsuh— mdmdual voter fmm recewmg subsi-  norms, oversightstructures,andsunset  ate over common distribution lines.  actionable focus.
datin dies or frex BT frame-  clauses must be defined upfront. Cost-reflective tariffs, timely orders from These four ideas are not new. They
government holding mmpany dccl work. Without such pohdml discipline, ‘This model would be far superiorto ~ state regulators, elimination of cross-  are old but evergreen ideas. Together.
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operatesamaze of inefficient and distor-

under a 2 govern-

d politicised
ownership structure.

policy

1f ATis th

has returned globally, and India should
learn from countries that have imple-
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MAGA narrative on H-1B
has done lasting damage

to crack down on illegal immigration.
True to form, his second term has fea-
tured highly visible deportation operations tar-
geting undocumented migrants, But nearly one
yearinto Trump’s presndency the Make Amer-

onald Trump won the US presidential
D election in November 2024 promising

Because Indians receive more than 70% of all
H-IB visas, Indian nationals, and even Indian
Americans who are US citizens, have increas-
ingly become targets of this backlash.

'MAGA critics such as Laura Ingraham and
Steve Bannon, along with a vast ecosystem of
social-media influencers, have portrayed the

icaGreat. hecreated
is spending as much energy aiming its guns
toward a different target: the H-IB visa pro-
gramme, and, by extension, Indian immigrants
more broadly.

For decades, the H-1B visa programme was
framed as America’s gateway for global ralent

visa icof elite betrayal. "STOP THE
CHAOS: END THE H-1B SCAM NOW, SEND
ALLTHE VISA HOLDERS HOME, HIRE ONLY
AMERICAN CITIZENS,” Bannon wrote on
GETTR in response to an Indian media report
about visa holders stranded abroad. His out-
burst was not an anomaly. Social media is satu-

a meantto k T heUS  rated rhetoric.
itive in sci i As this column reported in October, the
and i ion. It was imperfect fte attack on H-1B has increasingly morphed into

troversial, but it occupied a relatively narrow
policy lane, debated in terms of labour markets,
‘wages, and skills shortages. Over the past year,
that framing has changed.

The H-IB programme has been

recast in the American public imagi- h

nation not asa talent pipeline, butasa
symbol of job displacement, corpo-
rate abuse, and unfair competition.

an attack on Indians and Indian Americans
‘more broadly. The commumity has become col-
lateral damage in a broader cultural and politi-
cal war, facing heightened suspicion,
harassment, and overt racism. Whatis
striking is how uncontested this narra-
tive shift has been. Neither US compa-
niesnor Indian T firms have mounted
a meaningful public defence of the

‘This shift did not happen overnight. It Frank F programme. Industry associations

has been driven and amplified by poli- Tan have largely retreated into quiet lobby-

tics, populist rhetoric,and a sustained Islam ing. The vacuum hasallowed a simpli-

campaign to associate the visa with fied, and often distorted. story to

‘economic insecurity among native- harden into wisdom.

born workers. Even when Indian American ﬁg
‘The turning point camen when  uresh to push back, th

Trump issued a p

ift. When Vivek Ramas-

imposing a $100, 000 fee to process new H lB

WANG YI
%
Cooperation between China and
the United States benefits both

sides while confrontation

harms both

HT

Growth story powered
by indigenous engines

as a year that marks a decisive break

with the past. These were both years
thataccelerated our intent, ambition, and exe-
cution as a nation. But, if in 1991, the initial
burst of economic reform was driven by recog:
nition of a balance of payments crisis, the 2025
reforms have been driven by understanding a
balance of power opportunity. And this burstof
reform, even more than those before, reflects
how India's leadership at the highest level —
pamcularly Prime Minister Narendra Modi

he year 2025 might well go down in
I Indian economic history alongside 1991

wamy, then a nslng star in the
Party,

petitions, That H-B inDecem-
then, H-IB workers have found (hemselves ber 2024, he faced ferocious backlash from his
aquamlyin (MAGAI own political base. That episode may ultimately

dia figures, and

W'hal followed was not a smgle pD]le

cost him his bid for Ohio governor. In me

himself way thatgrowth is
nurtured in this evolving, fragmented world.
By creating a political and geo-economic
challenge, Donald Trump invited the Modi of
the past to reappear: The political and eco-

US Congress, outside of a handfil of

change, buta sequence
rhetorical actions that together signalled a
broader crackdown.

as Raja Kri thi, there has been little
appetite to publicly defend the visa. The resultis
a profound shift in perception. The H-1B pro-

First, L dopted butits
vetting il i i standing has been deeply dam-

expanded social-media screening and more aged. This reputational coﬂapse has endunng
detailed background checks. These (fmnges, der can easily

coupled wit
cally slowed interview scheduling, particularly
in India. The result has been months-long
delays, higher costs for employers, and thou-
sands of H-1B workers stranded abroad, unable
to return to their US jobs.

Second, earlier this month, the department
of homeland security announced the end of the
H-IB random lottery system. In its place, the

process that favours applicants who offer
higher wages or demonstrate advanced skills.
Under the new framework, higher-paid can-

tion, structurally reducing the odds for lower-
paid foreign professionals. While framed asa
merit-based reform, the policy fundamentally
alters who can realistically access the visa.
These moves did not emerge in a vacuum.
‘The H-IB programme has long enjoyed sup-

reverse.

‘Oncea programme becomes politicaily stig-
matised, enforcement hardens. Scrutiny inten-
sifies. Public

nomic 'y who thrives by
confronting stale orthodoxy and
refuses to outsource national des-
tiny. By revealing international rela-
tionships as nakedly transactional,
the US president reminded New
Delhi of one basic truth: Nobody is
going to celebrate India’s rise. In a
progress»smrved global economy,
growth is not shared. Instead,
growth i is competed for, hoarded,

cautious. Regulators assume bad faith. Even a
future Democratic administration may find it
politically difficult to robustly defend H-1B,
unless economic conditions change dramati-
cally. In thatsense, the most enduring legacy of
the past year may not be a specific rule or fee,
buta narrative: that high-skilled immigration is
athreat to the US rather than an asset. One can
safely say that most of Trump's controversial
executive orders will be reversed instantly by
the next Democratic president. Policies can be
rewritten with the stroke of a pen. Narratives
cannot.

The H-1Bmay continue toexiston paper, but
itsrole in America’s

‘We might have been lulled into
thinking, for a time, that growth would
emerge from partnerships. But Modi has cor-
rectly identified that growth is DIY: We must
doit for ourselves —and keep doing it. It must
be incubated, nourished, and sustained
domestically, like a household plant that
needs constant watering, or a steel plant that
can never be shut down. Global relationships
matter, but the West is neither enemy nor
saviour. It is simply a partner whose errant
ways must be moderated through calm
engagement.

In the1980s, a young India was being excited
againstolder nanon-smtm But, in the 2020s,an

be penmnem.ly dmumshed Some argue that

port from pro-bi butitha

also faced sustained opposition within conserv-
ative circles. Critics have argued that the pro-
grammie was abused — particularly by Indian
outsourcing firms —depressed wages, and dis-
advantaged American tech workers in their
own labour market. What has changed is not
the existence of these critiques, but their politi-
cal salienceand cultural

jobs ffshore, particularly to
India. That may happen, but for US companies,
itwould bea public-relations disaster, reinforc-
ing precisely the story they have failed to con-
test. The question, then, is no longer whether
the H-1B programme survives. It is whether
Americastill believes in what the programme
wasmeant torepresent.

Anaggressive public campaign against both
the programme and its beneficiaries has run
parallel to the administrative crackdown.

civic leader,

Frank F Isk

Samir
Saran

60%, and registers for returns by 90%. More
than 60 million enterprises will benefit—five
times the footprint even of GST.

But GST itself has been reshaped: Two
slabs eliminated, compliance simplified.
Lower tax enabled quarters of euphoric
growth — but, even more importantly, the
fatigue felt by small businesses was
addressed. Reform is not just a one-off event,
an initial investment; it requires mainte-
nance, continual recalibration in response to
lived reality, and attentive leadership.

Tax cuts are, in fact, stimulus by stealth.
‘When Union Budget 2025 raised the cut-off
for income tax exemption to 31,00,000 a
month, Modi showed that the creation of an
Indian middle class requires its protection
from government — not just from extortion-
ary taxes but from unnecessary har-
assment and criminalisation. The
Unified Securities Market Code. the
Jan Vishwas 2.0 Bill, and the new
Income Tax Act show that clarity
rather than coercion is the corner-
stone of India’s emerging State.

Finally, in December, three
reforms signal the strategic confi-
dence that Bharat now has. In the
past, a divided polity twisted itself
into knots about foreign participation in sec-
tors such as insurance and nuclear energy.
‘Those days are gone. Without fuss or fanfare,
nuclear power and insurance were opened to
private participation, their legal framework
modernised and brought into line with global
norms, and our clean energy ambitions
restated.

Each of these reforms is individually signifi-
cant. Taken together, they are revolutionary.
Modi is doing nationally what he once did in
Gujarat, what he did later with Digital India
and the GST —taking big bets and forcing an
ossified state machinery into movement
through sheer willpower. No longer will any-

ancient civili lmdmg!hewaym[orglr\g one pretend that external benevolence can
1gh India forward. The engines and energy

exhonanon ’I'hls is wI\al it means o be Bhamt_ that propel us will be indigenous.

Growth best we can set hout 2025

for the world. And thatis what Modi has given
us in this year of reform on steroids: The build-
ing blocks of decades of growth.

Perhaps, the most consequential of these is
the pushing through of the four labour codes.
This is the biggest factor-market structural
reset since Ehc 1990s. Today's India has finally

DC.

the suppon need to

help loped nation. Rules have

Thzmz\\sa(pressﬂl are personal

beeu cut by three-quarters, reporting forms by

But Modi's s
tic energy, domestic focus, domestic reform.
Before restructuring its partnership with the
world, India must rewrite its contract with
itself. This is the time to write India’s future,
and Indians will doit.

Samir Saran is president, Observer
Research Foundation. The views
expressed are personal
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Editing the Future

ndia has quietly crossed a scientific threshold in its

northernmost region. At a state agricultural university in.

Kashmir, researchers have successfully developed the

country’s first gene-edited sheep ~ an animal that has now
complucd a year of monitored gmeh with normal health

and imf 1 muscle devel The

achievement has not triggered headlines or public debate. Yet
itsimplications extend well beyond the laboratory in which it
was born. Developed at Sher-e-Kashmir Agricultural University
in Srinagar, the project reflects years of publicly funded research
that has advanced quietly, without the regulatory attention
such breakthroughs usually demand.

The sheep was developed using precision gene-editing
techniques that alter an organism’s existing DNA rather than
inserting foreign genetic material. By disabling a gene known to
limit muscle growth, scientists have demonstrated measurable
gams in body mass without observable physiological stress.
is is not experimental unkcnng for novelty
research emerged from a region that consumes far more mutton
than it produces, under conditions of shrinking pasture, water
stress, and rising demand.

What makes this development consequential is not the
animal itself, but the policy vacuum surrounding it. India has, in
recent years, signalled openness to gene-edited crops,
approving varieties d d through similar tect
Livestock, however, remains in regulatory limbo. There i isno
clear guidance on whether gene-edited animals will be treated
as natural variants, subjected to transgenic regulations, or
evaluated under an entirely new framework. This uncertainty
effectively caps progress, regardless of scientific success.

Globally, countries have begun to resolve this dilemma by
focusing on outcomes rather than methods ~ assessing food
safety, animal welfare, and environmental impact rather than
the mere presence of gene editing, Some have allowed
gene-edited animals into the food chain under defined
safeguards. Others remain cautious but are actively revising
their rules. India’s hesitation, by contrast, appears less
philosophical than procedural. Ethical concerns surrounding
animal biotechnology are legitimate and should not be
minimised. But ethical governance requires clarity, not silence.
A regulamn auhueclure that includes transparent appm\al\

and post

isnotan S of ked i ion. It
is an assertion of state responsibility. There is also a strategic
dimension India cannot ignore. Protein availability, especially
affordable animal protein, is becoming a structural challenge.
Climate constraints and land limitations make conventional

ansionmodelsi il bl Technologi

that improve yield efficiency per animal are not indulgence:
they are potential stabilisers in a stressed food system. In
past food security breakthroughs were not accidental. They
were the result of timely decisions to align science with poli
even amid uncertainty. Gene-edited livestock presents a similar
moment. Scientific capability has arrived quietly. What remains
to be seen is whether regulatory resolve will follow. For now, the
sheep thrives in controlled conditions. Whether its promise
survives beyond them depends entirely on the choices
policymakers make next.

Without choice

‘early five years after Myanmar's military

power, the generals have returned to a fa ritual:

the ballot box. But this election, held in phases amid

an active civil war, is not an exercise in democratic
renewal. It is an attempt to convert control into consent at a
moment when the state itsell is fractured. The conditions under
which the vote is being conducted tell the real story. Large parts
of the country are excluded on grounds of “instability,”
opposition parties have been dissolved. and prominent leaders
remain imprisoned or exiled. The National League for
Demoeracy, which won decisive mandates in earlier elections, is
absent. its leadership jailed under charges widely seen as
political. In such circumstances, the vote cannot serve as a
mechanism of representation; it can only function as a
managed outcome. The junta’s argument is procedural: that
phased voting, security arrangements, and participation by
registered parties, amount to progress towards a multi-party
system. Yet, procedure divorced from political freedom is a
hollow substitute. Laws criminalising criticism of the election,
with penalties extending to long prison terms and even death.
invert the mezmjng of civic participation. Voting under threat is
not a choice; it is compliance.

That some citizens still line up to vote is not LVlanL‘E of
I ut of ity. Years of conflict,
collapse, and inflation have left ordinary people desperate for
stability. For many, casting a ballot may feel like a small
assertion of normaley or a hope ~ however faint - that prices
will fall or daily life might improve. These motivations are
human and understandable. But they cannot repair a process
structurally designed to exclude dissent.

The broader context makes the exercise even more tenuous.
M nar remains a battlefield, with the military facing armed
resistance groups and ethnic militias across muluple Lmnm Air
strikes continue even as polling proceeds, underscoring the
contradiction at the heart of the exercise: a government
claiming democratic intent while relying on coercion as its
primary instrument of rule. External support, particularly
diplomatic and material backing from major powers, has
allowed the stalemate to persist, but not to resolve.

Regional and international reactions reflect this scepticism.
Western governments have rejected the polls outright, while
Asean has urged dialogue before any election - an implicit
admission that ballots cannot precede reconciliation. The
junta’s leadership, embodied by Min Aung Hlaing, insists the
process is free and fair, but legitimacy cannot be asserted by
declaration. It must be earned through inclusion.

For India and the wider region, Myanmar's election poses an
uncomfortable truth. Stability achieved through exclusion is
rarely stable for long, An electoral timetable that sidelines a
popular political force associated with Nobel Laureate Aung
San Suu Kyi and ignores half the country’s population may
deliver an administration, but not authority. In the end, this
vote is less about choosing a future than about freezing the
present. Without dialogue, ceasefires, and the restoration of
political fr s ballot risks bex another
milestone in the normalisation of military rule.

.ie HIE x

Greater Accountability

Twentyyearsofoperational
experience(MNREGA was
introducedin2005) have
generatedseveraloperational
lessons. Itwouldbeadereliction
of publicpolicyiftheselessons
werenotincorporatedfor
aligning VB-GRAM G, which
basicallyprovidesasocial
securitynet,withradically
changedgroundrealities of
ruralIndia. BylocatingVB-G
RAMGfirmlywithinthedigital
[frameworkandestablishing
unambiguousandclearly
defined regularmonitoring
mechanisms, wecanexpectthat
fakerolls, exaggerated
employment claims, payment
pendency,andleakageswill be

VB-G RAM G Bill, 2025

viable social security net to theirown people

and Ly

eliminated

everal commentators and opposition
leaders have sought to trivialize the
reform undertaken for lhe rurdl

insyncwith the federal nature
of our polity.

Second. the switch fromad iven
to a nominated expenditure format has
evoked thecriticism from the ‘bleeding heart
group of civil society activists’ who argue
that this will not allow VB-G RAM G to
meet the needs of the rural unemployed.
They forget that the guarantee doesnl

address an acute emerging problem. In fact,
given the urgency and severity of the water
problem, it could be eminently useful for
VB-G RAM G to focus almost exclusively
on water conservation and its rational
utilization for the next few vears. It will
vield handsome and accountable returns.
Fifth, linking projects undenakcn under

the attempt to plug all possible lcakdgvs
and acts of commission and omission is
indeed welcome.

These efforts include appointment of
Steering Oversxg,hl Commlltees at Central
and St forregular
monitoring of’ the projects’implementation;
Albased fraud detection system: Enhanced

VB-GRAM G to National Rural

role of the P GPS for

Stackand to PM Gati Shakti

employ
mere attempt to dmnve the name and
dispense with MahaLma Gandhi’s name
from the title. This is of course as absurd as

getaffected merely by

and making these a part of

fund-sharing pattern, the worker’s right
to demand employment remains intact,
andifemploymentisnot pmvnded wuhm
15days, it

itcan get. No g pecially notone
‘hict i the Mahatma's
principal goal of eliminating poverty from
our midst, could contemplate such a change
in the nomenclature.

It is also rather futile to focus the debate
ona change in Lhc name and not dwell on

thatis embedd

inthe Act which has introduced the Vikasit
Bharat Guarantee for Rozgar And Ajeevika
Mission (Gramin) Act (VB- G RAM G Act).
In this piece we intend to address some
of the fears, somewhat misplaced, about
VB-GRAM G.

First, the fear that by raising the share of
the State governments to 40 per cent, lhc

ment
to be paid.

Third, an outlay for each state based
on an in-depth enquiry of their actual
needs, will ensure that State governments
are fully aware of the annual outlay and
can hence plan the implementation of
VB-G RAM G more effectively to better
tackle the employment loss in lean
months.

The provision for State governments
to pause the implementation of VB-G
RAM G for 60 days in‘a year to coincide
with the peak agricul(urc seasons ol'

one.Itwill helpallevi utc ldhour shortages

VB-GRAMG scheme: e fi that heavily c in the farmers? dblllty to
as States will not be able to contribute their  complete necessary farm operations intime
share of the expenses. It should be noted ~ during the peak season.

thatthe Hi and North Easterns Fourth, fourcritical i

(13 in all) will still receive 90 per cent of the d cli 1; projectsi welcome.

total outlays from the Central Government.

A higher share of the remaining States
will ensure that state governments, now
with skin in the game, will try harder to
ensure a proper implementation of VB- G
RAM G and eliminate the leakages that had
come to characterize the earlier version.
‘This attempt at making States an almost
equal partner in the matter of providing a

I Viét Nam News [l

India is a severely water stressed country
with 4 per cent share of global fresh water
availability and 16 per cent of the world
population. Our per capita water availability
has been declining rather sharply over the
past dmdes Tl hm‘l’orf; the! iom.ls on rainwater

the Viksit Gram Panchayat
Plans in conjunction with
its focus on fourkey sectors,
will ensure more bang for
the buck. The planning
envisaged in the new Act is
decentralised. participatory

mobile-based monitoring: and weekly
public disclosures. The most impo:
improvement, in my view, is the provi
of stronger Social audits twice a year, This
might bethe key toeliminating the remaining
weaknesses, which had plagued MNREGAs
implementation.

Twenty vears of operational experience
(MNREGA was introduced in 2005)
have generated several operational
lessons. It wuuld be a dereliction of publk
policyiftl werenoti

2ay and bottom-up. Viksit Gram
s Panchayat Plans will be
The writer is prepared by Gram Panchay
Chairman, through Gram Sabha
Pahlé India themselves, The National
Foundation,  Rural Infrastructure Stack
and former is simply an aggregation of
Vice the works planned and taken
Chairman, up under the Viksit Gram
NITI Aayog Panchayat Plans. It willensure

that infrastructure projects
are partof the decentralized
development plans prepared by Gram
Panchayats on the one hand and converge
with the national level effort to improve
logistics infrastructure and lower overall

for aligning VB-G RAM G, which
basically providesasocial security net, with
radically changed ground realities of
rural India.

By locating VB- G RAM G firmly within
the digital framework and establishing
unambiguous and clearly defined regular
monitoring mechanisms, we can expect
that fake rolls, exaggerated employment
claims, payment pendency and leakages

illbe minimi 1 imi

24
Thatwill help make VB-G RAM G the social
security net which will provide succor to

costs for not only the agri sector but
the overall economy.

Improvements inruralinfrastructure and
linking it to the logistics network will facilitate
labour mobility and transfer of goods and
services that will directly benefit the rural
worLiorcc and larmcrs

loss of employment.

While the number of days for which
VB-G RAM G employment can be availed
has been extended to 125 days in a year, the
policy effort will be more pmducuvdv
directed to ensure lhal our workforce is

har i d reservoirs
to increase their water holding capacities
and all water conservation projects will

Sixth, hasbeen

formali: dinhigh

made in preventing leakagcs. with 9994
percent paymentsalready digital in 202425,

productivity and high wage employment
that will ensure a Viksit Bharat@100.

Freedom of religion not subject to politicisation

ith the latest update by the
US Commission on
International Religious
Freedom (USCIRF), whuh

cultural and legal context.

Viet Nam is a multi-religion country,
wherespiritual beliefs coexist peacefully,
enjoy equality hefore the law and are

and mlermuondl forums. Under the guise
f gious [reedum

magnification of differences or isolated
frictions within or between religious
ities to undermine national

once again gave biased and
assessments of religious freedom i in Viet

closely with the

nation’s hmory Buddlusm A Member

Nam, a concept rooted in itarian
values has continued to be distorted and
politicised as a tool for pressure.

Viewing the issue solely through the
lens of a single report or organisation
remains insufficient. In reality, behind
claims madeinthe name of human rights
lies a longstanding set of tactics aimed
not at protecting freedom of behef or
rr~||mnn humr

I national

solidarity bloc and smearing Viet Nam's
international image. Idenmymg and
exposing the misuse of the banner of
lcllgmus Irccdom is not mtended lo
deepen deny dif

but to return this issue to its proper place
~ within Viet Nam's specific historical,

Catholicism, P

Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, Islam and
other religions are all religious
practices protccted by law.

The freedom of belief and
religion is not a slogan, but a
constitutional right institutionalised
through the 2016 Law on Belief and
Religionand reflectedin vibrant religious
life across the country.

This reality is undeniable. Yet it is
precisely this harmonious picture that
hostile forces seck to exploit, turning the
protection of religious freedom into a
political instrument.

Acommon tacticistodistort Viet Nam’s
religious policies and laws through the

Of The

A N N rcs(ncuon or 'repression’.
Annual USCIRF reports, for many

separating legal  solidarity. Historical legacies, local disputes
and social order. or admuuslmuve shunmrmng5 in some
tripped of context

State
dcsigncd to safeguard therightsand
fth i

and lal)elled as rehglous conflicts or
iscri ati

This h has been

years relying largely on information
from overseas opposition groups and
self-proclaimed 'religious activists', have
repeatedly misrepresented Viet Nam's
religious reality, interpreting religious
issues through subjective and biased
perspectives.
Dcspile heinv publicly refumd by Viet

applied to Izmd related issues mvulvmg
religious facilities, where administrative
or legal disputes are recast as allegations
of 'land seizure’ or 'religious repression’,
fuelling antagonism between believers
and authorities. Such misinformation
i i widely online despil
e

I
by relevant agencies.

More alarmingly. in areas of strategic
i ce to national defence and

are rcc»clcd as a [CIIlpLI(E Lreaung a

chumy eipeclally those with ethnic

wlth the country’s religious context.

y elements have

exploited religion to incite separatist or

activities of i
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Another

on the Thoothukudi-Tirunelveli highway
every evening for two hours, after his work

Olltcomes economic needs rather than repetitive
manual tasks.
Il'wagcﬁarelimel\' fuland  at a private c
Sir, The protest over: protesting over

MGNREGA ignores the substance of the
new rural employment framework. Whil
theC i Ay
name dilutes a rights-based law, policy
outcomes matter more than symbolism.
Gandhian principles wereneverabout labels,
butabout dignity of labour, village self-reliance,
and honest delivery.

The new Gramin employment scheme
focuses on convergence with housing,
lmg,,dunu and agngullure prugmmmes

[di 1I-linke:

numendamre serves little public purpose.

Gandhijisideals are best honoured through

effective governance, not political ownership
of aname.

Yours, etc., M. Barathi,

Bengaluru, 29 December.

Mobile library

Sir, There was an interesting article in
the media about a person in Tamil Nadu,

creati dwork,
faster wage payments through DBT, and
greater use of technology for transparency
and accountability.

It also aims to reduce delays, improve
productivity.and align rural work with local

N EE@» SN - e

readingand writing,
and has converted his scooter intoa mobile
roadside library.

As per the report, this unique way of
nurturing reading has drawn many people,
including children and he runs the library

epaper.thestatesman.com

At a time when people are addicted to
mobile phones. and the reading habit is on
the decline, such an initiative, without any
charges, will certainly help in reviving
the habit.

Yours, etc, S.Sankaranarayanan,
Chennai, 25 December.

Safe highways

Sir, Theaccident in Chitradurga, wherea
truck crossed the median and collided
head-on witha private bus, leading to a fire
that claimed six lives, is deeply distressing.
It reminds us of similar tragedies this
winter, particularly fog-related crashes in
northern India.

Dense seasonal fog reduces visibility

drastically, and when combined with driver
fatigue ~ often from long hours without
proper rest ~ and inadequate or improperly
adjusted headlights, the risk of vehicles
veering across medians rises sharply.

In this case, the truck driver appears to
have dozed off. a recurring issue in
overnight commercial travel, Suchincidents
highlight how small lapses in vigilance or
vehicle maintenance can turn fatal on busy
highways.

To prevent repeats, authorities should
enforcestricterrest rules for drivers, mandate
fog lights and regular headlight checks,
install stronger medians with reflective
markers, and increase night patrols. Public
awareness on safe winter driving would
also help. Simple measures like these could
save many lives.

Yours, etc., Avinashiappan Myilsami,
Coimbatore, 26 December.
»
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AIlmomentum: What lies ahead for India?

AMIT KAPOOR AND
MOHAMMAD SAAD

ver since the launch of

ChatGPTin2022. Alusage

in India has evolved

significantly in both scale
and variety. Initially limited to
business applications in a few
companies, Al adoption has since
expanded sharply, with India
accounting for 13.5 per cent of
ChatGPT'’s 700 million weekly users.
Arecent TCS-ClI survey found that
69 per cent of organisations now
use Al-enabled pnulucu and services.
Innovation has surged as well, with
83059 Al patents filed between
2019 and 2025, compared to just
3931 from 2010 to 2018.

This rapid diffusion of Al is
ifying its interaction with
cconomic agents across the
macroeconomy, giving rise to an
evolving Al ecosystem. This ecosystem
is not unl\ Shd]’)ln]., Al's trajectory
but is also being reshaped by Al's
impact on labour markets, governance,
d infrastructure. While the spillover
effects of these interactions will
influence the broader economy and
will require policy vigilance, they
also create significant opportunity
areas for India to enter and add

dlllL in the global Al ra
ally, emerging Al ecosys
are essential for the: ethical, oquxmh]L.

S| S

market, digital infrastructure, and
governance, are notonly individually
necessary but also complementary.
ch element both influences and
is influenced by Al, shaping the
broader macroeconomy and national

competitiveness.
Securingthe Al ecosystem therefore
requires more thansimply establishing
these corecomponents but the polici
ic, such that they
ount for ongoing interactions
n Al and its users. This is
2 critical in India, where
Jdupuun is already widespread

but uneven across socio-economic
groups. Continuous policy vigilance
istherefore needed to prevent potential
macroeconomicrisks that could affect
the future trajectory of Al adoption.

The most intense challenges
policymakers facein securing India’s
Al ecosystem arise from the labour
market. The advent of Al has raised
concerns about workforcesskill erosion,
socio-economic barriers o transitioning
into Al roles, and job insecurity,
i yinthelT industry. Recent
research increasing
concerns, showing that Al
skills over time and displa .

Atthe same time, many advocates
argue that Al will generate new
jobs in Al development and
maintenance to replace jobs that it
celiminates. While this is true, the
statement overlooks significant

structural barriers. Although many
people could benel it from these
new opportunities, existing workers

may encounter challenges such as
the cost of re: skilling, hmllcd S
to employer-provided training, and
personal constraints including work
and family responsibilities, which
can make reskilling unfe:
large sections of the population.
\]lhough Al can theoretically
replace jobs and create new ones,
its effects on the labour market are
often unexpected and multifaceted.
In coding, for example, fears of job
displacement are widespread as Al
models can already assist with writing
and debugging code. Yet Al does
not truly “understand” problems; it
generates outputs by learning patterns
from existing data and struggles
with genuinely novel challeng
outsideits training set. Coupled with
the erosion of human skills due to
overreliance on Al this dynamic
may create a highly uneven labour
market where a few elite-level jobs
emerge and lower-level coding
positions disappear. The result i
labour market that may simultaneously
demand higher s offer fewer
opportunities, and deepen inequality
ifaccess to reskilling remains limited.

In this context Al compels us to
rethink growth paradigms, because
traditional economic models may
ultimately be insufficient to capture
itsimpact on output. Take the Solow
growth model, for instance which
posits that long-run economic growth
depends on technological progress,
which enhances labour productivity
rather than replacing labour ued[
However, the theoretical pos:
introduced by advanced / \ILhdllL’n"L‘
this foundational premise.

Al has the potential not only to
augment human labour but, in some
cases, to substitute for it entirely. If

Alreduces labour input while overall
output continues torise, conventional
metrics such as GDP per capitamay

and governance dimension of the
ecosystem. Data pri and ethical
usageare the most pressing concerns.
Users in Indiaand elsewhere remain
largely unaware about how their
personal data may be incorporated
into Al training models. Policymakers
are still deliberating over a formal
governance framework, yet Al

s have been deployed in India
meaning data may
¢ been included in Al

already h.
systems without consent and cannot
be practically retrieved.

Moreover, regulators face an inherent

trade-off between privacy and
innovation, as stringent techno-legal
safeguards that prevent dataleakage
caninadvertently limit Al performance

fail toreflect t Il-being.
Wealth may become increasingly
concentrated among business owners
and technical elites, while broad-base
participation inthe economy diminishes,
exposing limitations in how traditional
growth models measure prosperity
inan Al-driven world.

Apart from its impact on the
labour market, Al also poses
significant challenges in the policy

by restricting access to new data.
Digital infrastructure, a critical
pillar of the Al ecosystem, introduces
itsownsetofchallenges. Openaccess
and extensive Al usage exacerbate
environmental pressure data
centres powering large models consume
enormous amounts of ClCL‘U’lCI[y.

Withmuchofthisenergy still derived
from fossil fuels, Alsystems contribute

significantly to carbon emissions. In

quantities of water for cooling. This
intensifies pressure on freshwater
Tesourees cﬁ[x‘cmllv inregions already
facing sca .
Given these dynamic interactions
between Alanditsecosystem, securing
S a complex

po As the year
closes, someareas demand m\mcdmte
attention, whileothersrequire strategic
shifts and broader stake
consultation. Als effects are multifaceted
andoftenunexpected, with the labour
market likely to feel the strongest
impact. Policymakers must focus on
adapting education systems and
addressing socioeconomic barriers
to ensure a smooth transition for
existing workers. Potential inequality
arising from Al-driven displacement
may alsorequire a rethink of traditional
growth paradigms. India’s Al future
depends not only on dynamic policy
action butalsoon leveraging opportunities
toovercomecurrent systemlimitations,
create original use cases, and add
genuine value through innovation.

(The writers are. respectively, chair and a
reseascher, Institute for Competitiveness.)

Policy must offer smokers an off-ramp

SHREY MADAAN

ndia wants toreduce
but its approach def
public-health logic. By raising
cigarette taxes while outlawing
safer alternatives, it corners smokers
into a false choice: keep paying
more to smoke, or break the law to
quit. No serious tobacco-control
strategy can work this way.

If the government's aim is to
move people away from smoking,
incentives matter. Adults need legal,
regulated, lower-risk nplmns that
tching possible, not
pumsmhlc Indmx\lnmu toreduce
smoking while banning the very
tools that make quitting possible,
a contradiction no tax policy can
fix

moking,
basi

X.
India has already seen the limits
of this approach. Over the past
decade, cigarette taxes have risen
sharply, but steady raises in income
have cancelled out their bite, leaving
cigarettes just as affordable. The
WHO may recommend taxation at
75 per cent of retail price, but India
is stuck near 53 per cent not because
taxes are low, but because taxes
alone cannot outpace economic
growth.

And when cigarettes become
more expensive, smokers do not
quit. they shift to cheaper and far
more harmful alternatives like bidis,
chewing tobacco, or black- market

products, all of whichbecome even
more attractive as taxes
Bill's debate in Parliament made
this tension clear, with MPs questioning
worker livelihood, illicit trade, and
the lack of a proper roadmap to
curb smoking,
ven countries with far higher
tobacco taxes have learned that
taxation works only when paired
with harm-reduction tools. That is
why New Zealand raises taxes
annually and allows safer alternatives
for adults trying to quit. Sweden,
now on track to become the world’s
t “smoke-free” country. did not
get there by taxing cigarettes alone.
Itsucceeded because it encouraged
a low-risk alternative: snus.
UK cut smoking rates dramatically
not with punitive taxes, but by
actively promoting vaping as a far
safer alternative for smokers
India wants to achieve the same
public health goals as the countries
that have ed smoking rates
dramatically, but it has banned the
essential tools needed to achieve
that goal. By outlawing e-cigarettes
and safer nicotine products under
PECA, India has closed off the most
credible exit route for adult smokers.
The result is entirely predictable:
prices keep rising. choices keep
shrinking. and smokers are left
with nowhere to go except back to
more harmful products. When taxes
go up, and alternatives stay illegal,

he

THIS IS A SMOKE
FREE WORKPLACE

-

people do not quit; they switch to
cheaper, more harmful tobacco or
tounregulated black-market products.

This inconsistency also harms
the workers whom MPs raised
concerns about, including bidi
rollers, leaf pluckers, and small
growers. A tax-only approach
squeezes demand unpredictably
but doesn’t build a transition plan
for the communities dependent on
tobacco cultivation. A modern
tobacco framework would pair tax

reform with astructured shift toward
less harmful products, more stable
markets, and genuine cessation
pathways.

India does not need to reinvent
the wheel: it needs tostop ignoring
the evidence that already works. A
coherent science driven policy would
keep taxes smart, not punitive;
regulate and legalize safer alternati
foradults and farmers and workers
in diversifying to other crops and
industries. This is not a lenient

approach but onl:
to reduce harm.

Raising cigarette taxes may
preserve government revenue and

strategy proven

satisfy the WHO on paper. But if

the goal is fewer smokers, not just
fuller coffers, India must offer people
anoff-ramp. Without harm reduction,
tax hikes are little more than a
costly detour.

(e writer is Indian Policy Associate, Consumer
Cholce Center)

Crossword | No.293336

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters in the words required,

Yesterday's Solution

ACROSS round? regularly finding healthy skin 13 Author of 2 Kings
(4,2,4) muse (5) treatment? X
1/23/17/12 Not 12 See1 27 Not as much (10) 15 Bear moving in
properly two- 14 Coming into hectic  freedom from 4 Deep rough sound woods pauses
dimensional, canteen, surrender  anxiety reported from Greek for refreshment
thus enough for priority for tenants hunting bird
136 (11 @) (5) 16 Plant key seen
(3.4,4,1,84) 18 State factsabout 28 Americanbrute 5 By that cheapest beneath reptile
5 Dead end that is defeat on last keepingright upto  possible settee, house
restricting point in tennis? cot collapses @
motorway flow . 7) (4,5) 17 See 1 Across
) 21 Salute an icy aerial 6 Johnson's written 19 Weapon an
9 Public upset bombardment?  DOWN about Old English American lawyer

when vase goes (@) ships (6)
missing 22 Tophorseracein 1 Teamsentnorthin  (4) 20 Legend of Tees?
(5) China (5,5) Hirosaki or Tokyo 7 University burning It's rubbish

10 Dealing with 25 Mum's one old bird (6) outside former (2.4)
Labour, bitter, so without energy to 2 capital (8) 23 See 1 Across

Despite that 50/50
8

involved with join rave bet, nothing! Perhaps Midwest 24 Daughter regularly

Conservative (9) © (4.2) ground that's taking ecstasy Is
11 Repeated blows 26 [m grateful to 3 Putatnes mzsnen avoided? finished

bringing one retire in bedroom togo (@ (@)

{8y arrangement with The Independent, London)
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

TURKEY. we are told, may be tempted to go
to war over Mosul, first in order to procure
the restoration of her prestige, and. secondly,
inorder to stifle the complaints of her nationals
who have been upset by the loss thereof. A
further, and perhaps a more sinister, reason
for keeping a watch upon Angora at the
present time is the rumour of a secret treaty
under which Russia undertakes to come to
the help of the Turks in the event of war. If
Kemal permits himself to be jo d into
war by any of those considerations he will
write himself down as less than a statesman.
And if Moscow has pledged itself to send
Red troops so far afield as Mesopotamia it
will be courting a repetition of the developments
which paralysed Tsarist Russia during the
warand eventually led to the revolution. But
if statesmen always behaved like statesmen
there would be no such thing as war.

News Items

BENGAL TEACHERS IN
CONFERENCE

IMPROVEMENT
SCHEME UNDER
CONSIDERATION

NOAKHALI DEC. 29.

THE sixth, session of the All-Bengal
Teachers’ Conference commenced here to-day.
Dr. Urquhart, who presided, informed the
Congress that the University had been
attempting to raise the minimum demand
before recognition was given or continued
and had been using what powers it possesse
to prevent arbitrary treatment to teachers. It
had at present under consideration a scheme
which, if put into operation, would do much
towards improving the status and pay of
teachers, and it was also discussing the
formation of an arbitration board.

The reorganization of the control of
secondary education would, no doubt, soon
be taken up by the authorities concerned.
The Government had been able to set aside
in the last budget a sum of Rs. 3 lakhs for the
improvement of the salaries of secondary
teachers and had also been able to give some
assistance towards the institution of provident
funds.

Continuing, Dr. Urquhart said an
improvement was specially necessary in
the relations between teachers and the local
managing committees. The teachers ought
to have a substantial share in the membership
of that committee and it ought to be more
clearly recogr than it was that the
committee \1su.d for the sake of the school
and not the other way about. Dr. Urquhart
proposed the organization of arbitration
boards, which need not be centralised too
much.

DEMONSTRATION
FLIGHT

PLANES OVER
CALCUTTA
TO-MORROW

THERE will be a demonstration tomorrow
of flying over Calcutta by aeroplanes belonging
to the R. A. F. It is anticipated that several
officers sta lIUDLd in Calcutta will take the
opportunity of ascending.

One purpose of the flights, however, will
be the discharging from the aero-planes of
leaflets containing the announcement of the
forthcoming military tattoo.

Theconcerted flight will be undertaken at
twelve o'clock in the day, and will be fully
visible from the Maidan.

INDIAN
CHRISTIANS

THE twelfth session of the All-India
Conference of Indian Christians is meeting
in Bishop’s College, Calcutta. Resolutions
have been passed mourning the death of Mr.
C.R. Dass and Sir Surendra Nath Bannerjea
and advocating total prohibition within five
vears. The position of Indian Christians in
the Legislature is being considered.

LALA LAJPAT RAI

CAWNPORE, DEC.29.

IT is understood that as a result of the
Congress taking over the Swarajist programme
in the Councils, Lala Lajpat Rai will join the
Swaraj Party in the Assembly and will be
proposed for election dtpm\ leader of
the Party in the Assembly in place of Mr. N.
C. Kelkar, resigned.
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Editor’s
TAKE
Clean energy:

)
India’s renewable surge
With record renewable energy generation, India’s
energy transition is no longer optional — it has
become an economic and environmental imperative

One sector where India has consistently delivered, despite
persistent challenges, is its push for green energy. The
renewable energy journey has now reached a crescendo, with
the country clocking record levels of renewable energy
generation this year. With a record addition of 44.5 GW of
renewable capacity till November, the country has not only
achieved its highest-ever annual expansion but has also crossed
a major milestone: non-fossil fuel sources now account for over
half of the total installed electricity capacity. At 262.74 GW, non-
fossil capacity constitutes 51.55 per cent of India's installed
power capacity, meeting its Paris Agreement target five years
ahead of schedule. Solar power has been the clear engine of
this transformation. Nearly 35 GW of solar capacity was added
in 2025, pushing total installations to 132.85 GW - an increase
of over 40 per cent in just one year. Wind energy also made
steady gains, with capacity rising to nearly 54 GW. India now

Migration, hospitality, and civilisational test

Migration today has become one of the most contentious issues in global politics. Yet history consistently demonstrates that
migration has not weakened societies; on the contrary, it has enriched them — economically, culturally, and intellectually

The press has lately been preoccupied with
migration, largely because President Donald
Trump has repeatedly threatened residents of the
United States with expulsion to their countries of
origin. What has unsettled many observers is not
only the substance of these threats, but the tone
in which they are delivered — often with a sense
of bravado, as though migration were inherent-
ly an actofintrusion or infiltration. From a Hindu
civilisational perspective, such framing appears
alien and historically shallow.

The ancient maxim Atithi Devo Bhava — the
guest is akin to the divine — encapsulates an

ethical universe in which hospitality is not a matter

ranks among global leaders in renewable energy, standing of convenience or political calculation, buta moral space and acceptance. The rupture came with ~ sents the most striking example of all: a nation

third in solar power capacity and fourth in wind and overall obligation. To welcome the outsider with dignity SOME MIGRATIONS e partition of 1947. Partition was not migration  builtalmost entirely by immigrants. Europeans
renewable capacity. In July, renewable energy met over half of was traditionally seen asa measure ofone'sown ~ TOOK FORMS SO in any natural historical sense; it was displace- ~ displaced indigenous peoples, Africans were
India'stotal electricity dem'and o aisidlbdavesan refinement. This did not imply the absence of rules UNUSUAL THAT ment on a civilisational scale, accompanied by  brought forcibly through slavery, and later
o A g Y . ordiscernment; rather, it reflected a civilisation- ENTIRE violence, fear, and demographic upheaval. waves arrived in search of opportunity.
ac worth ¢ policy al confidence grounded in moral clarity. Inits aftermath came large-scale illegal migra- Some migrations took forms so unusual that
initiatives have played a crucial role in this progress. Schemes Intellectual honesty, however, demands an TERRITORIES WERE 5, generating resentment and the harsh entire territories were acquired by purchase
such as PM Surya Ghar: Muft Bijli Yojana and PM-KUSUM have important distinction. A guest, a lawful immigrant, ACQUIRED BY label ghuspaithiya. India, already burdened by  rather than conquest. California, New Mexico, and
expanded rooftop solar and decentralised generation. The andan illegal entrantare not the same, and con-  PURCHASE RATHER  poverty and a vast population, struggled to  Alaska were bought along with their inhabitants,
National Green Hydrogen Mission aims to make electricity a flating them corrodes public debate. Few societies  THAN CONQUEST. absorb the sudden pressure. The geopolitical turning land and people into commercial assets.
lean industrial eneray source. Growth in domestic sol understand this complexity as intimately as 7 FORNIA, NEW  'edlity worsened matters: territorial balance had  Ancient Indian society, by contrast, placed new-
CeaminELIstria’enegySulire. SIwWiTiin'c amestiesg ar India. The Sanatana or Vedic civilisation is g been lost in the west with the creation of comerswithinamoral framework of obligation
manufacturing, reforms in wind energy policy, and the launch believed to be partly indigenous and partly MEXICO, AND Pakistan, while demographic pressure continued ~ and restraint. It is therefore a striking irony that
of geothermal energy initiatives have further hened the shaped by successive waves of migration — from ALASKA WERE from the east. What had once been a gradual amodern American president now threatens to
ecosystem. Persia, Central Asia, and beyond. Far from weak- BOUGHT ALONG civilisational process unfolding over centuries expel the descendants of immigrants whose
While this is a moment to be proud of, there is still a long ening India, these movements enriched it, adding WITH THEIR was compressed intoa few traumatic years. The  presence constitutes the very foundation of the
way to go to make the transition truly sustainable and cost- Iayers_ o.f ]angque. custom, phl[osogh)_'. INHABITANTS scars of tl’}a} compression continue to shape American nation, .
ffecti hnological chall in daunti and artistic expression. Immigration was not inci- i) Indian politics. Consider finally the Jews, often
effective. Technological challenges remain daunting. dental to Indian civilisation; it was foundational. ~ TURNING LAND Inlater decades, migration became . described as the most persecut-
Weaknesses in grid infrastructure, storage capacity, and The same can be said of most great civilisations ~ AND PEOPLE INTO  a political instrument elsewhere as Z«rljt ({Dlongtr ed people in recorded history.
transmission networks need urgent attention. Without sufficient across history. COMMERCIAL well. Bangladeshi leaders are often Expelled or marginalised in
battery storage, pumped hydro, and flexible grid management, India’s civilisational strength lay in its capaci- ASSETS. ANCIENT accused of encouraging outward country after country, they found
renewable energy cannot become a fully reliable power source. ty toabsorb external influences without losing its INDIAN S OCIETY, BY migration to ease demographicstress, . inlndiaarare exception. Across
Land acquisition issues, delays in transmission projects, and core identity. This is why texts such as the > effectively exporting surplus population. The  centuries, Jews in India never felt unsafe or alien.
financial 8 ¢ distributi . i 3 Bhagavad Gita transcend geography and time. CONTRAST, PLACED  demographic transformation of global cities |ewish leaders worldwide have repeatedly
inancial stress in power distribution companies continue to Regarded by many as part of humanity's shared NEWCOMERS bears witness to this phenomenon. London,once  acknowledged this singular historical record.
haunt the sector. intellectual inheritance, the Gita continues to  \yITHIN A MORAL styled the capital of the world, today hasamayor ~ Those who left India — such as the Cochin Jews
Another major concern is India’s dependence on imports for shape ethical reflection across cultures. Veteran FRAMEWORK OF of Pakistani origin, elected with strong support - did so voluntarily to settle in Israel, not under
key comp especially in ad: d solar technol and journalist Saeed Naqvi once recounted an anec- from Bangladeshi communities concentratedin ~ compulsion. Some even returned, rediscovering
battery materials. The road to achieving 500 GW of non-fossi dote from Turkey, where a former presidentcon- ~ OBLIGATION AND  the East End. New York, America's financial ~that India remained their truest home.
fided that after exhausting days in office he would RESTRAINT capital, has likewise elected a mayor of Pakistani There is a lesson here. Migration need not

capacity by 2030 will therefore require more than record-
breaking i ions. It d ds massive i in grids,
storage solutions, and forecasting technologies to improve
efficiency. Regulatory clarity, long-term policy consistency, and
faster project clearances will be essential to sustain investor
confidence. India's renewable energy push is no longer a
choice; it is a strategic necessity. Clean, green energy offers
resilience against climate risks and greater energy security. The
achievements of 2025, though encouraging, are not sufficient
in themselves. The challenge now is to maintain the
momentum to achieve a reliable and inclusive energy future.
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People take a boat ride as seagulls hover over the Yamuna
on a foggy winter day in Delhi.
PHOTO: PANKAJ KUMAR
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BUILD HAPPIER HOMES AND
STRONGER FAMILIES IN 2026

As 2025 ends and we step into may one day depend on others’

turn to a Turkish translation of the Gita to steady

origin.

his mind. Ideas, unlike borders, migrate freely —
and often to humanity’s lasting benefit.

This tradition of receiving newcomers as
guests endured for millennia, until certain histor-
ical incursions — marked not by peaceful migra-
tion but by conquest and coercion —clashed fun-

The writer is a well-known
columnist, author, and
former member of the

@© Prafull Goradia

only societies but political power.

Rajya Sabha
isations. Eastern Greece, or Anatolia,

with India's ethos of acc d [x]
Even then, it bears emphasis that no genuine
immigrant, as distinct from an invader, ever proved
indigestible to Indian society. Traders, scholars,
refugees, and seekers of spiritual refuge found

@ e Pioneer

was

one's view of these outcomes,
they underscore how migration reshapes not

History shows that migration has played a deci-
sive role in both building and unravelling civil-
, was ren-
dered vulnerable to Turkish conquest through
earlier Roman and Byzantine policies that
altered its demographic character. Central Asia

inevitably lead to exclusion or civilisational
anxiety. Under the right ethical framework, it can
foster belonging and continuity. The challenge
for modern nation-states is not to deny migra-
tion's reality, but to manage it wisely - distinguish-
ing hospitality from lawlessness, compassion
from chaos. Civilisations endure not merely by
erecting walls, but by cultivating moral confi-
dence. India’s long experience suggests that

by waves of

and conquest, produang both cultural synthe-
sis and chronic instability. The United States pre-

openness, tempered by discernment, remains
among the surest foundations of a resilient
society.

Seeking peace outside while losing it within

RAJYOGI BRAHMA
KUMAR NIKUNJ JI

2ND OPINION

THE PIONEER
We inhabit a world that has been shaped, trained, and edu-
cated in the logic of war rather than the wisdom of peace.
Our very patterns of thinking reflect this conditioning —
argument and counterargument, victory and defeat,
domination and resistance. Language itself carries the
imprint of conflict. And yet, this is the most intellectually
advanced, materially prosperous, and globally connected
generation in human history. Paradoxically, itis also a gen-
eration deeply at war — with itself, with others, and with
nature. The question that confronts us is unavoidable: why,
despite unprecedented progress, are we more desperate
than ever for peace? Why does peace seem to retreat further
asour comforts and capabilities expand? The truth is that
peace in the world cannot be separated from peace within

individual lives. As inner harmony erodes, external con-
flictmultiplies. The steady rise of wars, crime, violence, envi-
ronmental destruction, and moral decay signals that
humanity is drifting away from living peace and edging
closer to asilence found only in graveyards. Perhaps most
alarming is that even nations once known

for their pacifist traditions are now drawn — =
into relentless arms races.

are confronted and overcome. When attention turns inward
and awareness reconnects with the deeper self, a profound
realisation emerges: peace is not something to be
acquired — it is our natural state. We may sustain anger
or hatred for a while, but peace alone has the power to

endure. Few recognise that we are born with

this inner harmony. Yet, as we engage with the

[
T 1 physical world — identifying with the body, pos-
As repeated attempts to secure peace (’be p_l]lo“?cr

sessions and relationships — we lose touch

through treaties, power balances, and social I T-1IK X33 with our original energy. Negativity takes root,

reforms fail, despair grows about the possi-

bility of a harmonious human future. Yet, even in this bleak
landscape, there are signs of hope. But before we can grasp
them, we must confront a fundamental error that has
plagued humanity for centuries. We have consistently mis-
understood peace. Many assume peace is merely the
absence ofwar or conflict, or that it will automatically arise
once social justice is achieved. These conditions, however,
arenot causes but consequences. Theyare outward expres-
sions of an inner state. The real mistake lies in searching
for peace outside ourselves instead of within.

The roots of unrest do not lie in systems or structures
alone; they lie in the human mind. Greed, ego, anger, lust
and attachment steadily drain our spiritual strength. When
these vices dominate consciousness, they distort thought
and action, leading inevitably to suffering. True and
lasting peace can return only when these inner enemies

manifests in action and culminates in pain.
Trapped in cycles of karmic bondage, we long to
return to peace but lack the inner power. Restoration begins
by reconnecting the soul to a supreme source of strength
and purity.

Peace follows purity, just as light follows the removal of
darkness. It is not isolated; it is collective. One cannot live
in peace while denying it to others. Only actions that nurture
harmony within oneself, society and the environment can
sustain universal peace. This transformation becomes pos-
sible when we understand our relationship with the
Supreme — an inexhaustible source of peace, love and
wisdom. Ultimately, unless we make peace within, we
cannot hope to restore peace on Earth.

[ The wiiter is a spiritual teacher and popular columnist )
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Power cannot shield the guilty

After the chaos, stability returns

ATribute to Khaleda Zia's Legacy

Sad to learn of the passing of Bangladesh’s first female
prime minister, Khaleda Zia, at the age of 80 after a pro-
longed illness, as reported by the media. Doctors said
she had been suffering from advanced cirrhosis of the
liver, arthritis, diabetes, and serious chest and heart
problems.

Khaleda Zia was born on August 15,1945 in Dinajpur,
then in East Bengal, India, now part of Bangladesh. She
became the country's first woman prime minister,
serving two terms, from 1991 to 1996 and again from

the New Year 2026, hopes rise
for steadier days. We aim to act
wisely, nurture harmony, and
build happier homes. Happiness
rarely arrives by chance; it grows
from everyday choices grounded
in care and respect.

Seek it with purpose. In life, as
in sport, striving develops
resilience even when results are
modest. Think ahead. A stitch in
time saves nine, so mend small
problems early and cultivate the

kindness. Play your part at work,
and help colleagues when they
need support. Listen carefully,
refine good ideas, and make
thoughtful suggestions. When
provoked by careless words, hold
your composure and honour
family values and traditions.

By choosing simple living and
high thinking, we find peace of
mind. Honest work, robust health,
and confidence in children - the
future of India — can help us

Apropos the report “SC stays HC order suspending
Kuldeep Sengar’s life sentence” (Dec 30). The Supreme
Court’s decision to stay the Delhi High Court order that
might have enabled the release of former MLA Kuldeep
Singh Sengar is a reassuring assertion of judicial
responsibility.

In acase as grave as the 2017 Unnao rape, where the
convict stands guilty under both the IPC and the strin-
gent POCSO Act, any premature reliefwould have sent
adisturbing signal to society, for survivors of sexual vio-

The long eclipse of Trump's so-called doctrine of
chaos in 2025 compelled nations to confront their core
weaknesses rather than flaunt imagined strengths, and
in doing so it triggered fresh resolve and renewed con-
fidence. Nations and markets are learning to absorb
stress rather than amplify it, and, just as significantly,
serious dialogue has begun even among adversaries.
Economically, conditions appear to be stabilising.
Inflation is easing, interest rates are normalising, and
growth is beginning to rest on firmer ground.

create homes in 2026.

A thoughtful society is built on
kindness and discipline. Homes
grow happier when we choose
simple living over needless show.
Faith, honesty, and gratitude
strengthen families through
every season. With these values,
2026 can truly become a year of
peace and joy.

JAYANTHY SUBRAMANIAM | MUMBAI

habit of saving for difficult days.
Live — and let others live.

Let the coming year mark a
break with unhealthy habits.
Quitting smoking protects health
and lightens the burden on
families. Share knowledge
generously. Teachers, including
music teachers, open minds and
awaken creativity.

Express gratitude to parents,
teachers, and patients; each of us

Please send your letter to the info@dailypioneer.com.
In not more than 250 words. We appreciate your feedback.

2001 to 2006.

She was married to Ziaur Rahman and had two sons,
Tarique Rahman and Arafat Rahman. Ziaur
Rahman played a key role in Bangladesh’s struggle for
independence from Pakistan and later served as pres-
ident in 1977.

He was assassinated in 1981, a tragedy that deeply
affected the nation. Khaleda Zia's long political career
shaped Bangladesh’s democratic journey, often in dif-
ficult and divisive times.

May her soul rest in peace, and may her family find
strength at this time of loss. Her legacy will continue
to inspire leaders, citizens, and future generations across
the region.

GANAPATHI BHAT | AKOLA

lence. The apex court's view that substantial questions
of law arise highlights the need for scrutiny in crimes
that strike at human dignity. Justice must not only be
done, but must also be seen to be done, especially when
the accused enjoys political influence. The law cannot
appear indulgent towards those who abuse power to
commit heinous crimes.

Equally inspiring is the courage of the survivor, who
has fought despite intimidation, trauma, and i
This order reaffirms a principle: the law is supreme and
applies to all. Exemplary punishment deters future
offenders and strengthens faith in justice. Justice, when
applied firmly and fairly, strengthens public trustin the
courts.

SANJAY CHOPRA | PUNJAB

Investment is shifting towards long-term priorities
— technology, infrastructure, and the energy transition
—signalling confidence in the future rather than
anxiety about the present. Global trade is reshaping as
supply chains diversify. Emerging economies are con-
tributing more meaningfully to global growth, lending
the system broader momentum and balance, while
extremes steadily lose their appeal. Governments,
markets, and societies are choosing continuity, repair,
and incremental progress. A once-singed globe now
seems determined to seek calmer climes in 2026. With
patience and prudence, leaders recognise that coop-
eration offers safer rewards than reckless brinkmanship,
for their people and planet.

RNARAYANAN | MUMABAI
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ANALYSIS [1]

From abundance to alarm: Punjab’s soil cris

A fundamental question is: can an ancient, ecologically fragile, and already degraded mountain system like the Aravali be defi

d by arigid g ict

risk withdrawing protection from large parts of the landscape, thereby enabling mining, real estate expansion, and irreversible ecological harm?

Guru Nanak Dev |i's timeless words —
“Pavan Guru, Pani Pita, Mata Dharat Mahat"
— frame nature as our teacher, father, and
great mother. Vande Mataram, India's
national song, similarly celebrates a land
of flowing rivers and fertile fields. Yet, as
the nation marks 150 years of Vande
Mataram, which sings of abundance, the
ground beneath our feet tells a far grimmer
story. India’s soil — once the bedrock of
food security and rural prosperity —is now
exhausted, contaminated, and dangerous-
ly out of balance. Nowhere is this crisis
more evident than in Punjab, the epicen-
tre of India’s first Green Revolution.

In the race to build roads, factories, and
livelihoods — undeniable necessities -
we forgot a simple truth: development that
damages air, water, and soil ultimately
harms people, animals, birds, and even
micro-life.

From Delhi to northern states choking
under severe AQI levels, to poisoned
groundwater and declining farm produc-
tivity, climate change and pollution are no
longer abstract warnings. They are lived
realities. The right to a clean environment
— repeatedly affirmed as intrinsic to the
Right to Life —is now being tested by pro-
longed policy inertia.

Punjab’s Evidence Is Alarming

Recent findings from the Central Ground
Water Board's Annual Ground Water
Report 2025 are deeply disturbing. Punjab
has emerged as the worst-affected state
in India, with uranium levels exceeding the
permissible limit of 30 ppb in 62.5 per cent

A NATION bonate are rendering once-fertile land
ASPIRING TO k . Ak 5
increasingly unproductive. Zameen bhi
VIKSIT BHARAT beemar, pani bhi zahreela, aur insaan
CANNOT bhi — the crisis is
BUILD Compounding the problem is
PROSPERITY the excessive use of chemical
inputs.
ON POISONED Punjab’s fertiliser con-
WATER AND sumption stands at 247.61
DYING SOIL kg per hectare, nearly double

of post-monsoon gro: =
up sharply from 32.6 per cent in 2024, a
staggering 91.7 per cent year-on-year
increase. Sixteen of the state’s 23 districts
fall within contaminated zones, with
Sangrur and Bathinda reporting uranium
concentrations above 200 ppb.

This is no longer merely an environmen-
tal concern; it is a public health emergency.
Elevated uranium levels are linked to
kidney disease and cancer. Excess nitrates
and fluoride raise the risk of Blue Baby
Syndrome and skeletal disorders.

The author is Vice-Chairman
of the Sonalika [TL Group,
Vice-Chairman of the Punjab
Economic Policy and
Planning Board, and
Chairman of the ASSOCHAM
Northern Region
Development Council
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tivity gains.

Rising salinity and residual sodium car-

the national average. Pesticide usage, at
77 kg per hectare, places the state
among the highest users in the country.

What once delivered bumper har-
vests now depletes soil organic carbon,
destroys microbial life, contaminates
food chains, and inflates the fertiliser
subsidy bill beyond 2 lakh crore annu-
ally — without commensurate produc-

A nation aspiring to Viksit Bharat
cannot build prosperity on poisoned
water and dying soil.

systemic.

The Pioneer
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suffer first and most.

The human toll is equally stark. In dis-
tricts such as Bathinda, Mansa, and
Ludhiana, up to 60 per cent of soil
samples reportedly contain toxic pesti-
cide residues, including chemicals long
flagged as hazardous. These
toxins migrate through water
and food systems, accumu-
late in human bodies, weaken
immunity, and burden future
generations with geneticand
metabolic risks. Farmers and rural com-
munities — those closest to the land -

Regulatory Blind Spots

India's pesticide governance remains
trapped in another era. The regulatory
backbone — the Insecticides Act 0f 1968
and Rules of 1971 —is outdated. The pro-
posed Pesticide Management Bill, 2020,
though well intentioned, leaves critical
gaps: inadequate farmer protection,
weak labelling norms, limited griev-

nahi, naslon ka sawal hai.

Soil Intelligence and the Path Forward
Punjab's revival lies not in abandon-
ing productivity, but in rebuilding its
foundation. The future of agriculture
must be diagnostic-led, biology-based,

and digitally empowered.

k, or does such a definition

ance redressal, and no mandatory pro-
vision of personal protective equip-
ment for small and marginal farmers.
Training deficits compound the
problem. Over nearly three decades,
fewer than six lakh farmers have
received Integrated Pest Management
training in a country with over 15 crore
cultivators. Aggressive marketing by
agrochemical companies often fills this
knowledge vacuum, turning retailers
into the primary — and frequently unre-
liable — advisers. Yeh sirf faslon ka

The Soil Health Card scheme demon-
strated that data-driven nutrient man-
agement works. Punjab now needs a
Digital Soil Health Mission that integrates

S

FIRST
olumn

satellite imagery, Al analytics, weather
models, and real-time soil sensors to
deliver farm-level advisories.
Decentralised soil-testing labs run by
FPOs, rural youth, and women's groups
can transform soil testing from a period-
ic ritual into a continuous intelligence
system. Equally vital is restoring the soil
microbiome. Decades of chemical
overuse have disrupted microbial net-
works essential for nutrient cycling,
moisture retention, and crop resilience.

d Nutrient -com-
bining chemical, organic, and biological
inputs based on real diagnostics - can
reduce costs, limit leaching, and rebuild
long-term fertility.

Biostimulants offer a promising bridge.
Inputs such as seaweed extracts, protein
hydrolysates, and beneficial microbes
enhance nutrient uptake and stress tol-
erance without damaging soil ecology.
India’s decision to regulate biostimulants
under the Fertiliser Control Order from
June 2025 will boost quality assurance,
farmer confidence, and global compet-
itiveness.

India also holds immense untapped
potential in seaweed-based biostimu-
lants. Seaweed cultivation requires no
freshwater, fertilisers, or arable land, and
can generate over 13 lakh per hectare
annually — creating livelihoods while
reducing chemical dependence. For
Punjab, this opens a pathway to align
agriculture with a broader bio-economy.

Punjab’s agricultural renewal must
become a coordinated national mission.
Policy incentives should reward soil
restoration, not just output, through
carbon credits, preferential finance, and
benefits linked to improvements in soil
organic carbon. Massive investments are
needed in farmer education, mandato-
ry safety protocols, and transparent
data systems to close regulatory gaps.

Research institutions — ICAR, agricul-
tural universities, and 1ITs — must accel-
erate the development of crop-specific
biological solutions. Rural bio-economy
hubs that process agro-waste, seaweed,
and organic residues can generate jobs
while supplying clean inputs at scale.

Punjab once fed India through the
Green Revolution. Today, it must lead
Green Revolution 2.0 — regenerative,
climate-resilient, and rooted in living soil.
Because when soil heals, farmers
prosper, consumers remain healthy,
and the nation stands stronger. *Mitti
bachegi, tabhi bhavishya bachega.'

Bangladesh: A country in turmoil —
dangerous game of betrayal and sabotage

Bangladesh came into being in 1971 with critical
support from India, which helped liberate it from
Pakistani oppression. For nearly five decades, the
two nations enjoyed robust bilateral relations
built on shared history, economic interdepen-
dence, and cultural affinity. However, the polit-
ical upheaval of August 2024 has dramatically
altered this landscape, raising troubling questions
about Bangladesh's future trajectory and the
stability of South Asia.

In August 2024, student-led protests that ini-
tially focused on quota reform in government jobs
escalated into a full-fledged uprising after violent
government crackdowns. According to a United
Nations report, up to 1,400 people may have been
killed during the protests between July 15, and
August 5, 2024. Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina was
evacuated to India on August 52024, after pro-
testers surrounded her residence, ending her15-
year rule. The present spate of violence follow-
ing the death of a radical youth activist, Osman
Hadi, has a disturbing anti-India pattern which
is further complicating the situation.

The immediate aftermath saw Nobel laureate
Muhammad Yunus assume leadership of an
interim government. While Yunus's internation-
al reputation initially inspired hope, the subse-
quentmonths have witnessed concerning devel-
opments that threaten regional stability. The nar-
rative that external powers orchestrated
Hasina's ouster to punish her for resisting
Western pressure is contentious and lacks defin-
itive evidence.

However, analysts note that

eight per cent of Bangladesh's population. The
Bangladesh Hindu Buddhist Christian Unity
Council reported that between August 4 and 20,
2024, a total of 2,010 incidents of attacks on minori-
ties occurred, including attacks on 69 temples.
Between |anuary and December 2025, the
Institute for Conflict Management recorded at
least 34 cases of minority persecution, including
killings, lynching, abduction, land seizures, and
attacks on places of worship. These are not iso-
lated incidents but part of a disturbing pattern.

Yunus's response has been inconsistent. While
he initially acknowledged persecution in inter-
views with NPRand others, he later dismissed alle-
gations of Hindu persecution as "baseless" at the
UN General Assembly. He has claimed that
attacks on Hindus were political rather than com-
munal, occurring while targeting Awami League
supporters. This explanation rings hollow when
temples are destroyed and minorities face sys-
tematic targeting. Whether Yunus lacks the
capacity to restore order or is allowing instabil-
ity to delay elections remains debatable, but what
is clear is that his government has failed to protect
vulnerable communities. Elections expected in
late 2025 or early 2026 now appear increasingly
uncertain, raising fears of democra-
tic backsliding. Perhaps most dis-
turbing is Bangladesh's warming
relationship with Pakistan - the
very nation whose military commit-
ted genocide, mass rape, and atroci in 1971,
Reports suggest Pakistan’s ISI has re-established
apresence in Dhaka, alongside renewed defence
exchanges. Three million Bangladeshis died in
1971, and countless women were raped. For
Bangladesh to now tilt towards Pakistan and
adopt an anti-India posture is not merely ungrate-
ful — it is strategically reckless.

These shifts signal a drift away from secular
democracy and towards Islamist politics, echoing
rising influence of Jamaat-e-Islami and other
radical groups. The deteriorating India-

i ip carries severe econom-

viewed Yunus's appointment as an opportunity
to enhance US presence in the Indo-Pacific, cap-
italising on his openness to collaboration with the
West. The US moved quickly after the transition,
with officials holding talks to support Bangladesh's
economy and USAID signing an agreement to
provide over $202 million in aid. Former Prime

iccosts for both nations. Cross-border trains have
been suspended, Bangladesh has banned imports
of 33 Indian product categories, and India with-
drew transshipment facilities in April 2025.
Bilateral trade, worth $13-15 billion annuaily,
faces disruption.

Major connectivity projects — including transit

Minister Hasina has made seriou ions. She

that 1 ’s land-

claims there is forensic evidence suggesting
foreign mercenaries acted as provocateurs
during the protests, though she maintains she
does not believe the US government was direct-
ly involved. The truth likely lies in a complex inter-

locked access—are at risk. For Bangladesh, antag-
onising India is economically suicidal. India is
Bangladesh’s largest trading partner in South Asia,
its primary electricity supplier, and the gateway

-
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Chinese military encroachment near strategic cor-
ridors. A Bangladesh aligned with Pakistan and
China fundamentally alters South Asian strategic
calculations. Bangladesh stands at a critical
juncture. The interim government must prioritise
three urgent actions: first,immediately end vio-
lence against minorities through decisive law
enforcement, not mere rhetoric. Prosecute per-
petrators and provide reparations to victims.
Constitutional protections for religious freedom
must be enforced, not merely proclaimed.
Second, conduct free and fair elections without
further delay.

Democratic legitimacy cannot be indefinitely
postponed under the guise of reforms. All major
parties, including the Awami League, must be
allowed to participate to ensure political legiti-
macy. Third, recalibrate foreign policy pragmat-
ically. Bangladesh's geography, history, and eco-
nomic interests demand constructive

Institutionalising trust

through digital

4 RAJAT
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To deepen governance reforms, Chhattisgarh has

leveraged technology to create Khanij Online 2.0,

a transparent, real-time digital platform that is
mineral ion across the

value chain.

The transition towards the ambitious goals of
Viksit Bharat demands not only policy vision but
also precise, scalable, and accountable mecha-
nisms forimy ion. In a resource-rich state

with India. The Pakistan embrace must be aban-
doned before irreparable damage occurs. Balance
relations with Western powers while maintain-
ing independence, but recognise that India
remains indispensable for Bangladesh’s prosper-
ity and security.

For India, strategic patience is essen-
tial. While protecting its interests
firmly —including demanding justice
for minorities and opposing anti-India
activities — New Delhi should maintain
economic ties, support Bangladeshi civil society,
and engage with all political stakeholders,
including the Bangladesh Nationalist Party.
Overreaction could push Bangladesh further
towards Pakistan and China.

Bangladesh’s current trajectory threatens to
squander the gains of five decades. The student
protesters who courageously demanded democ-
racy deserve better than violence, instability, and
dangerous geopolitical realignments. The blood
shed in 1971 for Bangladesh’s independence
should not be forgotten in 2025 through ill-con-
ceived partnerships with historical oppressors.

The stakes transcend bilateral relations.
Bangladesh’s choices will determine whether
South Asia moves towards integration and pros-
perity or fragmentation and conflict. The interim
government must recognise that Bangladesh'’s
future lies not in embracing Pakistan's ISI or
playing great-power games beyond its capacity,
butin honouring its democratic aspirations, pro-
tecting all citizens regardless of faith, and main-
taining the strategic partnerships that enabled
its birth as a nation. Time is running out to choose
the right path.

to markets {nNepqland Bhutan. ile, the

play of domestic grievances, il failures,
and shifting geopolitical interests rather than
simple external conspiracy.

The most alarming development under
Yunus's interim government has been the system-
aticviolence against religious minorities, partic-
ularly Hindus who comprise approximately

Trump imposed a 37 per cent tariff
on Bangladeshi products, forcing Yunus to plead
for tariff suspension. Bangladesh cannot afford
to lose both Indian cooperation and favourable
Western trade terms simultaneously.

For India, an unstable Bangladesh represents
security threats: refugee flows, terrorism, and

‘The author is a retired

Additional Director General of e dailypioneer
the Indian Coast Guard and a ) N
defence and strategic-studies @kripa_nautiyal

expert. He is an alumnus of the
United States Naval War (@)
Callege, Rhode Isiand

dr-kripa-nautiyal-
bb7773219

like Chhattisgarh, where key nation-
alindustries rely on minerals, ensur-
ing the integrity and efficiency of
resource management is a core
administrative imperative. The suc-
cessful digital transformation of the mining
sector through Khanij Online provides a robust
model for how technology can institutionalise trust
and accountability across diverse stakeholders.

The Imperative for Digital Governance

Historically, mineral administration often suffered
from information asymmetry, procedural opaque-
ness, and leakage points between extraction and
royalty collection. This systemic inefficiency bur-
dened lessees and licensees while hindering the
government's capacity for real-time compliance
monitoring.

The firstresponse to this challenge was the intro-
duction of Khanij Online in 2017. This marked a
pivotal moment, shifting mineral administration
from manual, file-based processing to a single, inte-
grated digital platform. This initial policy fix
addressed the need for programmatic loyalty by

The Pioncer
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automated approval of daily discharges, and sim-
plified single-click payment for all statutory dues
(including royalty, DMF, NMET, and cess). Crucially,
logistical integrity was ensured on the ground
through the mandatory generation of barcoded
e-Transit Passes and the use of GPS-enabled track-
ing alongside e-check posts, effectively eliminat-
ing opportunities for manual intervention and pil-
ferage. This demonstrated that bureaucratic dis-
cipline, when enabled by technology, creates a
competitive advantage for major users like
BALCO, Hindalco, ACC, UltraTech, NMDC, and SECL.

Scaling Up Accountability

The administration recognised that sustained
excellence requires continuous adaptation. The
launch of Khanij Online 2.0 marks the next
logical step in institutional evolution. The upgrad-
ed platform is now hosted on a robust, MeitY-
empanelled cloud (Paas), offering zero downtime
and disaster-recovery capabilities —a
critical feature for maintaining the
integrity of central government data.
This new version is designed to further
enhance accessibility and ease of doing
business by introducing Android and iOS mobile
applications, extending operational capability to
field level. Furthermore, the capacity for real-time
assessmentand auto-generated MIS reports pro-
vides continuous, verifiable data, making the
system inherently immune to opaque decision-
making and supporting the online grievance
module and 24x7 helpdesk.

The Path to Evidence-Based Governance
The success of Khanij Online is a powerful narra-
tive of policy advocacy achieved through objec-
tive means. It critiques the historical systemic inef-
ficiencies of manual procedures and advocates for
a structural solution: digital architecture. The
implementation of this platform establishes
Chhattisgarh as a leader in digital governance and
sustainable mineral resource management.
The future of governance hinges on the ability

focusing on systemic reforms, thatthe tointegrat ifiable data with

government pre wasiil effi- action.By ing the ofKhanij

ciently and transparently. Online 2.0, the state ensures that all decisions
. i regarding resource use, environmental impact,

Policy Achievements and social investment (via DMF) are guided

The initial version of the platform rapidly integrat-
ed key sector stakeholders, including 131 leasehold-
ers, 172 licensees, 3264 end users, and over 56,901
registered vehicles. This integration yielded
immediate and measurable results, evidenced by
the 138 million tonnes of mineral despatch facil-
itated and the collection of substantial state
revenue (overss,124 crore in royalties and levies).
The system’s efficacy was validated by the pres-
tigious National e-Governance Award (2019-20),
recognising its success in digital transformation.

This trust was fostered primarily because the
system provided essential functional integrity. It
achieved this through real-time production and
despatch monitoring for government officials,

by performance-measurement and accountabil-
ity metrics.

This proactive approach fulfils the directive of
promoting clean and efficient governance and
guarantees that the state's mineral wealth con-
tinues to drive the nation towards its shared devel-
opmental vision.

The writer is an IAS officer,
Director, Geology and Mining, @) dailypioneer
with additional charge of
Managing Director, CG State @9 @rajatdbansal
Mineral Development
Corporation, and © e pioneer
Special Secretary
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‘Anjel Chakma’smurder is a culmination
of casual racism northeastern Indians
face every day’ — By Munish Tamang
Logon to www.indianexpress.com
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Every new beginning comes from some
other beginning’s end.

— Seneca
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Gl Itwas ayear of deferred accountabili
5 0 : [ ]
~FOUNDED BY ~
T N
Rt 4 i Opposition mustsee ltS O ortum
IN 1932
BECAUSE THE TRUTH
INVOLVES US ALL HE YEAR that will soon recede The blast near Red Fort in Delhi under- [& of sub- tion’s belying all
intotheannalsofhistorywillbe  scored it of lineage markers, along with key boasts of i
i radicalisation. It the urgent N indi yfortakis i The railways, the hfelme of India, sawa
o machinery of state revealeda  ne ity for robust i y igh 15 cipation to the next level. year of avoidable tragedies. This systemic
I(haled a Zla leave S a startling fragility in its core  overintelligence agencies. \\' < Thesubordinationof thestatetopolitics ~ rot extended beyond the tracks. Bridges,
functions of governance, security and This pattern of unforced errors stained J{F/ A has manifested most alarmingly in thede- ~ symbols of connection, collapsed. These
t H tl ] 1 democratic accountability. From thestill  India’s foreign policy canvas as well. The == /0 liberate of icinstitu-  werenotactsof God but failuresof mainten-
COUI] l’y ln 1e l‘elnﬂ (lng smoulderingvalleysof Manipurtothegrave  much-anticipated upgrade in India-US re- MANISH tions and norms. The new process forap-  ance and oversight.
national security incidents, the fadingyear  lations under Presldem Danald“l rumpdis- TEWARI pointing Election Commissioners, having The tragedy reached the skies in June
laid bz

FTERKHALEDAZIA’sdeath, with Sheikh Hasinain
exile, Bangladesh faces an election that will see the

model that is intrin-
sxcally reacnve and divorced from the fun-

“battle of begums” no more. For a nation
with unresolved historical legacies and current
crises, with the interim government led by Muhammad Yunus
failing tostepupto us mandate, the death of Bangladesh's first

it of
The Lragedy of Manipur stands asan

llmnauons of adogmatic forelg]\ officeap-

paratus trying to surmount the political

agendaofaUS administration that seeks to
d eight decades of

£

open wound in the nation’s

and BNP chief ofanera.
Her ides with th f herson, Tarique Rah-
man, from 17 years of self-imposed exile in London. The size of
the crowds he drew at his July 36 Expressway rally signalled
that he could be a major political force, and possibly the prime
ministerial candidate, in the upcoming election. The chal-
lenges are formidable, but an opportunity could also be open-

The resignation of Lhe state government
and th of Presi-
dent'sRulein February were not solutions
but a tacit acceptance of failure. They do
not mask the stark reality of ethnic cleav-
ages that deepen even as democracy is in
suspended animation.

Nothing illustrates the negation of con-

y
forts to establish a rules-based order by its.
own governments,

Closer home, the “Neighbourhood
First” policy is stretched taut. The after-
‘math of Sheikh Hasina’s ouster in Bangla-
desh continues to create strategic unease,
‘while the Gen-Z protests in Sri Lanka and
now Nepal underline how unfulfilled as-

ing up to tap into the of young and L by raging
byl lites. The new govern: tive pattern of violence around Christmas,  the reach of social media.

ment will need to resist extremists who will try to take advan- now going back almost a decade. The much touted thaw with China

tage of the political vacuum. But before that, given that the i ity,2025de- remainsach resumed fli

Awamil anned from
elections will be the first test.
Khaleda Zia leaves behind a Bangladesh she played a deci-
sive role in shaping. Her decades-long political feud with
Hasina was' the cuntinuaﬁon of anolderstruggle over Bangla—

ing, free and fair

livered jarring shocks that should have pre-
cipitated profound introspection. The hor-
rific Pahalgam terror attack was not merely
a secuntyderehcudn butalso polnled toin-

Thekin-

visas, deliberately dissimulating the
unresolved border incursions and an
ever-widening debilitating trade deficit
that the government has no credible plan
of i

between former

Khaleda's husband Ziaur Rahman, and Sheikh Mujibur Rah-

man, Hasina’s father. Mujib and Zia fought on the same side

during Bangladesh’s Liberation War, yet they never truly aareed
I

etic een May 7and 10 dem—

Onthe domestic front, the government’s

onstrated military prowess but
missed the strategic forest for the tactical

ic and social policy d un-

than visionary planning. The income tax

removed the Chief Justice from the selec-

withthecrashof AirIndia Flight 171in Ahme-

tion parel,

d,a that claimed precious
demo- hves and raised grave quesuons about avi-
ial In- thatare

cratically. path of th

tenswe Revision, a mas

soughttobedeflected orat worst buried, os-

uerading as an
elecmml roll clean-up exercise.
‘The passage of the SHANTI Act for the

tensiblyto protect
The spectre of duopolies has become en-
trenched i inevery: sector of the Indian econ-

nuclear sector i tudy of the d omy. hisbetter than
passinglegislation without rig- igo’ defi of FTDL norms.
orous parliamentary scrutiny. By capping h itha famili

the liability of operators at a paltry Rs 3,000
crore and completely exempting foreign
suppliers, thereby privatising profitand so-
cialising liability, the government has jeop-

seript. Expressions of anguish, announce-
ments of ex-gratia, and promises of in-
quiries, but the ministers concerned re-
mained insensitive without as much asa

ardised i for es.

moral

Replacing the MGNREGA, putting Ma-
hatmaGandhiand Lord Ram at odds, isnot
just anti-Gandhian but fundamentally re-
gressive. The National Sports Governance
law and the Higher Education Bill are un-
abashed power grabs by the Centre, symp-

‘This poi nted toapervasive culture of priori-
tising optics over accountability.

This grim panorama, however. isalsoa
clarion call for the Opposition. At 230 seats,
the INDIA alliance collectively holds not just
the right, but the solemn duty, to offera
united

institutional autonomy. The Digital Per-
sonal Data Protection Rules 0f 2025 com-
plete this Orwellian picture, handing the

Theagendais painfully clear-rural dis-
tress, staggering unemployment, corrosive
inflation, and deliberate subversion of the

trees. The fundamenral question — is con-

onwhat was, orought!
vision was rooted in Bengali nationalism, secularism and so-
cialism. Zlaur Rahman ndvauced a pm)ect ceutxed onBangla-
deshi nt y govern-
ance. Though they bneﬂy united to oust the autocratic
President H M Ershad in 1990, Khaleda Zia and Sheikh Hasina
inherited this foundational disagreement.

Fortoo long, th ions between Bengali and
Islamist forces have prevented Bangladesh from realising its
potential. The BNP, too, has exploited religious identity and
anti-India sentiment for political leverage. These, however,
were also reactive strategies to the Awami League. Now, the
BNP under Tarique Rahman has the space to chart its own
course while playing a stabilising role in the country. To suc-
ceed, the new dispensation in Dhaka will need to cast a wide
net, umte factions across the polmcal spectrum and pmtect

Rahmant dgeo-
graphical ties” with India, framing the BNP’s nationalism as
“pro-Bangladesh and not anti-India." That External Affairs
Minister S Jaishankar will attend the funeral in Dhakaaffirms
the strength -- and potential -- of an old relationship.

Anjel Chakma’s murder
isn’tjust one murder

ARE not Chinese... we are Indians”. These were

Anjel Chakma's last words before he was stabbed

on December9 in Dehradun. They were a plea for

recognition that the 24-year-old from Tripura was
nolessIndian than ed to hisin-
juries on December 26, months away from graduating, months
away from his dream of workmgthh rhe French multinational

company job. Thearrests
that followed, and the protests that have erupted in Tripuraand
elsewhere, carry griefand fury.

For decades, citizens from -LhE Northeast have, all too often,
been made to feel exoticised and othered. Racialised abuse has

and thoroughfares, even erupting in violence. Chakma's death
joins a grim ledger of such fatalities, including the murder of 20~
vear-old Nido Taniam from Arunachal Pradesh in the Capital in
2014. Earlier, in 2012, following ethnic clashes in Assam, there
was an exodus of people from the Northeast from cities such as

Chennaiand Pun themass
cuculadon of inflammatory messages. Over the past decade or

impunity, h flattens
dwersnty and he ab of legal —the
fthe. i upafter Ta-
tomakeold pre)udlces more smdent
h, Tripura'sCM

hed outtol ‘M Pushkar Dhami justice.

But what i ili
room, and lwn&tym Lhe publicsquare. ILca]]sIoradeepersocxetaI
ith in ion, tobe
sensit identity. Instead of reducing plu-

ralismto mexehp se:vloe it mustbe fostered actively —taught
early, rei

Lnacknowledghgrhetragedyofchakma 5 death, the nation must
confrontwider: ledtoit.

In 2025, women’s
sports came to the fore

ROM TAMBALAHATTI village in Andhra Pradesh

emerged TC Deepika, the captain of India's T20 World

Cup-winning Blind Women's Cricket Team. Shegrewup

in poverty, but Deepika didn't let anything come in the

way of chasing her dreams. The mumph came )ust weeks aﬁer
K:

ventional suEﬁcnent to esmbllsh
lasting deter anucl
adversary committed to asymmetric war-
fare -- remains unanswered even today.
The parliamentary debate that followed
unfortunately turned intoa political point-

and GST cuts were not presented
as part of a coherent fiscal philos-
ophybutasreactive measures, the
former a populist reaction to the
2024 electoral setback and the
latter a hasty response to external

scoring exercise that failed to address  tradepressureslikethe Trumpad- immediate electoral utility.
another critical dilemma. Why doesIndia  ministration'sarbitrary tariffs. This is not governance, itisa
with a defence budget nearly nine tlmes The sudden PP that vi the
that of Pakistan and immense di Jearidec- - atyiewsthe
heft, still find itself trapped in a provoca-  logical U-turn devoid of genuine citizenry as subjects

tion-and-response cycle?

commitment to error-proof data

Policy has been wholly
subsumed by politics, with
every decision assessed
primarily through the prism of

digital souls of citizens to the state

defer

sion assessed primarily through
the prism of immediate electoral
utility. This is notgovernance, it is
adelusion that views the citizenry
as subjects to be managed, not as
sovereigns to be served. This dis-
turbing theme of accountability

social welfare safety net. The Opposition

‘with minimal safegu: ‘must move beyond fragmented rhythms
Policy has been wlmlly sub-  and forge a united, policy-driven front le-
sumed by politics, witheverydeci-  veraging issues that resonate across the

spectrum. It must articulate clear alter-
natives on national security, federalism,
economic regeneration and institutional
integrity. That, essentially, was the man-
dateof 2024.

The writer is a lawyer, third term MP,
na- former I&B minister
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In100 years, quantum physics has | Khaleda Zia used aspace
. . .
touched every aspect of our hves giventoher, butshrankiit
CENTURY AGO, inJune1925, STATESWOMAN in 20th-century South Asia was
the young German scientist ~ first complete version of modern quantum i.n\miablydynasdc Sowas KhaledaZia, who passed
‘Werner Hei ergwentto  theory.Theser awayin the early hours 0f 30 December But the
Helgoland, anisland off Ger-  fining milestones of 20th-century science. thetallest Asiansta-
many, to recover from hay Throughout the 1920s, other scientists Indira Gandhi, Benazir Sheikh
fever. As he recuperated, he mused ona worked to decode the quantum puzzle. In Hasina, and Khaleda Zia— wentmuchbeyond the boundedness
" question that hac How 1924, French physicist Lmus de Bmghe pro- oftheirorigins. While theyall started off in the shadow of aman,
JBHARATHI  coiyid posedin hi each of them ended up reshaping the country in their own way.
KANNAN, the microscopic world of atoms be con-  ticlescan it . Thi d- RAMACHANDRAN, It was the events set off by the massacre of Sheikh Mujibur
MS structed? His research laid the foundations  ical that his doctoral committee remained KURIAKOSE Rahman and his family that eventually catapulted Hasinaand
for quantum physics. unconvinced, but finally yielded when Ein- = Khaledaintopolitics. The saga:
SANTHANAM Quantum physics it i ive.In  stein stated that de Broglie had “lifted a M sassmanon of] PresxdentZlaurRahman, Khaleda shusband. after
the words of American physicist Richard  corner of the great veil”. In 1925, Austrian
Feynman, “nooneunderstandsit”. Yet,ithas  physicist Erwin Schrédinger developed a full use ofher newly gamed space, to the surpnse of many who
touched every aspect of our lives. Fromnu-  wave equationthat nowbearshis name. This herasjustanotherrich the
clear power i made it easier to apply quantum principles BNP into a militant grassroots force, allying with anyone who
electronics, lasers, and medical d.lagnosuc tosubatomic particles and even the whole could keep up with its militancy, except the Awami League. The
tools, all b d from the universe. Nath Bose, then work- military dictator, H M Ershad, was her singular focus.
hysi i ing in Calcutta, wrote to Einstein in 1924 Inherthree terms as Prime Minister, Kha]edawould oversee
achievements, the UN declared 2025the  abouthismethod of counting photons. Ein- ashift fr list to market-oriented while
Year of Quantum Sci stein the novelty and expanded also making radical gains for women’s access to resources and
Heisenberg stood on the shoulders of  its scope, leading to the prediction of a new power, i ievi i i
those who had laid out the pieces of the  state of matter, the Bose-Einstein conden- and makiny freeand . Like Ziaur
quantumjigsaw, but failed toassembleit.In  sate, which was observed decades later. Rahman before her, she made mmpmn-uses with religious ex-
1900, Max Planck was trying to describe the €V Raman's experiments with light in tremists . Khaleda’ otherleader
light emerging from hot objects. Having 1929 provided direct evidence of quantum of Her accused of i
spent many unsuccessful yearsin this pur- ~ effects in light-matter interactions, earning and attempts to rig elections. It was only a matter of time before
suit, “out of sheer desperation” ratherthan  him the 1930 Nobel Prize. By 1927, as Paul she lost power and was punished for one or the other crime.
any rational logic, he postulated thatlight ~ Dirac declared, quantum physics was a In her crusade against the military establishment and the
Quantum must be radiated in packets or quanta, like  “complete theory of dynamics™. Thanks to wamn League. shebu:ltatemiymgdamofsueet power. itwould
P bullets out of agun. Thisunusual ideathat these developments, semiconductors — build , cul-
physicsis was, however, in  emerged in the 1950s, lasers in the 1960s, Khaleda Zia’s mmanng in the kleptocratic institution of Hawa Bhaban. Street
counterintuitiv  describingthermal radiation. In1905, Albert high-density hard disks in the 1990s, and passing A
e.Inthewords  Einstein picked it up toexplain the photo- he 2000s. Thisisastory coincideswith ~ full itical upgiv-
. . electric effect. In 1913, Niels Bohr applied it of how investment in basic sciences returns. - . ingbil s feudal i Likethe
of Amef l'Ca.l'l All foroveracent the pasemg of orherlm.h -century stateswomnen, her life was prone to lragedy,
physicist quick i i h story. Quamum principles transformed our revolutionary her propelled her
Richard Heisenberg tried to weave these pieces to- was democracyand  ness. She was imprisoned in her old age by her rival matriarch,
Feynman, getheri.mo one cohesive framework. this change Lhar every d nati 1i in heikh Hasina. Her afterthe Julyup-
. Hei is i his  from ism and Buddhism to Ved- B desh. It rising, though, gave her what might seem like a last laugh.
noone draftto hismentor Max Bom.The latterrec-  anta — took positions on what quantum _angla st Butit n-ughtye[ urn out thatKhaleda Zia’s pammgcdmcldes
understands  ognised thar be i i iew. Hei isonherson,  with in
it". Yet, it has through the mathematical language ofma-  may not have anticipated this impact on Tarique Bangladesh. Itison her son, Tarique Rahman, to save the future
touched every trices. Born drew in a former student, Pas-  technology and life, one that continues to Rahman, to of the country. In the hands of his and the BNP’s enemies, as
cual Jordan, and they produced aseriesof  unfold tothisday. A Walter Benjamin once quipped, not even the past is safe.
aspectof 192526 thatestabl save the future
our lives the foundations of quantum physics,and  Kannan is a doctoral student, and Santhanam ofthe country hscholarat University of Mathew
transformed Heisenberg’s rough insights isaprofessorof Physics at lISER, Pune 1 i PP. i University

SoulhAfncam thesumnutclash df(heICCWomen sWorldCup
After

after yeaxs of hvmg in the shadow of male cricketers. The. cnck-
eterswere nottheonly oneswho made itayear of women'ssports.
Like Deepika, armless archer Sheetal Devi defied the oddsto
wu] on the world stage. Aheady an. Aslau Champlonslnp, Asian
from
Klshxwa[ in J&K, became a Para World Champlon in Gwangju,
South Korea. Inchess, Divya Deshmukhwonthe Women's Chess
‘World Cup in Batumi in Georgiain July. Divya, 19, and the trail-
blazer Koneru Humpy, almost double her age, played the final.
‘With the victory in Batumi, Divya also became a grandmaster,

onlythe tmmh woman fmm Indiato earn the prestigious title.
itssixmedalsat the2024 Paris
ol i the futureis in good handswith Suruchi Phogat,a

1 rned 10mair pi ‘winninga hattri
at World Cups. While it's all doom and gloom for men's football
with the Indian Super League in limbo, the women's Under-17,
‘Under-20 and senior teams have all qualified for the AFC Asian
Antim Panghal in i Preeti Pawar
by ‘abright future in Oly
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Martial law lifted in Pak
Z remuins chicf of staff

Martiallaw in Paklifted

enable the Prime Minister, Mohammed
Khan Junejo. to choose a new team. Politi-

President Zia-ul-H: thelifting
of the eight-year-old martial law in Pakistan
butwarned that armed forces would inter-

inif ther i jons among
the legislators. The announcement came in
anationally televised and broadcast
speechtoajointsitting of the partyless
national assembly and senate. Gen Zia
wasssilent on the question of restoring fun-
damental rights and the freedom of the
pressand the judiciary.

Pak cabinet members quit
Members of the Pakistan Federal Cabinet

calanalysts feel that move

reported to have decided against any il-
lumination on the occasion to meet the
power shortagein the coumry Leaders of

isaimed at getting rid of those mini:
wha were opposed to adopting Junejo’s
Muslim League (Pagara Group) as the
official party.

Pak Oppositionalleges fraud

Continued restriction on open political ac-
tivity and student unions, and retention of

the‘ll -party
Democracy (MRD) did nol seeany substan-
tial change in the situation.

Rajneesh notallowed in Fiji

Rajneesh will notbe allowed in Fijiislands
if Interpol or police organisations of the
countries where had resided earlier

send ad reports on the activities

tion of limbs seemed to make people adopt
awaitand watch approach to thelifting of
the martial law in Pakistan. There was

of the group, the Fiji Home Minister

has reportedly said. The Fiji authorities
“have beeninquiring about the exact
place where the controversial ‘bhagwan’

tendered their resignations to

hardly any report of the streets rejoicing
fromany . Th itself was

Vadodara
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‘© WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

Khaleda Zia leaves behind an enduring
legacy of service

— The Daily Star, Bangladesh
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History doesn’t end today, our old compass
has runits course. Here’s anew one for India

t;t

g ) i
N K SINGH AND NICHOLAS STERN

OMORROW, AS we begin the
new year, weseeka newelusive
compass. We have relied on a
compass that had run its
course. We were forewarned
that “the old world is dying and the new
world struggles tobe born™. Instead, aftera
long period of complacency, we now face
fractured trade and supply chains, politi-
cised finance, geopolitical tensions, and
rudderless multilateral institutions. No
rulebook commands universal trust.

This year's defining story could be the
requiem of the post-Cold War order. Not
through asingle collapse but through a
thousand cuts. The leadership change in

ged great-power ri-
valries. As the ghost of mercantilism dis-
placed muln]aterahsm, Indiaheld ontoits
faithina i derand
nationalinterest indepen-
dent foreign policy.

Tariffs surged from a universal 10 per
centrate to country-specific duties of upto
50 per cent. We responded by pursuing
FTAs with vigour, harnessing trade as an
enmne of growth. Allowing an orderly re-

d mitigate

India pursued cautious diplomacy: Prime
Minister Narendra Modi crafted diplomacy
to say India is “on the side of peace” in
Ukraine, engaged with Moscow, called fora
Gaza ceasefire, sent humanitarian aid, and
espoused a two-state solution, while con-
demning terrorism in multiple forms and
thelossof innocent lives.

Climate is existential, beyond fiscal, fi-
nancial and development issues. Insured
losses hit $145 billion in 2025 and could ex-
ceed $300 billion in the future. Besides
losses from heat, desertification and rising
sea levels, the past decade alone saw more
than$2trillion in losses affecting 1.6 billion
people. ll'ld.la accelerated its green transi-
tion,achi 0 per cent non-fossil

loss of competitiveness. Notwithstanding
recentexport performance, India’s current
account deficit could widen.

Money, too, became overtly political,
Parts of the Global South sough\ to reduce

of US Treasury holdings to its lowestin 17
'years was more than symbolic. BRICS ad-
vanced de-dollarisation as financial sover-
eignty acquired centre-stage, lndm pro-
moted rupee settlement

ity five years ahead of Paris NDCs.
Multilateral institutions from the mid-
20th century order grapple with multiple
dilemmas as shareholder power clashes
with 2Ist-century global needs. India con-
tinued its leadership of the Global South
seeking decisive multilateral reforms to
make institutions like the UN Security
Council more representative.
Thatwastheyearwe leavebehind. Ayear
intyand incoher-

enabling trade in rupees with over 22 coun-
tries, and encouraged investment of rupee

ence ‘What should guide us into 2026?
First, we must accept that the era of

ILLUSTRATION; CR SASIKUMAR

mography and development. By 2030, one
in six people globally will be aged over 60.
These seismic changes necessitate a new

Butwhoi uited tode-

reducingglobal debt. ForIndia, lowinflation
haskeptnominal GDPgrowthat8.7 percent,
i i 44

percentdeficit target hardertomeet, under-

Fifth, technology will inspire both hope
andanxiety. With global Alfunding reach-
ing $120 billion in Q3, India must seize this
wave by scaling up investment in Al and
quantum computing R&D. Even beyond
Budget 2026, India should strengthen in-
centives for technology start-ups, expand
digital skl.lls programmes, and enhance

inhigher ion, building
on the flexibility offered by the NEP and
the “Campus-Within-Campus” approach.
India’s timely AI governance guidelines
mustbebacked by enforcement, data pro-
tection and international cooperation.
Technology remains crucial in tackling
congestionand pollution, whichinturnaf-
fect productivity in Indian cities.

Sixth, India should align climate action
with growth, through electrification, accel-
erating electric vehicles, and

liberate on this: The G20, the United Na-
tions’ International Organisation for Migra-
tion (IOM) or mher new regional

green hydrogen. Leading the International
Solar Alliance can help countries of the
Sourh mcludmglndr& garnerlarge produc-

formations? illbeacom-
pelling issue. Demographic shifts given
ageing di ialsand the ion of

in select re-
newab]e technology zmd human capital.
This wil

human welfare through productivity will
be challenging in preserving the cultural
ethos of sovereign nations. This will be so
even as upskilling of millions of young
workers advances through education and
healthcare. India’s youth bulge must be-
come asource of strength rather than a lia-
bility. This is true both among and within
nations. Some states have shown the way

For Lndm, today’s nal

Inits 12th
vear, Modi
government set
new benchmarks

= A >

AKHILESH MISHRA
$2025. ! Narend: is12th
yearas Prime Mini Inmost uch

longevity signals consolidation, caution, and a

gradual retreat InIndia’

case, it has done something strikingly different.
Each year carried adefining ideaand left a lasting’ impacr

2014, inthe Jan Dhan Yojana,
i and making it ive. Next year, helard
Digital India, iain2016,
In2017,GSTw: ed, lead-
ingto federal sc i His

next significant move was rolling out of Ayushman Bharat, the
world’s largest publicly funded health insurance programme.
At the beginning of his second term, his government ab-
rogated Article 370, ing India’s political i In
2020, during the global pandemic, he brought in the PM Garib
Kalyan Anna Yojana to ensure food security for the poor. In the
nextfew years, through PM Gati Shakti, Agnipath, and the passing.

new opportunities. Insights from the LSE-
IndiaAdvisoryBoar

of the women’s reservation law, his government contributed to

chairs,and arecentbook The Growth Story
of the 21st Century (authored by Nicholas

In2024, LordRam
to hisabode in Ayodhya after SO0-years of exile.
In ZDZS hrs govemment simultaneously delivered multiple

Stern), ha energy, agri se-
porting value, b curity, labour, and e. Through GST20,
dividend, markets, back- plified burden reduced, d, and dis-

ing frontier technologies, and building

labour mobility
and pan:nershrps with a‘,el.nv econom\e&

sound and efficient i
Theway fnrward lies in sustaining mac-

tortions corrected. Not through coercion, but through trust
built over eight years of cooperative federalism.
Furthet. theSHANTI Act. openmgthe nuclear energy sector

‘e must harness our d private leap that few na-
arwar norat peace. An: unretonnedUmred extraordinary enrrepreneurshrp by freeing tions have attempred By replacmw outdated legal frameworks
Nations, apecrally its Security Council, is  land, labour, entre-] led and o) to build, own, and operate nuclear

effectt The G20issignifi

nuclear

canr but nor representative. The multilat-

plier effects of global capabrluy centres

power tri India
energy as a strategic growth secmr ‘This decision will likely be

(GCCs)is key.

seenasaturningpointin journey.

ic and social Does

ne: i ingamore

long treated as a politically sensitive area, saw a

the v»orld ha»e the appeme forafreshre-

eﬂicnenl legal system o am'act la.rgergobaj

nance?India

balances in Indian assets. grand global designs may be over. Coali- must trateg; ability and produmvrry rmprovu\g me in-
The US faced growing fiscal strainasthe  tionswill bead hoc, agreements partialand It should diversify defence acquisitions to 1t atio.

federal deficit reached 59 per cent of GDP.  temporary. For India, strategic navigation isi History did not end in ZOB As2026 be-

After theCon- ina world ibili it i Itcan dia-  gins, Indi: ithoutold maps,
Budget Office pending and resili India it inthe graspingitsch: newworld.

rising from 23.3 per cent of GDPin2025t0  should deepen issue-based coali- Coaliti filbead hi Indo-Pacific and West Asiawhen  The new compass must overcome the false

26.6 per cent by 2055, while revenuesreach  tions and Global South arrange- tions wi e,a 0G; big-power institutions fail. hiatus between democracy, development

only 193 per cent. Kenneth Rogoff’s book,  ments, strengthen crisis manage- agreements partial and Fourth, bond markets willdis-  and demographics.

Our Dollar, Your Problem, suggests many
i -acceptthedollar burden.
Indiareducedexposure by cutting US Treas-
ury holdings by about $50 billion last year.
‘Warcastalongshadow, as Ukraine, Gaza
and Sudan displaced over 12 million people.

mentand endeavour fo conserve
strategic autonomy in this trans-
actional environment.

Second, the axis of global de-
bate is shifting from democracy
and development to, equally, de-

temporary. For India, strategic
navigationin a fragmented
world demands flexibility,
adaptability and resilience

cipline advanced economies with
shrinking fiscal space. Deeper co-
operation among central bankers,
possibly through a

Singhis Institute of

andwas chairman, Fifteenth Finance

Basel forum, could propose a

limate CI

credible, based path for

of fLords

LETTERS
To THE EDITOR

Ukraine stalemate
This ditorial, ‘Stable

ANGELLICA ARIBAM

peace in Ukraine is notyetin sight”
(IE, December 30). Despite diplo-
maticefforts, deep disagreements
over territorial sovereignty and
security guarantees continueto
stallany meaningful resolution.
Wars rarely end on the battlefield
alone; they require political cour-
age, mutual trust, and respect for
international law. The
international community must
push for dialogue that prioritises
civilians and long-term peace over
short-termstrategic gains.
TannisthaSarkar, Siliguri

Aravalli definition

This refers to the editorial, ‘SCre-
thinkon Aravallisis welcome,
much needed’ (/E, December30).

LOITAMRICHARD. Reinghamphy Awung-
shi. Akha Salouni. Nido Taniam. Anjel
Chakma.

These are some of the young lives cut
short by racism. The discrimination people
fromthe Northeast face is fargreaterthanis
covered in the news. The recent attack on
Anjel Chakma began as racial shurs and es-
calated to a brutal stabbing that led to his
death. The racism underlying such attacks
has been evident for decades.

‘When I landed in Delhi as a 12-year-old
in 2004, 1 didn’t anticipate being treated as
the"Other” —someone who doesn'tbelong
in this country. I heard racial slurs like
“chinky”, “chinese”, “chowmein”,
“momo”, whether in the streets,

[ am from the Northeast.
We need an anti-racism law

had to provide special trains to take them
home Thrswastheresu]:m i T

country. Wewerecalled “Chinese”and “Co-

rona” icservices.

Inth of the horrific Nido Ta-

messages
that were mass-forwarded, causing panic.

terin New Delhiin early 2014, the
U'PA government formed the Bezbaruah

reporton howto curb

similarshift. The PM Dhan Dhaanya Krishi Yojana does for agri-

culturewhatthe Districts P did forIndia’
most| backward reg;ons i
ith focused dis-
trict-level and outcome-based itoring, the
government has moved beyond a one-size-fits-all farm pol.xcy
Internal security a decisivet In

2025, Left-Wing Extremism
was finally contained. It was
the result of a decade-long
strategy combining security
operations with the develop-
mentofinfrastructure, welfare
delivery, administrative pres-
‘ence and an ironclad political
will. Regions once described as
“liberated zones” quietly re-
turned to constitutional nor-
malcy. Maoism now ceases to
beastructural threat.

Further, Operation Sindoor
redefined global deterrence.
The signiﬁa-mce lay notinthe

istan. Itsig-
nalsa newoperanona] parad.xgm ’krmnslreatecl asan, acmf ‘war,
nuclear is
squarely on state Sponsors.

Govemanne reform extended into areas that had long re-

The Wagf( ) Act, 2025,

L byuser,” ingregis-
mtmn. and sub|ecm10 claimsto [remspﬂrem scrutiny, the law
ended an

Alongside these reforms came the implementation of the
new labour codes, consolidating archaic laws into a modern

themwithout notice, nment

failed to instil confidence about security.
AlthoughIndiaisasignatory ofthe Inter-

national Convention on Elimination of All

The
the country and interacted with northeast-
e studemsandynuth indifferent cities.In
July2014, it i which

Forms of Racial Discrimination, adopted in

mduded legal measures, social awareness,
d

1965, we still do not have an a

crimination law. Over the past two decades,

civil- soclety organisations have been de-
alaw. TheIPC

for hate crimes against SC/ST mdrvlduals

butthereisnosafeguard for people

k that balances worker protection wnh enrerprrse
flexibility. These reforms: hiring,
productivity for years: tocome.

Ahostofother fromraising
the tax-free income slab for the middle classes to Rs 12 lakh to

bracketed in other categories. It ig-
he di ionofthe

ms, buses, or conversations

between friends.
Peop]e from the Northeast
iainsearch

‘The Courtsteppingintop!
acceptance of the 100-metre defi-
nitionisa positive first step. Much
remains tobe done toactually
protect the Aravallis. It isnecess-
arytoenforce the order foramin-
ing pause, preventingarush on
the hills due to their rare earth
mineral rﬁewes, and ensuring

of better education and job oppor-
tunities, and enduringracismisthe
price we pay. In 2012, thousands of
northeastern people living in Ben-
galuru and Pune were forced to
leave, and the central

In the past, authorities have
woken up for a brief period
after high-profile racial
crimes, and then fallen back
into slumber. An anti-racial
discrimination law can serve
asastrong deterrent

Northeast. More often than not
‘when crimes are reported, police
saytheyhave noremedyduetothe
lack ofan anti-racismlaw—ashap-
pened when I faced severe racist
abuseonlineand reached outtothe
Delhi Police. This was during
Covid, when many northeastern
people faced racism across the

an existing FDIreformsini FTAs—addtothe
TheNDA promised record this year.
actionona “priority basis”. Eleven yearson, ‘What makes202: thevolume
thereport lies forgotten. ofreforms, but theirt ummg Convennonal wisdomsuggeststhat
In the past, authorities have woken up popular their capacity
for a brief period after high-profile racml BthelZLh\ ear, defe runout
crimes, and then fallen back i 1 ity wanes. PMModi hasdonet . His
Ananti-racial ination Iqw canserve ach]evements in 2025 have managed to surpass records of the
rent. Itishi previousyears.

ernment gave us what is nghtfully ours — Tuercu rm ji placefor 2026— 3

the basic protection guaranteed to every
citizen of this country.

The writer is the founder of Femme First
Foundation and the lead author of
TheFifteen: The Livesand Times of the Women

inIndia’s Constituent Assembly 1

One Nation, One Election. That his performance in the coming
year may outdo even that of 2025 sets a new global benchmark
fordemocratic governance.

The writeris CEO, Bluekraft Digital Foundation
and was earlier director (content), MyGov

illegal i raze hill-
ocks. The Centre needs toreassess
the definition and use scientific
reasoning foranew delineation.
Anany Mishra, viaemail

Bad English

Thisrefersto thearticle, Taman
editorand in thisage of AT, Imiss
“bad English™ (IE, December30).
Alissteadily curtailing human
ingenuity. Asthe writerremarks,
though Al-generated articles tend
to be robotically accurate, human
emotion, depth, and thought pro-

AISHWARYA KHOSLA

For Brigitte Bardot, liberation was never poI|t|ca|

donism. Bardot’s global stardom arrived
overnight in 1956 with ...And God Cmmed

Woman. Directed by her then-h
Roger Vadim,

INTHE 1960s, France formalised a national
fantasyby stampingitontoits currency. The
government selected Brigitte Bardot as the
‘model for Marianne, the allegorical face that
hadembodied “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity™

cesses arewam.mg, Amidthe since the French Revolution. An interna-
ingthe i bol, she

fu re of Al remain: liberated French Republic.

pa!amount ‘Will Alever truly mir- ‘When Bardot entered the film industry

ror human creativil in the early 1950s, with her blonde hairand

Abhay. Negi, Dehradun winged eyeliner, she embodied a postwar

fantasy of liberation. A&er ‘years of occupav
tion and austerity, heri

'young woman who danced barefoot, pur-
d desi fFsocial

Within a few years, Bardot was among
the most photographed women alive. She
made nearly 50 ﬂms recorded hits with

fined anaesthetic
Iha[ became known as "rhe Bardot look”,
From the start, however, her liberation was

howwomen could lookand behave, not the
structures that governed their lives.
In 1959, Simone de Beauvor.r pub[rshefl

guing that by rejecting the discipline of tra-

IJIII

inist and framed her stardom as personal
triumph. In 1973, at 38, she quit acting, a
move widely read asan assertion of control.
She withdrew to Saint-Tropez and later
fmmded the Brigitte Bardot boundanon,
energy I right

She will be remembered for
helping dismantle constraints
around female sexuality, while
fiercely defending others

mentasawitch hunt, defended Gérard De-
pardieu, whowasconvicted of sexual assault
earlier this year, and declared on TV, “Fem-
inismisn'tmy thing. Ilikemen.” When the
interviewer suggested one could beboth, she
cuthim off: “No.”

Bardot’s legacy is a paradox. She will be
remembered for helping dismantle con-
straints governing female sexuality while

ditional he myths Fromthe 1990sonward, sh oftheself,
thatgoverned women’s lives. “Assoonasone  self wrrhrrancesfamgh[ Ouunscanvlcled In her deaLh Bardo[ leaves behind

mythi all ind: Ude  her ‘mult hatred. panem in

Bardotasa  Beauvoirwrote. her SStrug »I.‘ mo-
Bardot herself neveridentifiedasafem-  scorn. She dismissed the #MeToo move- new

exclusions: Respectable women against

“fallen” ones, liberated women against tra-

ditional ones, Western women against im-

migrant women. Power, once gained, is fre-

quently used not to dismantle hierarchies
butto securea safer place within them.

. The French icon made women’s desire

i of ion,and

llandmark, But

forthat

fiercely ler-
archiesofrace, nationand power. She cham-
pioned autonomy over equality and per-
sonal freedom over collective justice. Her

Vadodara

pNEE m

without solidarity isa dead end.

The writeris deputy copy editor, The Indian
e e
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» ENVIRONMENT

A third of Delhi’s
PM2.5loadhasa
secondary source:
ammonium sulfate

Sophiya Mathew
New Delhi, December 30

A SIGNIFICANT portion of the fine particulate matter that
Delhi residents breathe is not emitted directly, but created in
theatmosphereitself.

Secondary aerosols. now conmbute atleastone-t m\rd ofthe
city'sannual PM2.
Jonged

inwhy airquality can de-
undercontrol.
Primary pollutants emerge directly from factors such as
road dust resuspension, construction activity, open burning,
vehicle exhaust and industries. Secondary particulate matter,
on the other hand, forms after gases are released into the air.
These gases, known as precursor pollutants, undergo
chemical reacti i by humidity,
sunlight. They formmi i
etrate deep into the lungs.
Among the most dominant of these pollutants in Delhi is

pen-

toan analysis released this month by the Centre for Research
on Energy and Clean Air (CREA), ammonium sulfate alone
for nearly one-
third of Delhi’sannual PM2.5
load, rising sharply during
the post-monsoon winter
months when pollution epi-
sodes are at their worst.

How isammonium
sulfate formed?
Ammonium sulfate is
formed fromagas called sul-
phur dioxide (SO2), which is
largely released by coal-fired
power plants. Other SO:
sources include oil re-

KEY CULPRIT: COAL

fineries, heavy industries,
. . brick kilns, diesel combus-
® Ammoniumsulfateisformed  jon and shipping.
when sulphur dioxide (SO.)

The SO: gets oxidised in
the atmosphere to form
sulfate. This sulfate then re-
actswithammonia, whichis
released mainly from agri-
cultural activities, such as
fertilizer use, livestock
waste, sewage systems, land-
i iopad with catalyti

oxidises inthe atmosphere
and reacts with ammonia.

® Indiais the world’s largest
emitter of SO, largely dueto
thermal power generation.

fills, diesel ve
converters and certain industrial processes. The resulting
compound becomes suspended in the air as fine particulate

matter. It irborne for days, travelling
and contributing tot y pollution.
‘Whyisitaconcernin India?

Indiais currently the world’s largestemitter of SOz, largely
dueto coal-based power generation. In July 2025, the govern-
mentexempted nearly 78% of coal-fired thermal power plants
from i ing flue gas isation (FGD) systems,
weakemng SOz control at the source. The government cited
well within

norms. Experts, however. say this is inaccurate.
A ing to CREA ite-based in 2024,
the hlghest annual contnbutmn of ammonium sulfate to
Chhattisgarh (42%),
Odlsha (41%), Jhdrkhand and Telangana (40% each). The
problem was not confined to asingle airshed (the typical cir-
culatory region forabody of air). Highsecondary PM 2.5 shares

Womendefined Indian sportina
year of pause; now time to hit play

After a quiet 2025, the coming year promises a flood of sporting events and sagas — a last World Cup clash for Messi
and Ronaldo, Rohit and Kohli’s defiance of time, Neeraj’s CWG comeback chance and an overdose of T20 cricket

LOOKING AT

2026

MIHIR VASAVDA

FOR A quiet sporting year, 2025 delivered
quitea fewscintillatingstories. None more
so than India’s women’s World Cup
triumph, afitting highlight in a year where
the nation’swomen athletes kept the tricol-
ourflying high.

From wrestling mats to boxing rings,
shooting rangesto archery fields, and bad-
minton courts to squash cages, a new gen-
eration of Indian women made their mark
ontheglobal stage.

This was a year that gave a glimpse of
what the next 12 months —and beyond —
could look like and where the major stories.
would come from. Most noticeably in
cricket.

Harmanpreet Kaur & Co. showed the
commercial and developmental promise
of women's cricket. A T20 World Cup title
in July, on the back of the ODI World Cup,
would elevate the women’s game into the
stratosphere.

The Twenty20 World Cup will alsobe of
equal significance forthe men’steam, who
rode a rollercoaster. Shubman Gill's mid-
year rise to Test captaincy contrasted
sharply wuh his late TZ() World Cup
omission, lisquadunder
Gautam Gambhir in flux — more so after
Rohit Sharma and Virat Kohli announced
their Test retirements within a span of a
weekin May.

Yet, in ODIs, the only format they areac-
tive internationally, the ageing legends
continued to defy time and talk of retire-
ment. Kohli’s hunger for runs remained
undimmed, the three centuries this yeara
testament to it. Rohit, free from the grind
offive-day cricket, looked rejuvenated. To-
gether, evenin transition, they remain cen-
tral to India’s present, proving that evol-

ution need not mean ir

For many, 2025 was an “in-between”
vear, apause after a whirlwind 2024, before
the mega-event storm of 2026: the T20
‘World Cup, FIFA World Cup, Hockey World

were also observed in Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, ra
Andhra Pradesh and West Bengal.
For Detlhi-NCR, this has direct implications. Secondary
7 e o

can combine in the atmosphere and significantly affect the
capital’s air. This has been flagged as a concern by experts, as
precursor pollutants significantly add to the PM2.5 burden.
Delhi has consistently recorded some of the highest PM2.5
levelsinthe L and the most polluted national
capital globally, according to the 2024 World Air Quality Re-
port by IQAir, with an annual PM2.5 average of 91.6 pug/m3.

As the National Clean Air Programme (NCAP) moves to-
wards revision, experts have argued that secondary aerosol
formation must be given focus, rather than PM10.

‘What are the key drivers of ammonium sulfate?
Humidity plays a critical role in this process. Moist air, fog
and low winter temperatures accelerate chemlcal reactions,
inhy Thisex-
plains why Delhi’s pollution olten worsens during stagnant
‘winter conditions, even without a pmpomonal rise in visible

Cup, C¢ h Games, Asian
Games, Chess World Championship —
and, for the curious, the first ever En-
hanced Games, a multi-discipline event
where performance-enhancing drugs will
beactively encouraged.

T20s, T20s and more T20s

In the first six months of the year, 146
T20 games will be played on Indian soil. In
contrast, there’s just one home Test lined
up for the whole of 2026.

Of these, 124 games will involve men’s
teams— five T20Isbetween Indiaand New
Zealand in January, a warm-up to Febru-
ary’s T20 World Cup that will see a total of
35 matches across five venues in India (an
additional 20 in Sri Lanka), followed by the
84-game Indian Premier League season,
the largest ever. The Women's Premier

«DONOTMISS

Chess prod|gy R Praggnanandhaa Indian

Cl

Leaguewill have 22 games, th

It will all be very hectic and, dare we

Inlndia, ingto CREA
it d49% of PM25 duri -monsoon period
and41%inwinter, ith justabout 21% il say, tedious.

and monsoon months. The findings suggest that Delhi’s most
severe Smog epxsodes are driven not only by local sources but
alsobyregi ic chemistry.

India’s chanceto defend the
T20titleat home

ILLUSTRATION: SURAIIT PATRO

Foranation that trips on T20 cricket, In-
dia’s fixation has only sporadically trans-
lated into on-field consistency. After win-
ning the inaugural 2007 T20 World Cup,
they have reached the semifinalsjust twice

0,a World Cup at home

captain | Singh
HOCKEY: India will hope toend its 51-year wait
fora World Cup title. Back-to-back Olympic T20 Test
medals have raised hopes of a strong showing The T20 World
atthe tournament. sandwiched between the Cup will serve
Commonwealthand Asian Games, to be co- asalitmus test
hosted by the Netherlands and Belgium. for Gautam
CHESS: The prospect of an all-Indian World Gambhir.
RP
prepares t inst seven othy L

the Candidates Tournament A successful title
in March-April. The winner of the eight-player will buy him
eventwill earn the right to challenge reigning breathi
champion D Gukesh, struggling for form, somebrea ,“n‘g
Iaterin the year, with the dates and ventie yet spaceamida

poor Test run.

tobe finalised.

gives the IPL nation a chance to assert its
supremacy in international cricket.

The T20 World Cup will alsoserve as a
litmus test for the under-fire Gautam
Gambhir. A successful title defence —
India won the 2024 edition under Rahul
Dravid — could overshadow the team’s
disappointing Test rununder him, at least
until the next series, and buy him some
breathing space ahead of the 2027 50-over
‘World Cup.

Once the T20 frenzy eases — though not
completely, with the women’s T20 World
Cup in England in July — the rest of the

g8 8
beginning with the FIFA World Cup in the
second half of 2026.

Messi, Ronaldo and... Trump
‘The biggest sports story, arguably, will
‘e the FIFA World Cup, which will bejointly
hosted by the US, Mexico and Canada be-
tween.June 11and July 19.
With 48 teams, this will be the biggest-
ever edition. There are fears that the
ize will robthe: ofthe

element of jeopardy and render many
group stage games pointless. Butthe thing
about World Cupsisthey tend to find their
owndrama.

We are still six months away but Italy
have kept everyone interested with their
up-and-(mostly) down qualification cam-
paign. The Azzurri are the only major
powerhouse yet to qualify. They will feature
ina playoff tournament in March and will
have to beat two opponents — Northern
Ireland and then either Wales or Bosnia —
toensurethey don’tcomplete the dubious
hat-trick of missing three consecutive
‘World Cups.

‘The main tournament itselfis awaiting
perhaps the clash of the generation. If the
World Cup sticks to its script — it seldom
does — Lionel Messi’s Argentina and Cris-
tiano Ronaldo’s Portugal should come face-
to-face in the quarterfinals.

For that to happen, both teams will
have to top their groups and then win
their respective Round of 32 and Round
of16 matches. For one of them, it could be
the final international appearance, ad-
ding another layer to an already tasty
match-up.

But there are fears that the farewell
World Cup of the two giants of the modern
game will be overshadowed by Donald
Trump. The US President’s policies —
travel bans, strict visa rules and immigra-
tion crackdown — mean there is a strong
political undertone to this World Cup and
the stories from the stands (will ICE agents
round-up diaspora fans, as they fear? Will
the supporters ofa teamget asmooth entry
intothe country?) will be as compelling as
the ones unfolding on the pitch.

CWG: Neeraj-Arshad
showdown in Scotland?

Four days after the FIFA World Cup
ends, the Commonwealth Games begin in
Glasgow. The 11-day event — from July 23
to August 2 — will be one of the most
downscaled editions of the Games, with
just10sports.

Most of India’s go-to medal events —
shooting, badminton, hockey, wrestling —
have been axed. Still, there will be plenty of
Indian interest. None more so than in ath-
letics, where the 2018 CWG champion
Neeraj Chopraand defending gold medal-
list Arshad Nadeem could meet each other
after underwhelming World Champion-
ships forboth.

‘The CWG will also be of importance to
Indiaas the country will host the 2030 edi-
tion, with the official handover to take
placeduri ames’

Asian Games: The
100-medal challenge

In the build-up to the 2022 Hangzhou
Asian Games, the ‘iss baar, sau paar’ cam-
paign was ridiculed initially but proved
prophetic eventually. India — whose pre-
vious best performance was 70 medals in
2018 — surpassed expectations to win 107
medals, including 28 golds. The bar for the
Class 0f 2026 is higher than ever.

The Japan games will be a test for the
track-and-field athletesand shooters, who
together accounted for 51 medals in
Hangzhou. The individual storylines, too,
promise to be compelling.

Satwiksairaj Rankireddy and Chirag
Shetty came back strongly in 2025 after the
Olympic setback. They have shown they
have it in them to defend their gold.

Mirabai Chanu, fighting hard tostay fit,
refuses to bow out despite multiple in-
juries. Her World Championshipsilver has
raised hopes that 2026 could finally be the
vear when she ends her long wait for an
Asiad medal.

Vinesh Phogat is back on the mat,
though the battles may not be confined to
it. As she pursues a place in the Asian
Games squad, expect a few off-the-mat
bouts with the federation. Bet against her
atyour own risk.

® SPORT

Short doesn’t mean slow: How 5-ft tall Fraser Pryce became a sprinting

Shivani Naik
Mumbai, December 30

JAMAICAN SPRINTER Shelly-Ann Fraser-
Pryce is just 5 feet tall. But her achiev-
ements — three Olympic golds and 10
World titles — have elevated her to a level
possibly: surpassmgomarloo -metre Olym-
pic century-old
history of women’s sprinting.

‘Whenshe retired after herlast 100-metre
race at the 2025 Tokyo World Champion-
ships at age 38, she ended as the most dec-
orated women’s sprinterin the world. How
did Fraser-Pryce, who won the 100-metre
Olympic gold in 2008 and 2012, make such
strides in a sport dominated by taller ath-
I d int fortrack and field
athletes such as Sha'Carri Richardson (five
feet1inch)? The legendarysprinterspoketo
The Indian Express about her methods.

A field of tall competitors
First, it isinstructive to note the kind of

athletes that competed in sprinting before
Fraser-Pryce came along.

Betty Robinson, the inaugural short
dash winner in 1928, was nearly S feet 6
inches. Wilma Rudolph, the champion at
Romein1932, was5 feet 11inches. The 1936
winner, Helen Stephem was 5 feet 11.5
inches. ionwas Gail
Devers (5 feet 3 mches] who took gold at
Barcelona1992 and Atlanta1996.

‘The last two Olympic champions lead-
ing into Beijing 2008 — the year Fraser-
Pryce won her first Olympic gold — were
Marion Jonesin2000 (5 feet 10inches, gold
medal later forfeited) and Yulia Nest-
siarmka in 2004 (5 feet 8 inches).

Lightning starts

i
‘WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
always taller than her.

attribute

She

I?“I never saw my heightasa dis-

was off the blocks ina ﬂash Butthe iconic
bl

At the Bajaj Pune hon earlier in
December, Fraser-Pryce recalled her ear-
liest motivati

w:rh her hngh school coach oncues, detail-
the

struck. i from herschool
to her home. The daughter of a sprinter
mother, shewas all of four at the time.

the micrc
reaction time to a minimum. This always
putherinthelead in the first 10 metres.
But howdid shehold offrivals with larger

Tjustknewl lotmore
steps. You can't get rid of your height.” she
laughs. Or magically add to it. “The strides
just needled to be bigand long,” she says.
Efficient strides

Fraser-Pryce credits plyometrics — the

science of jumping — for how she won
races ahead of a field that tended to be al-
most always taller than her.

She counted her steps as everyone did.
“Iknew my steps. The race had to be com-
pletedin 54 steps orbelow. We worked hard
on plyometrics. Once you put your mind to
it, there’s no limits, certainly the height fac-
tor never once bothered me,” she tells The
Indian Express.

Ever since the time of Devers (5 feet 3
inches), cutting-edge plyometric training
has helped shorter sprinters chow down
more metres of the track, and not lose
energy in limbs flaking off. This has gone
some way in debunking the simplistic no-
tion that longer limbs equal greater speed.

Fraser-Pryce knew her race was going
kaput if she felt she was “popping up” —
jumping/hopping too high in her stride.
That was like all the energy evaporating
north, she jokes, It's why she viewed some

egend

does not equate long, and can actually be
counterproductive.

“Once I got off the blocks, I needed to
ensure that my steps, the jumps in the
strides were not popping up. I was moving
forward — in the horizontal plane, not too
highin the vertical one. Us shortsprinters,
stay compact,” she explains.

Itwaslike a plane taking off fromarun-
‘way — it doesn’t seek altitude right away,
but builds acceleration by pushing for-
ward. "l mimicked a plane often. Thatwas

” shesays. S0, off’ he
would lean forward as much as she could,
without toppling forward. “Start lowand —
Ican't repeat enough — move forward, not
up,” she says.

Fraser-Pryce also worked on hercore—
once her weakness — to gain the strength
and stability tostay centred. “It’s likea roil-
ing, rolling ball of force rumbling forward.
If the core isn’t strong, you can drift side-
waysand because,

of her taller ies as “having
awkward, tall strides”. Her implication: tall

Vadodara

the aim was to move forward,” she says.

im [ |
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JUSTICE IS WEAK
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CONTRAPUNTO

3 You throw the sand against the wind,
And the wind blows it back again
- WILLIAM BLAKE

Aravalis UnDeserted

In doing welcome course-correction, SC also indicates
what dangers still loom over our mountains

Himalayas, Vindhyas, Western Ghats...India’s billenia old
mountain ranges have never felt as fragile as today, with
‘development’ pillaging them mindlessly. When an SC bench led
by then CJI Gavai accepted environment ministry’s proposal of a
100m definition for Aravalis last month, experts were unanimous that
the key outcome would be diluting the hills’ hard-won protections,
which by the way haven't actually prevailed against illegal mining
and other ingresses. This coincided with north India’s horrible
winter smog. It's only getting worse, and now came a judgment
that could worsen it exponentially. So, a vacation bench led by CJI
SuryaKanttakingup the issue suomotuand then puttingthe Nov 20
judgment on hold, is a super welcome close to the year.
It’sgotfinesymbolism. That our institutions can do course-correction,
ourmountains can be stabilised, our rivers can be cleaned, maybe even
our air. But it's also indicative of just what
kind of challenges all thisisupagainst. If a
new hlah powered expert commxttee wxll

The sigh of relief came not just from Aravalis, but also

SCREEN THE IDEAS

2025 ends with Homebound and Humans In The Loop in the 2026 Oscar race. Ramayana, Toxic,

Jailer 2, Drishyam 3,

Mysaa...set for box office fight next year. What will pull audiences to theatres?

Orzgmallty. not risk-aversion, and outfoffthefbox promotion, not generic marketing

Anna M M Vetticad

j Mega-budget. megastar-led Indian
cinema is making a concerted,
carefully strategised effort to achieve
mainstream global success in 2026.
Among the most prominent of these

=8 films is director Geetu Mohandas’s
Toxic - A Fairy Tale for Grown-ups, which has been
shot both in Kannada and English, with multiple
markets including its home base in mind. Toxic
should reach theatres early in 2026, Part 1 of Nitesh
Tiwari's Hindi Ramayana is scheduled for a Diwali
2026 1 elease, and Part 2 for Diwali 2027

leof small Indian f

oneof the world's biggest platformsfor ci

Where have all the women gone? | The question arises
because the marginalisation or erasure of women has
become rampant in films backed by India’s wealthiest
producers. A majority of 2026's high-cost releases
have underlined their men-centricity and violence in
promotions. For instance, in a four-minute teaser
announcing the Rajinikanth-starrer Jailer 2 (Tamil),
sequel to the superhit Jailer, the only visible female
presence was a cleavage-baring woman in a photo.
Other films in this club include H Vinoth’s Jana
Nayagan (Tamil), which is Vijay's last bow as an
actor before he switches completely to politics, and
Siddharth Anand's King (Hindi), starring Shah Rukh
Khan with Suhana Khan and Deepika Padukone.
Jeethu Joseph's Drishyam franchise (Malayalam)
tarring inhabits a gentler universe, unsullied

~India'sentry for the Best International F‘eatureOscax Tace-

by the gore and declbels m(rmst to most men-centric

is now on the shortlist of 15 out of eligible
from 86 countries, while a low-profile Indian indie is also
valiantly aiming for the Oscarspoflight.

Epic scale, epic ambitions | Capturing the
entire plane! s viewership has been Toxic and

ord go. Towards
this end ‘Ramayana roped in Oscar-winning
musicians Hans Zimmer and AR Rahman,

comprise “domain experts”, the
committee that pushed through the 100m
definition was dominated by bureaucrats -
not geomorphologists, ecologists, conser-
vation biologists, hydrogeologists. If only
9% of Aravali hills in Rajasthan meet this
i definition, it “creates a structural paradox
wherein the geographical scope of protected territory issignificantly
narrowed”. If the 100m are further to be measured “from the local
relief” rather than an objective sea-level like criteria, alarming
“regulatory gaps” open up in the “ambiguity”.

Remember; since SC first raised eyebrows against Rajasthan's
100m definition in 2010, various states have taken a ‘nod and wink’
approach to it. In 2018, the court was shook at the FSIfinding that 24%
hills sampled in Rajasthan had disappeared completely: “Have people
become Hanuman that they are runningaway with hills?” Yes, people
are also involved. We want houses, in Faridabad, Gurgaon. But not
with polluted aquifers and toxic air. Erasing low-lying hills really
raises PM10. Good governance means we should never get such bad
bargains. In 2026, let’s put these behind us. Nullify the stayed judgment
permanently. Shut the Pandora’s box where Himalayas are defined
by heightand Ganga by depth. Even colonial taxonomists didn’t commit
such sacrilege. And guess who doesn’t get a voice at all but must be
heard? The tigers, leopards, sloth bears, deer, desert foxes, hyenas,
wolves, jackals, crocodiles, who call Aravalis home.

[Lesson On Unnao

Politicians wield immense power in their turf. All the
more crucial for courts to be alert to judicial missteps

order that had suspended Kuldip Singh Sengar’s life sentence,

while SChears the case, Jan 20 the next date. He was also found
guilty of orchestrating custodialkilling of the survivor’s father. SC
noted the case’s ‘peculiar circumstances’ to stay Delhi HC’s order.
Indeed, circumstances Delhi HC should have heeded.

SC has questioned Delhi HC’s interpretation that an MLA is
not a ‘public servant’. The immense power netas wield over the
public is no secret. Criminal cases fall through all the time because
of the toxic politician-police-official nexus that uses bribery,
intimidation, blackmail, coaxing and even murder to derail the
victim's fight for justice. Against this
backdrop, a literal reading of the law -
that MLA isn’t mentioned as a ‘public
servam‘ — does less than justice to
: ‘1 contextand circumstance.

% Sengar’s family, on its part, misread
]|| SC’s order to allege they were not
heard. But SC has already spoken on
this — that it normally doesn’t stay a

. bail order without hearing the accused,
but Sengar’s case involved ‘exceptional circumstances’ since the
convict remains behind bars, doing time for the father’s death, in
whichalsoabail plea is pending, with ordersreserved. Ashiscaseis
heard in court - a high-profile convict whose files seem to move
relatively swiftly - Sengar’s daughter has also alleged trolling. This
must be condemned. It is no better than bulldozer justice SC has so
strongly censured.

Asforthecase in court, SC’s stay of HC's order

S upreme CourtactednotaminutetoosooninstayingDelhiHC's

h

VFX studio DNEG, and
the casting is designed as an all-India outreach
exercise now customary for films Iabelled “pan-
Indian”. Ram here is played by Hindi cinema’s
Ranbir Kapoor, Tamil-Telugu star Sai Pallavi
has been cast as Sita, and Yash from
Kannada cinema plays Ravan.
Yashisaco-produceron both Ramayana
and Toxic. His collaboration with Geetu
for Toxic, in which he’s the protagonist,
is intriguing. She has won plaudits on
the festival circuit, and is also part of
the Women In Cinema Collective, a
pwneeruu. rights body based in
Kerala. His nationwide calling card,
the blockbuster KGFseries (Kannada),
is steeped in the sort of masculinist
aggression that commercial Indian cinema
celebrates now more unapologetically than
ever before. It would be fascinating to
see how their gender politics align, and
how much space his co-star Nayanthara, a
superstar in her ownright, will get.

iller Though Drishyam
1&2 propagated the conservative notion of a man as

<
Ramayana

protector and natural leader in a traditional
family, they gave women space and substance.
Drishyam 3 is on the 2026 calendar, along
witha tiny handful of women-led action films.
‘The most promising among the latter are
Rawmdra Pulle’s 'Ihlugu drama Mysaa
by and

thethird instalment of themoney-spinning
‘Mardaani (Hindi) franchise starring Rani
Mukerji as a gutsy policeweman.

OscarsintheLoop | Far removed from these
mainstream films, Aranya Sahay’s Hindi-
Kurukh independent feature Humans In

Thel icles Adivasi women training AT
the real world. A spate of countrywide screenings at
educational institutions and cultural centres in 2024-25
eventually drew the attention of the influential producer-
director Kiran Rao, who reportedly facilitated its
theatrical run and Netflix deal, both of which are hard
tocomeby for indies in India. Afterrecently receivinga
privately backed distribution grant in US, and having
met the Oscars’ eligibility criteria (such asa USrelease),
‘Humans In The Loop is now investing i
in a campaign focused on getting a Best Original
Screenplay nomination. It's a long shot, but for an
outlier that's barely known even in India at the
moment, coming this
far is in itself afeat
Neeraj Ghaywan's
L) ‘Homebound, produced by
WHAT LIES AHEAD Karan Johar, is vastly

EVENTH OF A MULTI-PART SERIES more  high-profile and

c| N EM A financially privileged. Home-

bound is a courageous,

compassionate account
of friendship between a Muslim and a Dalit.
Hollywood icon Martin Scorsese liked it
enough to get on board as an executive
producer. an endorsement that should carry
considerable weight with Oscar voters.

The Oscar nominations (meaning: the
finalists in each category) will be announced
in end-Jan. The loveliness and significance
of Homebound and Humans In The Loop
do not need a stamp of approval from
3 abroad, but an Oscar is worth aspiring
for nevertheless, because the resultant
£ visibility can do wonders for any film, and
the careers and causes involved.

Trrespective of the outcome for these films, their
journey is a lesson for Indian producers seeking a
magic wand in 2026 to bring audiences back to theatres
in this post- pandEmlc politically duﬁcu.lt economically

ingtime. There1 , butoriginality;
brave choices and faith in your creauon combined
with out-of-the-box promotions sans gimmickry can go
amuch longer way than the panie-driven, risk-averse,
imitative filmmaking, generic marketing and noise
that are the present norm in Indian cinema'’s most
moneyed quarters.

Vetticad is author of “The Adventures of an Intrepid
Fil Critic’

SCARS AND STRIFES FOREVER

The Eagle, the Bear, the Dragon and the Elephant. A year-end farmyard fable for our times

Jug Suraiya

Once upon a now, in
the centre of a vast far-
myard stood a stately
white mansion. Inside,

Thecommune presided over by Carrot
Top featured a Bald Eagle on its banner:
Though it was a relative newcomer in
the chronology of communes, the
Eagle had established itself as the
most powerful and seLr important of all

inan I-shaped room
J was a large, corpulent
mdwuiual with startling orange-glo
hair, ensconced behind the desk on
which was spread an enormous jigsaw
puzzle, which was a representation of
thefarmyard in its totality.

The orange-headed person, whom we
can call Carrot Top for the purposes of this
fable, was only atemporary tenant of the
mansion, but was devising stratagems
to becomea permanent resident.

Carrot Top stared at

GE , the jigsaw. Unlike ordinary

Jjigsaws, which remain static,

\:/. this jigsaw kept moving

and changing through some
mysterious kineticenergy.

Before the advent of recorded
time, the jigsaw had not moved; in fact,
there had been no jigsaw at all, just an
undifferentiated openness.

Then, springing from the seeds of
tribalism had been borna concept called
nationalism which partitioned the open-
nessintodifferent, and often conflicting,
divisions called communes.

To distinguish itself from the others
each commune had an identifying
banner bearing an emblem. Amongst the
mostancientof thecommunes were those
which flew the banners, respectively, of
theElephantand the Dragon. To thenorth
lay the commune of the Bear, known for
its tendency to bully itsneighbours.

thepr whileall
communes are egual. some communes

day, though the newly emancipated
remained shackled by discrimination
on the basis of nothing more than the
colourof theirskin.

‘The Eagle spread its predatory wings
tosoarover Lheleng!handbreadthof the

selling their goods to the Eagle would
have to pay a penalty called Trump-offs,
aneologism for Rip-offs.

The most affected by Carrot Top's
scheme was the Elephant commune
that had 50 Trump-offs levied on itas a

farmyard,
-flung communes, from rain-drenched
paddy fields to arid deserts, from icy

are more equal than others. Indeed,
Carrot Top’s had

billed itself as the only mdlspensable
commune in the farmyard.

The Eagle commune had been
‘discovered’ by accident. A ship insearch
of the Elephant commune had mistakenly
dropped anchor off the coast of this
pre-commune terrain of majestic forests
and immense rivers of crystal purity, the
inhabitantsof which wereone with theearth
and the waterand the air and the sky.

Inshortorder. incursive hordes followed
m the wake of the vngrant voyager, and

the of

instolush, tropical islands.
That such ventures invariably turned

punitit theElephant's
purchase of produce from the Bear
which purportedly facilitated the
Bear in beating up its neighbour.

The Eagle and the Bear had long

outtobe esfor ned
seemed not tomatter tothe Eagle,

which sought dominion over =

the entire farmyard. s

The Eagle lived -

off the fat of the
land. All manner of
goods, from clothes
to cars, phones to
pharmaceuticals,

came from other
to fill

lhe:r habnat through force of arms, cut
down the great forests, and fouled the
waterways and the air with the toxic
waste products of their twin temples,
Progressand Profit.

While the majority of these new
arrivalscame by choice, huddled masses
yearning to be free, many were brought
in captive chains from distant regions
of the farmyard.

These captives, whose inhuman
bondage made a mockery of the Eagle’s
claim of being the land of the brave
and the home of the free, became the
cause of a murderous internecine war
within thecommune.

After great bloodshed, the side that
wanted the chained to be free won the

to bursting the
storehouses of the
[Eagle, which consumed
more of the farmyard’s
resources than did all
the rest of the communes
put together.

The insatiable hunger of the Eagle
was such that nothing seemed to
satisfy it: the more it devoured, the
more it demanded. Thisled to the Eagle
holding an enormous amount of 10Us
thatitrepaidinitsfiatcurrency of glass
beads called wampum.

To get rid of its debt burden that
‘was causing a drain on the supply of
wampum, Carrot Top conceived a master
plan, which required that all communes

and stability in court decisions and assurance of fairness. In cases
such as Sengar’s, this fosters public confidence in judiciary. Simply
put, justice applied evenly is what makes a victim a survivor.

Wring out the old

Bads and fads of 2025 to be dumped in 2026
Bachi Karkaria

Az AQI (poor); Akhlag-ing; Al autocracy; Anti-national’.
B: Bigotry; Bulldozer justice; Ban-wagon; ‘Bro’.

C: Cyber crime; Christmassacre; Cold brew; Coords.
D: Development (destructive); Delayed flights; Digital arrests;
Deep fakes; Doom su‘ulling Dubai chocolate.

[E: Endangered species; Eggmggemted fears; ‘Epi
F: F\'e&mnge fugitives; Flying, fear. -checking; Food vloggers
G:Gen! ; Gig-worker Girls Gemini Al saree;
Ghosting; er]ledcheeca
H:F Uture; History: i Hil High

Network Individuals; Heirloom rice.
I: Influencers; Infra (manic); Isabgol-burgers; Tmmersive'; ‘Tconic’.
J:Joblessness; Jams; /j" for ]usl joking” aud ns

K:K-Pop/!

Calvin & Hobbes

WELL, WERE FINALLY HOME !

B0, I DIDNT

Image: At

been adversaries when the two had
rivalled each other as the only
super-communes in the farmyard.
But when the Bear, from
being a grizzly, dwarfed
into a sloth bear, the era
of confrontation, known
as the Frozen Fight,
~ ended though mutual
4 suspicionslingered.

The Trump-offs,
hailed by Carrot Top’s
Gaga Brigade (Greed,
Aggression, Gangsta
= ¥ Attitude), caused great

convulsions and upheavals in
thejigsaw whichrepresented the
farmyard, and ‘which fell apart.

However, slowly but surely the
disarrayed pieces of the jigsaw began
to form their own patterns elsewhere.
The imposing white mansion that
had been the centre of the farmyard
was left in desolate isolation inscribed
with the letters USA, which might have
stood for Utterly Senseless Anarchy.

And blowin’ in the wind came a
hauntingrefrain: “Bye-bye, my American
pie, this'll be the day that I sigh, this’ll
betheday thatlcry...

Sacredspace

Andnow let
us believeina
longyear that is
giventous. new,
untouched. full
of things that
havenever
been, full of work that has never
beendone, full of tasks, claims,
and demands.

Rainer Maria Rilke

From Compliance To Joy: A New Year’s Reminder

Sivakumar Sundaram

restraint, and belonging. In that sense,

never the destination. And herelies the key

ereisa pecuha\ kind. o{ tiredness
that physical
work, It arrives when life suddenly
promotes you into therole of ‘in-charge’. A
parent, elder or mentor is no longer around
tosteer the ship. And what used to feel like
routine now feels like ‘heavy weightlifting’.
Insuch moments, peopledon’t just
feelresponsible. They feel watched by

must

religion helps society: cuhem together;
Bul religionisalso, i about spirituality sets free.
F‘ollo\\ ume, for: m and l(eep Enhghtenment isnot. geographlcal it
therule. T} dwecall i Itisnotr

it freedom. Splmuahty begins where the
need for compliance ends. Spirituality is
neitherrebellion agamstm].\gmu nor
disdain for rituals. It is simply i

from action; it isacting without ‘doers-

hip’-inner claimof ‘iam the doer; there-

foreimust be praised; imust control.’
Thed spiritual teaching is

that the Divine is not an accountant
auditing ledger of attendance,
iation, and

befollowed. Even grief and joy are expected
to behave. And when someone offers praise,
itlands notas comfort butas a new burden:
‘Now Imust live up to this image."

This is where the confusion between
societal compliance and individual, joy
ughteus lts gr!p Rellgmn atitsbestisa

The Divinedoesnot S5
need your perfectlyrecited  2%%:
shastras, elaborate cooking ()

strangely simple: work, roles, and

] duties happen but the ego need

¢, notclaimownership. Manage

1‘};' rituals, but don’t become ‘the
3’ saviour of tradition’. Hold

v the househeld together. but

adultinthe

or ﬂawle» punctuality The don't turn yourself into ‘the
Di getoffended only

if youmissaday, forgeta house’. Letaction flow but
step.or fumhleamanrra If JIHE SPEAKING TREE refuse the identity that

the Infinite had f your action orsociety tries to impose.

ed
practices: fesmals prayers, fasting days,
and rites of passage. These collective

Ll.fe coaches Leopard s(enhsmg' I_ock Sabha L]vc -in outu.\g
1g; Moringa Margarita pills.

N' Nepo bdbes Neta-betas; Nic ]
erl'at 1C (1 0 Optxcs Ozempic; OTT-censorin:
——————— P:Pollollipops; Popcorn patriotism; Polholes Pmcessed foods/
Q: Questions-silencing; Quotas; QRCuded life; Quicker-delivery rat-race.
R:Rapists; Rageasright; Rupee thinking it's Newton'sapple.
T: Terrorists; Tur!
U: Unemployment; Unsportsmanship; Urba.n Naxals'; Underwears’.
'W: Weddings unlimited; Washingmachined leaders; Walking yoga; Wearables.
X:X should revert to Twitter; Exes shouldn't be followed on X, or anywhere

lastrefuge of endangered;
P

m /) M: d-up events;
rth-east/easternersalienated; Nuuns verbahsed “Neo'.
people; ‘Protein-enhanced’; Pakistan.
S: Sarkari spymg SIR- at full volume);
V: Vande mataram debate; (mauled) Vande trains.
Y Yogis (fa.ke). &oga.»nshana-ed? Youth potions ‘Yadda, vadda, yadda’.
Alec Smartsaid: “Wishing you a year of 20sixers.”

performance, it would nolonger be Infinite;
it would be merely another institution.

patterm keep communitiesaligned, give ‘We perform rituals not because God
inuity, and offer the resﬂess demands them, but because we sometimes
mind k. They al need them i Useful for many,

commonlanguage for values, gratitude,

necessary forsome, comfortingformostbut

Praise orno praise, smile, not because
youare indifferent, but because you are
anchored in inner steadiness, Spirituality
istheart uf zhscovel mg inner: n_fuge
that does

mercy of spirituality is this: youare
neveralone, because you were never
meant tocarrylifeasaproject. The
Divine is not a distant supervisor; itis
the quiet presence you can lean into, in
the middle of amess. Thisdoesnot mean
merely sittingand doing nothing. It
means youact fromjoy, notfear; from
clarity, not compulsion; from love, not
the hunger to be recognised.

Soyes, light thelamp if it brings peace.
Chant if it steadies you. Follow tradition
if itconnects you. But remember: these are
for themind's training, for the Divine hasno
expectation from you. Only an invitation:
bepresent, sincere, and free.

Andif year-end feelslike heavy
lifting, it may simply belife teaching
you the final ritual: moving from ‘iam
responsible for everything' to ‘everything
ishappening, and iam held.’ As the year
turns, may we draw the curtain not only
on2025butalso on the illusion of burden,
1emrmng tosakshibhav, the quiet
ing what mustbe done with

appmval, ur pmtecuon. The erange

Jjoy, humility, and inner abundance.
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Caveat Commuter,
Make Moving Easier

Decongestion and smart planning can de-stress

A spectre is haunting urban India— the spectre of ‘com-
mutism’. Time to travel between a place of residence and
of work is climbing. We are talkingabout some of the fas-
test-growingcities inthe world. The issue is compounded
by the density of citiesand state of urban infrastructure.
Limited choices and over-utilised transit systems add to
congestion. The burden of commuting is compensated
either as higher wages, or in improved housing. Yet, the
commuter is worse off. At the top of the ladder — rea-
ching work in your own car — can add up to the second-
biggest chunk of h hold expense behind ing. At
the bottom, services available on overcrowded public
transport networks can lead to high levels of stress and,
consequently, diminished productivity. The notion of the
“30-min city’ stays tantalisingly out of reach.

Taller cities are better at handling population density:
They also cost less to build as they use
land efficiently These require less
energy to run and benefit from con-
centrated infra. Vertical is the way to
g0 to avoid urban sprawl and environ-
mental degradation. Buildings can be
constructed to be net carbon negative,
which works in conjunction with lo-
wer vehicular emissions in tall cities. But vertical cities
tradeefficiency and costagainst comfortand habitability:

Another approach is by increasing consumer choice.
This involves combining working and living activities in
smaller urban pockets, while expanding mass transport
options. Individuals should have a choice in deciding
whether they want to live a cycle ride away from their of-
fice, oralongtrainride into the country. Urban planning
tends to prioritise one over the other. not both equally, le-
ading to congestion. Indian cities will keep growing up-
ward and outward. This should not happen asynchrono-
usly. Getting a handle on the commute problem is key to
ensuring productivity growth during the rapid urbani-
sationtheeconomy is undergoing. Our citiesmusthavea
clear vision of the shape they'll grow into over the next
quarter century, starting tomorrow.

Hyperdocumentation
Vs Common Sense

The main aim of public policy is to make life easier for citi-
zens. In India, its purpose often seems quite different: to test
patience, stamina and common sense. Or perhaps itfunctions
as bureaucratic pilates — keeping the vast government ma-
chinery limber through constant paperwork. Consider this.
From early 2026, Delhi government will replace pink paper
tickets for free women's bus travel with a ‘Pink Saheli’ smart
card. Thestated goal is greater transparency and efficiency in
a scheme that benefits nearly 2 cr commuters every month.
Girlsand women above 12 who are Delhi residents must apply
for the card using their Aadhaar at designated counters, and
then tap the card on e-machines to travel free.

Such costly plans are K: ‘Why

l SWAMISPEAK O Evenif a sharp US slowdown is likely, India should fare well in 2026

Trumplsm Won’t Triumph

Swaminathan S
Anklesaria Aiyar

p @ rump has triumphed over
Y ! critics, including me, in
2025. His state of the union
message in January fore-
told a sharp rise in tariffs,
and dismantling of the global rules-
basedeconomicsystemaswellasthe
Us" mleasglobalpolicemau thathad
driven the fastest economic growth
in post-WW2 lus(nry Then came his
‘Liberation Day" in April, when he
threatened tariffs that went up to
150% for China, and upto 30% onma-
jor partners; inviting retaliation and
plunging the world into a deepreces-
sion. Markets crashed in India, and
everywhereelse.

In fact, India and the US have
grown at high rates that seemed fan-
tasies 12 months ago. The US has just
recorded 4.3% growth in the last qu-
arter, and India has registered 8.2%.

How so? US tariffs have turned out
to be far lower than threatened. The
world used to take pronouncements
of US presidents very seriously. But
Trump soon proved that he was
moreareal estatesalesman than
statesman, starting with ri-
diculously high rates and
bargaining down to mo-
dest ones. TACO—Tru-
mp Always Chickens
Out— became Trumpi-
an policy. China’s hold

on rare earths turned Indiaand the US have
out to be so powerful grown at high rates
that seemed fantasies
12 months ago. The US
has just recorded
red that Trump tariffs  4.3% growthin the last
quarter, and India 8.2%

that Trump could not
get tough with it.
Initially, experts fea-

wouldrise to an effecti-
ve 26% of imports. In
practice, they have turned out to be
closer to10%. Moreover, China, India
andother to

Ready togetjunked?

evade high tariffs by routing them
through third countries.

ny US unporters
stocked up on imports inan-
ticipation of high tariffs,
andsoheld high inventories
that enabled them to keep
importpriceslower thanex-
pected for several months,
Of the new tariffs, some we-
re absorbed by exporters,
some by US importers, and
only one-third was passed on to con-
sumers. This kept US inflation in
check — the November
figure was 2.7%, down
from 3% in October:
Fast growth and
low inflation en-
couraged the
USFedtocutin-
terest rates, fuelling
stock markets further
So, Trump’s first year
has ended in triumphal
victory.

‘What will happen in
20267 Let me stick my
neck out and forecast a
sharp setback for
Trumpism. Fast growth in 2025 was
fuelled mainly by an Al boom. The

trillions in data centres to manage
anenormous expansion in Aldeve-

lopment. Data cent-
res are very capital-
intensive and crea-
N tefew jobs. That is
why, despite fast

GDhP growth,
unemployment ro-
se from 4.0% to
4.6% between
January and November:

Will AT continue to
spur the US economy in
20267 Maybe. But a slow-
down is far likelier: If Al
suddenly ceases to look
as promising as inves-
tors currently think, we
could see a collapse in
this sector: Even if this
does not happen in 2026, it will surely
happen during Trump’s term, mud-
dying his legacy.

Rising prices led to Joe Biden's
downfail in 2024. Trump may be abo-
uttofeel the Stockpi-

Will Al continue to
spur the US economy
in2026? Maybe. Buta

slowdownis far

likelier.Evenifa

sectoral collapse
doesn'thappenin

2026, it surely will

during Trump's term

The economic scene was good for
Trump in 2025. But the political sce-
nedarkened. Last November; hispar-
tylostgubernatorialelections in Vir-
ginia and New Jersey, the mayoral
election in New York City (‘Mamda-
ni!"), and state elections in Georgia
and Mississippi.

Higher inflation and slower
growth in 2026 could plunge Trump
into a disastrous defeat in the Cong-
ressional elections in the coming No-
vember: giving majorities in both ho-
uses to Democrats. That could con-
vert Trump from an all-powerful
conqueror toa lame duck.

What about India? It performed
brilliantly in the first two quarters of
thisfiscal year, averaging 8% growth.
Inflation is 0.7% and CAD is likely to
bea comfortable 1.4% of GDP. India’s
services exports continue to boom in
tandem with the global ATboom. Go-
ogle, Amazon and Microsoft have an-
nounced planstoinvestatotal of $67.5
bn in new GCCs. Much of this will be

invested innew data centres.
Will India fare well in 2026
even if the US slows shar-
ply? The chances look good.
India has proved it has a re-
silient economy withalarge
domestic marketand compe-
LW/ titive services exports that
™) can overcome unfavourable
global conditions. It
is the only country,

THE SPEAKING TREE

Save Your
Spark

DADA J P VASWANI

The greatest malady of modern
life is that man permanently
seemstobeonatreadmill! Heis
onthe moveall the time, running,
running, running —andstill in
thesame place.

Oneof my friends, whoisadoc-
tor; said tome that many of his pa-
tients had sudden outbreaks of
high blood pressure. Outwardly
theyare calm, quiet, dignified in-
dividuals. But inwardly, the daily
frustrationsand irritations of life
are taking their toll on these men.

They easily feel upset, irritated,
amnoyed, imhappy. The driver is
delayed in reporting for work—
andh!s master isdrivenintoa

isfine, if it isgoing
to bmng the driver tohisdoorat
once. But he knows it cannot —
sowhoistheloser?

Jimmy Durante, the comedian,
schooled himself never to be up-
set, never tofeel irritated. When-
ever he was faced witha trying
situation. he would exclaim, That's

kets even when fore-

ign investors withdraw.
India remains significantly linked
to the global economy. If world GDP
sinks in 2026, India too will suffer. But

apart from China, the situation —so what can you
that can provide mil- doabout it” If weare wiseand
lionsof STEM gradu- mature, wewilllearn to handle
ates needed by MNCs irritations without payinga hea-
to harness AL Few vy pncem terms of frayed ner-
other co- ions. Haveyou
untries can boast of seen the comicstrip wherean ira-
booming stock mar- tedriver kicks the flat tyre of his

car—and then howls in painas
hisfoot is sprained by the kick?
Amatureand wise person lear-
nstofacelife'sdaily irritations
without beingupset. The frick is

itssolid and

itsr quality STEM gra-

led imports will no longer tame pri-
ces in 2026. Experts predict the pro-
portion of tariffs passed on to consu-
mers will double to two-thirds. The
Fed may have to halt interest rate
cuts to curb inflation.

biggest US are investing

duatesarefornudahle advantages.
Others do not share my forecast.
Oneformer CEA whomIrespectpre-
India’seconomicgrowth will
crash to 4.5% in 2026-27. Clearly, the
jury isstillout. But Taman optimist.

Close Digital Gap, Level Al Field

specificlaw and focused on promo-
ting investment in digital markets.
Thekey reason behind suchan
approach is that the existing legal
framework addresses the theory of
harm, and any further regulation
may be considered toorigid for the

g turnsomethingasbasicasboardingabus
intoaprocedural hurdle? How exactly do-
es a smart card improve matters when
simply getting on board by dint of sho-
wing one’s Aadhaar — and being a wo-
man—would havedone thejob?It'snotas
if women from Gurgaon or Noida will in-
vade Delhibuses. And evenif afew do'slip in’, what would ha-
vebeen the crisis? The larger public goal is to get more women
outdoors, workforce included. Cheap, frictionless mobility
helps. Forms, counters and proof-of-residence checks don't.
This obsession with documentation is no longer confined to
big-ticket schemes like endless OTPs, repeated bank KYC, to
SIR. vaerdocumentatmn |s the new neurosis of digital India.
Ever hort’, andevery system
assumes bad faith by default. With the new year, one hopes fora
modest resolution: fewer counters, less suspicion, alittle more
trust. Benefiting from a scheme need not feel like an endurance
sport. Sometimes, common sense is the most efficient tech.

£ JUST IN JEST

/ Why gao through the self-defeating
rigmaroleof self-improvement at all?

New Year Resolution
No.13: No Resolution

Dear readers of this paper who are in perpetual pink of he-
alth, it's the last day of the year, and we bring you the final
entry on our legendary 2025 HETLoR — Honest ET List of
Resolutions: ignore new yearresolutions entirely. Let's face

of irr
cover our calmand serenity. Bet-
terstill, we should learn to block
outirritations altogether, by ad-
optinga tolerant, easy-going atti-
tude towards people and events.

PEAS IN A
| PODCAST

Notlung Goes
To Waste

botha policy and. stmieglc docu
ment. CCI'sstudy ser Tt i ux'gencvw
policy by theoryand ] i)

practice to lay down enforcement
prioritiesfor the regulator Itfurt
‘hersadvocacy, preparing the ground-
work to open formal non-compliance

cast that sets itself ap'\rtfmm
the usual climate-change chat-
ter: Hosted by Prem: I’anicker
and Arati Kumar-Rao, it invi-
tesyoutolisten, reflect and re-

thinkhow
alstories. And why these matter:
The episode The Truth ab-
out Wastelands features con-
servationscientist Abi Tam-
im Vanak. He takesaimat the

ition law, takinga

Sumit Jain & development of the tech. The only proceedings in case of violation, and
Alspecificlaw introduced todateis  You gotta level withiit ird il f self- i
Siddharth Mishra thedraftamendment tothe IT Act, by tech companies. The next step for
where GoIhas proposed 1} Th igsion ha Golis toalign regulatory policy with
, nthet tent. k ft- where strategicrequirements.
The cor 'y has CCI publshed ‘Market findingsarenot bmdmgon compani-  Somekey areas of consideration
called for proposals foramarket study ~ Study on Artificial es,butcarry sivevalue. This  include robust applxcatmn of the
gl iti i Competition’, mghhghtmgvau'\ mg appmach 13 rooted in practice,asCCI  law in
criteriafor ‘Systematically Signifi- the tech’ imi digital infrastry ucmne Indiamay
cantDigital Enterprises’, impact on extremeview initholds that AT tech is wh\(:h means it must prioritise wam to pmceed withtheenactment
ISMEs and effect ion. The altering others h of a
it lier plans to impose P ” iti K milder approach, such as those in
exanter iathe ductivity i Thestudy at Britain and Japan, to avoid geopoli-
Digital Competition Bill 2024. argued ihatmegmwm isconcentra- halfway point. Thisisimportant,as  tical backlash.
Adventof digital ledtoa ted withafes inithe  most Big Tech isforeign. While the Indian digital firms may further be
new waveof growth. Forinstance, the ~ coreobjective of competitionlawand  theoretical foundation holds that allowed to collaborate with like-

worldwide market for AThasex-
panded from $93bn to $186 bn in
2020:24. The Indian market has grown
from$3.2bn to$6bn in thelast4 yrs,
withits full potential yet to be realised.
dopted a light-touch

policy should be enforced todemocra-
tise themarket.

CCI's marketstudy serves the
policy objective. It icl

the law is nationality-and ow-
nership-agnostic withrespect to the
company under inquiry, the US has
openly backed i abroad

cenote thmu{,h wluch m‘um compe-

This challenges the established

Golh
approach to Al regulation. It has
categorically ruled outany Al-

it
contracts, algomhnm collusionand
pric oughttobe

tenet lying the callfor revi-
sxon of d)@lalmmpetmon policy.
legal framework is

‘minded firms internationally and
access overseas markets. This isnot
onlylikely toserve |he uanonal

onof large

ueof gmsdands scrublands
and open natural ecosystems
(ONEs). Th§s_e are notempty

imperative but al

sustain bi reliho-

gap with international

Thewriters aredirectors, Centrefor
Competition Lawand Economics

Not Just Work, But Kind of Work

Farzana Afridi &
Janani Rangan

Economic growth has not reduced
the precarious nature of employ-
ment inIndia. Yet, policy discussions
tend to focus on job creationand less
on job quality Can thenew codifica-
tion of labour laws address the twin
issue of quantity and quality of jobs?
Between 2012 and 2023, employ-

grewatmore than double therate of

standarda fol a safe workingen-

regular jobs. While

workers are technically a part of the

formaleconomy, they lack social

security andlong-term benefits.
Firms have favoured thisarran-

gement foritsflexibility in hiringand

work
hoursmahxsaday and mandating
overtime pay at twice the normal
rate. These reforms will potentially
reduce the precarity of work.

On theother hand, labour laws have

relative tomechanisation. Without
askilled labour force, with high
productivity, the industry may
continuetoreplace. mhtively more
costly labour with machinery in the
production process, reducing poten-
tial employment gains from these

Vanal\foremunds therole
of pastoralists, not asrelicsof
the past butas activemanag-
ers uf theseecosystems. His

human, animal and en-
vironmental health is timely.

Equally compelling is the con-
versation around governance,
Frustration of seeingsolid
science fail to translate into
policy is palpable. Yet, the tone
remains constructive, push-
ingforadaptive, ev]ﬂmce«l.ed
decision-making rather than
top-down fixes.

Thoughtful, layered andre-
[ns hingly free of doom-mon-

gering, thisepisode exemplifi-
es wh‘\l thepodcast does best:
makin; ins visible.

itsability tringent labour reforms.
dismissal norms.T iaWage anceand Usingsimulation exercises, NCA-
Report found that over71% of wage business to e\“pand]nb opportumum ER's paper released

rs infor: lacked  through pects:
written contracts or: security and easi fird The Pathway sto.Jobs’ suggesv.s Lhat
coverage. Annual Survey of Indu- i firms  strongir
stries(ASI)d: withup goahead 1 ing
half of workers informal manufac- withlayoffs, retrenchment and and services sectorscan havea
turingare informallyemployed. Asa  closure without governmentpermis-  multiplicative effect on employ-
result, theshift toa structure where sion. These measures aim toreduce ment creation in the aggregate

formatlity: e:clsts on  paper’ ' but in-
formality prevails " has

the regulatory burden on firmsand
in i irelab

‘economy by 2030. Also, increasing

deepened precarity inemployment.
O hand, thenew labour

mentgrowth in ing
sector avemged at2%,and at3% for

codes attempt to address the con-

Will these reforms raise the quan-
tity and quality of workat the same
time? The policy challengeis to

it, resolutions are the world's most polite form of self-sab
tage. Theyare i
only for us to be mugged by mhty before breakfast. ‘T will
quit sugar,’ we declare with the passion of a teenageron the
first day of college... and then rue our declaration the very
nextdayasweenterastaring contestwitha January1jalebi.
So, why go through the rigmarole? Enough with all that
jazz. Treat resolutions with the seriousness of a rubber
chicken at a board meeting. Imagine the freedom: no guilt
‘when you skip gym. No shame when you eat pizza shaped
like a hexagon. Nohyperventilatingexistential crisis when
your gratitude journal devolves into doodles of politicians.
‘This year, there’s no need to become ‘a better person’ or to
‘optimise your potential’. It'sfar better tosimply raise your
glass whemhe time com% tumght — preferablyﬁlledwxﬂx
ir ly resolution worth ke-
eping: ignore resolutions the way a post-revolutionary re-
gune brushes Lhe revolution under the carpet. After all,
not v like refusing to improve.

theser

agriculture’s share intotal 1

transition fromshort-

conditi ing mini-

ment fell from 48% to44°% over this

mum wages, mandating formal

p| oducuveemplnymenthmout

|
ExertYourLungs

decade, putting i press
on the non-farm sectors toabsorb security It hasalso brought in firms due
surpluslabour: reforms for fixed-term emplo- toryrigidity.
Paradoxically, the nonfarmsector ~ yment, suchasremoving ~— i Atthe same time, rever-
became, and continues to be, less minimum years of singthe trend of rising
reliant on labour— the labour in- servicerequire: capital intensity of
tensity of non-farm production has ments for production tech-
declined while its contributiontothe  gratuity. -~ nology requires
economy hasrisen. This divergence ‘The Occupatio- improving the
raises questions not justabout the nal Safety, qualityof
inclusivenessof India’s growthstory ~Healthand labour to

butalso its potential toabsorblabour:
Incontrast tothe trend in the
non-farmsector, within the formal
‘manufacturing sector; the contribu-
tion of labour to output has in-
creased, primarily due to the in-
crease in the number of contract
workers in the last two decades —
blurring the boundaries between
formal and informal employment.
‘Between 2000 and 2016, contract jobs

Up, skilling

further
. reducethe
f

skilled workforce

through investment in formal TO Save OUI’S

lli lead to 13% Apropos it, ‘Clean Air Act
increase in employment in the Needs An Urgent Clean-Up’ (Dec
labour-intensive sectors by 2030. 30), the Supreme Court has stay-

Thus, amultipronged poliey over- ed itsNovember rulingon the

haul isessential to unlock the potenti- Aravali range tosupport those
alof both; ]obgrowlh and quality of fighting to preserve the ecosys-
wark. bour codes can tem that will help check the air
stimulate increasein pnvate invest- pullur_mn in Delhi-NCR. Our par-
‘mentsin lost the opportu-
‘without reforms in the country’s nity todiscuss the problem in the

skillingecosystem to increase labour
‘productivity, growth in jobs may be
stymied and remain precarious.

Comprehensive labour reforms
that simultaneously aim at impro-
ving the quantity and the quality of
its workforce are required to move
the country up the value chain. The
new labour codes should be the first
step inanagileand dynamic policy
framework that focuses on creating
a future-ready workforce.

lastwinter session. It shows the-
irindifference to therising toxi-
city inthe Capital'sair, and its
consequences. Of course, a par-
liamentary debate would have
put thegovernment in the dock
asrespiratory distressis climb-
ing. Unfm'tuna!ely cleanairis
not their poli priority Anam-
endment to the Air (Prevention
and Control of Pollution) Act put-
ting public health at its core con-
passed wil i

Afridiis professor of economics,
Indian Statistical Institute, Delhi, and
Rangan isassistant professor: School of
Management, Mahindra University

cussion. Alas, political opportuni-
smisthe bane of ourdemocracy!
Giridhar Thakur

Mumbai
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Begum Khaleda

Bangladesh loses tall leader at a critical juncture

A Zia's death has created a huge
political vacuum in Bangladesh less than two
‘months before the trouble-torn country goes
to the polls. The former Prime Minister and

angladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) leader
shaped an era that was defined by her fierce rivalry with
Awami League supremo Sheikh Hasina. She epitomised
nationalist pride and resistance to one-party dominance,
especially during times when democratic space seemed
to shrink. However. her rule was marked by governance
challenges and the rise of hardline elements within the
BNP-led coalition. What is undeniable is that she
strengthened the BNP as the main counterweight to the
Awami League and ensured that the two-party system
survived in Bangladesh. Over the past decade and a half,
she not only acted as the Opposition spearhead against
the Hasina regime but also battled corruption charges.
She was convicted and sentenced to jail in 2018, but was
granted a presidential pardon and released a day after
Hasina was ousted from power in August 2024.

The epic battle of the Begums is now a thing of the
past. Hasina has been living in exile in India— her return
to Bangladesh is ruled out after a special tribunal sen-
tenced her to death for “crimes against humanity”. The
ban on Awami League's activities has put the BNPin pole
position to win the upcoming polls. Having lost a tower-
ing leader, the Pakistan-friendly BNP is banking on
Khaleda’s son and heir apparent Tarique Rahman, who
recently returned home after having lived in London in
self-exile for the past 17 years. Rahman has made a posi-
tive start by seeking the support of all stakeholders to
build a prosperous and safe nation.

Delhi-Dhaka relations came under strain during
Khaleda's reign over cross-border insurgency and the
use of Bangladeshi soil by militant groups, besides her
government’s strategic alignment with Pakistan and
China. The future of bilateral ties will hinge on
whether Dhaka's next-generation leaders choose
cooperation over confrontation.

How India banks

Consumer protection must remain priority

HE Reserve Bank of India’s report on the per-
formance of banks provides a feel-good vibe for
the sector going into 2026. The gross non-per-
forming assets (NPAs) declined to 2.1 per cent
by September this year — the lowest level in
many decades — indicating that fewer loans are turning
bad. Deposits and credit grew in double-digit percentages

OPINION
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Terror keeps India on its toes

Despite setbacks in the security arena this year, New Delhi did well on the geopolitical front

MANOQJ JOSHI
DISTINGUISHED FELLOW, OBSERVER
RESEARCH FOUNDATION, NEW DELHI

HE year 2025 was

not the best one for

India’s security. The

country  suffered

ghastly terror
attacks in Pahalgam on April 24
and New Delhi on November 10.
The former led to a short war
with Pakistan. Fortunately, hos-
tilities ended soon, but as Prime
Minister ~ Narendra  Modi
declared, they have only been
suspended. Terrorism clearly
remains a challenge, as does the
fact that normalcy in Kashmir
is a far cry even six years after
the abrogation of Article 370.
However, a plus point was the
elimination of key Maoist lead-
ers in central India.

Despite the setbacks in the
security arena this year, India
did well geopolitically. New
Delhi’s rift with the US led to
the ‘rediscovery’ of the
virtues of strategic autonomy.
By standing up to the US,
maintaining stable relations
with the European Union and
strengthening ties with Japan
and Russia, India was an
island of stability in an other-
wise turbulent world.

Fortunately, relations with
China regained an even keel
after the two sides worked in
accordance with the border
patrolling agreement they had
reached in October 2024. In the
Indian Ocean Region, too, there
was relief as New Delhi’s ties
with Sri Lanka and Maldives
witnessed an upswing.

What does 2026 have in store?
Unfortunately, India-
Bangladesh ties have not yet bot-
tomed out. The situation in the
neighbouring country has deteri-
orated sharply following the

recent assassination of student
leader Sharif Osman Hadi. The
return of Bangladesh National
Party (BNP) leader Tarique
Rehman is a positive develop-
ment, but the potential for fur-
ther worsening of ties remains,
given the forces at work to block
Bangladesh’s recovery as a sta-
ble, democratic entity.

Bangladesh  borders four
northeastern states of India. In
the past, it has served as a plat-
form 1o support separatist move-
ments in Mizoram, Nagaland,
Manipur and Assam. It was also
used to send Pakistani terrorists
into India. Not many know that
Jaish-e-Mohammed chief
Masood Azhar first entered
India in 1994 through
Bangladesh on a forged Por-
tuguese passport.

The downfall of Sheikh Hasi-
na has been used by Pakistan to
re-establish itself in
Bangladesh both through offi-
cial and Islamist channels.
More than half a dozen Pak-
istani military delegations have
visited the country in the year
since Hasina’s exile. These
include clandestine visits by the
IST top brass. In addition, there

OP SINDOOR : The four-day war in the wake of the Pahalgam terror attack exposed Pakistan's vulnerability. pri

Having befriended
the US, the Pakistani
military believes that

itisinaposition to

challenge India.

have been visits by Lashkar-e-
Taiba leaders like Ibtisam Elahi
Zaheer. The Islamists led by the
Jamaat-e-Islami have a sub-
stantial institutional network;
they have expanded their street
presence and are bidding fair to
win the next election, taking on
their erstwhile ally, the BNP
They have no love lost for India
and the single item on their

agenda is to declare Sharia as
the law of the country.

Pakistan remains a challenge.
Itseems to have convinced itself
that the four-day conflict with
India was some kind of a victory,
if not a draw. The truth is that it
exposed Pakistan's vulnerabili-
ty. India lost a few aircraft in the
opening hours of the war, but it
quickly turned around the situ-
ation to the point where no tar-
get in Pakistan was safe from
Indian strikes. In contrast, the
Indian integrated air defence
system prevented any signifi-
cant damage to India.

But, having befriended the
US, the Pakistani military
believes that it is in a position to
challenge India. Generating an
external threat would be the
easy way out for Field Marshal
Asim Munir to consolidate his
control. After all, it was Op Sin-
door that helped his elevation in
the first place. But the Generals
know the true outcome of the
four-day war. so they are not
likely to challenge India militar-
ily. They will focus on using ter-
rorist proxies as they have done
in the recent past. Pakistani
polity remains extremely fragile

and while Munir may be the de
facto ruler, this is because its
most popular politician (Imran
Khan) is in jail.

As for China, there seems to
be no immediate threat since
India continues to match the
Chinese build-up along the
LAC. However, in 2026, India
needs to work on the second leg
of its eastern Ladakh policy by
pushing for de-escalation.
There are aspects of disengage-
ment that need to be completed,
such as the dissolution of the
no-patrol zones created during
2020-22 in four areas where the
Chinese had blocked Indian
patrols. De-escalation would tar-
get the additional forces that
both sides have brought near
the LAC in the region.

India also confronts another
kind of a challenge from its rift
with the US. For more than 20
years, the US formed an impor-
tant geopolitical pillar of India’s
global security outlook. But the
developments of 2025 have
undermined the trust on which
this was based. The US has a
new National Security Strategy
which has little to say about
India except as an economic
partner. America’s ties with Pak-
istan and China suggest abun-
dant caution not to rely on the
US too much.

Indeed, 2026 should be the
year in which India must work
out a new geopolitical orienta-
tion to replace the one lost with
the US. Besides emphasising
multi-polarity, it also needs to
take steps to boost the country’s
defence expenditure in keeping
with trends around the world.

Multipolarity needs to be
backed by a more robust self-
defence capacity, and the Modi
government must walk the
talk in this area instead of rely-
ing merely on grand
announcements,

There are bound to be unex-
pected twists and surprises in
2026. But given the fact that the
Indian economy is thriving and
the country is politically stable,
India does have resilience that
will be proof against them.

during 2024-25, a sign of more saving and lending. The
near-term economic outlook, it says, is positive with infla-
tion at multi-year lows. Bank profits remain high. Amid
these encouraging indicators, the Central bank’s empha-
sis on the need for vigilance in consumer protection ticks
the right box. Misselling of financial products continues to
plague the banking system, even as it struggles to tackle
the onslaught of cyber-enabled frauds. The planned norms
on marketing and sales face a tough efficacy test.

The report sounds a cautionary note on the rising
number of customer grievances despite an improve-
ment in banking services and tightening of regulatory
controls. Fair treatment and an efficient redressal
mechanism must remain a policy priority, it has correct-
ly stressed. The high cost of operating automated teller
machines (ATMs) in the face of rapid digitisation of pay-
ments hasled to a fall in their numbers. That said, bank
branches have risen by 2.8 per cent. It shows the com-
plex interplay of how India banks — physical interac-
tion is as vital as online clicks. Though the targets
include more digital infrastructure and ethical AT
guidelines, a customer must not be made to feel unwel-
come if not conversant with technology.

Despite safeguards, fraudsters continue to game the
system. The number of bank frauds may have fallen,
but the amount involved has gone up. Card and Inter-
net frauds account for 66.8 per cent of the cases. Improv-
ing operational efficiency is a daily challenge.

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

The Tribune.
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Congress session

THE 40TH session of the Indian National Congress, which
opened its sittings at Cawnpur (Kanpur) on December 26, con-
cluded its labours on the 28th, after having passed a number of
resolutions on a variety of subjects. The subjects were not so
numerous as in some past years, and the procedure followed
was on the whole businesslike. As far as the telegraphic report
before us shows, no unpleasant incident marred the harmony
of the proceedings after the unsuccessful attempt of a number
of Ajmer-Marwara Congressmen, whose election as delegates
had been voted by the All India Congress Committee, to force
their entrance into the pandal; and the dignity and self-
restraint that are common features of the deliberations of the
Congress were not wanting in this year’s proceedings. The
number of delegates compared unfavourably with those days
when there was no restriction on the number that a province
could return, and fell short even of that allotted to the provinces
under the present rules; but the total attendance was nearly as
large as in any past year if we exclude a few sessions in which
the Congress for special reasons attracted an unusually large
audience. It’s usual at the end of each session of the Congress
to ask if it has been a success. The answer invariably depends
upon what the public expected the Congress to do and whether
and how far it has succeeded in doing it. Judged by this test, this
year’s session can scarcely be said to have been a great success,
if, indeed, it can be said to have been a success at all.

. THOUGHT FOR THE DAY 1

Terrorism has no religion, no nationality and no humanity. —Manmohan Singh

Gajar ka halwa and
the hungry culprit

SANTOSH JATRANA

the drop in temperature, it's the flood of juicy red car-

rots in the market and the familiar aroma of gajar ka
halwa. If you are not making halwa when the first chill
hits, are you even doing winter right?

In our home, gajar ka halwa was not just a dessert; it was
a full-blown family show, led by my eldest brother — the
undisputed king of the kitchen — with military precision.
A hardworking science teacher by profession and a pas-
sionate cook by choice, he took this annual culinary project
seriously. After all, he had a reputation to uphold, and win-
ter was his time to shine.

The preparation began early: he would be out before sun-
rise, milking our buffalo with the kind of dedication that
would make a dairy farmer weep with pride. Then came the
carrots — washing, peeling and grating mountains of them
by hand (he didn’t believe in shorteuts like food proces-
sors). The kitchen would fill with the rich aroma of carrots
roasting slowly in homemade ghee, then carefully stirred to
prevent burning, and finally folded into milk, sugar, car-
damom and dried fruit. His halwa was nothing short of a
masterpiece, pure winter happiness. Given the monumen-
tal effort involved, my brother would, quite rightly, claim
the lion’s share when it came to eating. As a small tax for
the halwa's chief chef, we all agreed.

One winter afternoon, after completing his masterpiece, a
glorious, glossy mound of gajar ka halwa, he set it aside to
cool before slicing it into perfect scientific squares only a
science teacher could achieve (presentation mattered, too,
you see). Proud and exhausted, he stepped away to rest.

It was a big mistake. While he rested, destiny (and our
dog) had other plans.

Our family dog, a mischievous little bandit and a mas-
ter of opportunistic crime, with a sixth sense for unat-
tended food, saw its chance. Before we knew it, half the
tray had vanished, and there it sat, with a suspiciously
bloated belly, tail wagging, tongue lolling in pure,
unapologetic bliss. All those hours of effort, reduced to a
sticky mess and a very satisfied dog.

My brother, heartbroken, could only stare at the scene
of the crime while the rest of us tried (and failed) to sup-
press our laughter. Years later, we still remember the
lesson he learned the hard way: you can master New-
ton’s laws of motion, but you can’t outsmart a dog when
dessert is on the line.

As the saying goes, the early bird gets the worm, but in
our house that winter, the fastest creature got the halwa.
The experiment was conclusive and replicable: leave gajar
ka halwa unattended and it will disappear quickly.

epaper.tribuneindia.com

IN North India, the real sign that winter has arrived isn’t

LETTERS HE EDITOR

Trampling on common sense
Refer to ‘Let us resist attempts to weaponise
ignorance’; there was a time when mottos
like ‘Knowledge is power’ were hung in
classrooms. But the tragedy of these times is
that power has gone into the hands of the
ignoramuses and they hold the mike. This
Jjuggernaut of irrationalism tramples on all
traces of common sense. Therefore, hoping
that a poorly-paid. ill-equipped and ignorant
teacher can singlehandedly redefine the pur-
pose of education and activate critical think-
ing is hoping against hope. Where ignorance
is bliss, everybody minds their bread and but-
ter. The liberating function of education has
become extinct. Perhaps, Al will alter the sit-
uation and produce a new teacher-less class-
room and a ‘classless’ society.

MOHAN SINGH, AMRITSAR

Formal education has limitations
Apropos of ‘Let us resist attempts to
weaponise ignorance’; education, these days,
is mostly focused on minting money by get-
ting a job by following the herd mentality of
self-proclaimed market leaders. The contem-
porary formal education can, at best, convert
curious minds and working hands into well-
fitting mechanical tools and not blooming
flowers. Our children need to be taught how to
appreciate the extraordinary in the ordinary.
Let us develop our education ethos in such a
way that inspires the kids to fill one pocket
with money or material and the other one with
feelings and sentiments.

RAKESH MOHAN SHARMA, PATHANKOT

Congress needs a people’s issue
Refer to ‘Congress in a bind'; the debate trig-
gered by Digvijaya Singh's words of apprecia-
tion for the RSS has once again reduced the
Congress’s crisis to a simplistic question of
organisation versus ideology. History shows
that organisation alone does not guarantee
political relevance. Despite its discipline, the
RSS remained marginal for decades until
emotional mobilisation — most notably
around the Ram Mandir — gave it mass trac-
tion. If the Congress is to revive, it must redis-
cover an issue that resonates deeply with citi-
zens and rebuilds vigour within its ranks.
VANDANA, CHANDIGARH

Refer to ‘Avoid self-medication’; the easy
availability of drugs at local pharmacies with-
out a valid medical prescription has fostered a
culture of “pill-popping” for even minor ail-
ments. Indiscriminate use of antibiotics is the
primary driver of antimicrobial resistance,
rendering life-saving medications ineffective
against common infections. While systemic
issues like high private consultation fees and
overcrowded government facilities push many
toward self-diagnosis, the long-term cost is
devastating. When we bypass professional
medical expertise for quick Internet searches
or over-the-counter purchases, we contribute
to a future where simple infections could
become fatal due to untreatable superbugs.
BALBIR SINGH KAKKAR, JALANDHAR

SC's self-corrective measure
Apropos of ‘SC puts its own Aravalli redefin-
ing order on hold’; the apex court’s decision
deserves wide appreciation from all stakehold-
ers. By keeping its November 20 ruling in
abeyance and constituting a new high-pow-
ered committee, the Court has demonstrated
rare judicial sensitivity to ecological uncertain-
ty and public concern. The acknowledgment
that ambiguity in definitions can lead to regu-
latory gaps and irreversible ecological damage
reflects a mature understanding that environ-
mental governance must be guided by cau-
tion, clarity and inclusiveness. The interim
restraint aligns with the principle that devel-
opment must be need-based. not greed-driven,
and that natural resources must be used ethi-
cally, sustainably and responsibly.

MM GOEL, KURUKSHETRA

Optimism, adversity on same side
As 2025 draws to a close and we stand at the
cusp of the new year, everybody looks forward
to ining more in their prc i lives
and also bring in changes in daily routines.
The weight and pertinence of optimism and
idealism is akin to melancholy and adversities
which make us brim with intensity and vigour.
Let us all make a resolution and commitment
to empower the needy and underprivileged
masses, apart from fanning our personal
desires and ambitions.

VASUDHA PANDE, PAONTA SAHIB

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-ward limit.
These should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com
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[ALEDA Zia has

left behind a

nation that she

helped shape-first

areluctanticon

of democracy, and later as an

enduring leader in a fiercely

contested political sphere. It

was only after the assassina-

tion of her husband in 1981 —

with the Bangladesh Nation-

alist Party (BNP) leaderless

and fractured — that she
stepped into the void.

What emerged from her
personal tragedy, her hus-
band's death, was a leader of
startling resolve. On the
streets of Dhaka in the 1980s,
Khaleda  became  the
“uncompromising leader,” a
moniker earned by her
refusal to negotiate with the
military regime. It culminat-
ed in the 1991 general elec-
tion, where she led the BNP
to a stunning victory, becom-
ing Bangladesh’s first
‘woman prime minister.

Khaleda made one of her
most significant political
compromises by joining
forces with her arch rival,
Sheikh Hasina, in 1990. She
agreed to a strategic liaison to
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oust  General Hussain
Muhammad Ershad. Khale-
da presided over the transi-
tion from presidential to par-
liamentary government, a
structural change intended
to anchor democracy.
Khaleda’s administration
in 1996 navigated a volatile
political impasse to institu-
tionalise a fair transfer of
power. She passed the 13th
amendment to the constitu-
tion which formally embed-
ded the caretaker govern-
ment system into law. Then
she promptly dissolved the
parliament and resigned,
only to run for re-election
under the very neutral
authority she had just
empowered. That election
brought the Awami League,
not the BNP, to power. Still,
Khaledawon all the seats she
contested. Khaleda, a three-
time prime minister, remains
the only political leader in the
country’s history to have
won every parliamentary

gramme in 1994 that made
secondary education free
for girls in rural areas.

In 2001, Khaleda orches-
trated a stunning political
comeback, this triumph was

seat she d

Her administration’s most
enduring structural legacy
was its pivot toward econom-
ic liberalisation and social
equity. Guided by her finance
minister; M Saifur Rahman,
Khaleda introduced the val-
ue-added tax (VAT) in 1991, a
difficult reform that perma-
nently expanded the state’s
revenue base.

Recognising that develop-
ment was impossible with-
out women, her govern-
ment launched a
nationwide stipend pro-

= political alternatives that chal-
lenge dominant economic
models or question the concen-
tration of power The same
applies to rising income
inequality and the anxieties of
the most marginalised
. o - At aformallevel, Indian elec-
MANOJ KUMAR JHA tions continue to meet consti-
RAJYA SABHA MP, < S "

RASHTRIVA JANATA DAL tatiopal cxtertn. Multiple par-
ties contest, campaigns are
held, polling is conducted, and
NDIAN elections  are  at times, governments change.
routinely asa Howeverd isnot sus-
festival of democracy, tained by fures Its
characterised by reason-  vitality depends on the range,
ablyrobustvoterturnout  depth and credibility of choices

and peaceful polling in most  available to the electorate.
regions. The sheer logistical If elections are reduced to
scale of conducting elections  binary contests between high-
for nearly a billion people is ly centralised parties with sim-

invoked as proof that India
remains a vibrant democracy.
The tagline of the Election
Commission of India (ECT) —
Jree and fair elections — is
repeated with ritualistic pride.
However, beneath this proce-
dural success lies a deeper
unease and discomfiture. For
an increasing number of citi-
zens, elections are becoming
increasingly reminiscent of a
Hobson’s choice: the free-
dom to choose, but with no
meaningful alternative to
choose from, and a gradual
erosion of their agency.
Hobson's choice is not the
absence of choice; it is the com-
pulsion to accept what is
offered or opt out altogether.
This metaphor captures the
contemporary Indian electoral
experience with unsettling
accuracy. Voters are not denied
thevote—atleast not yet—but
they are often denied genuine

ilar policy frameworks and
identical electoral strategies,
the democratic choice ulti-
mately shrinks.

One of the most visible con-
tributors to this narrowing is
the growing asymmetry of
power between ruling parties
and the Opposition. Access to
financial  resources  has
become wildly uneven.

Electoral bonds, before being
struck down by the Supreme
Court for being patently
unconstitutional, created a sys-
tem of opaque political funding
that overwhelmingly favoured
the party in power. Even after
their abolition, the structural
advantage enjoyed by the rul-
ing dispensation remains
intact through state power, cor-
porate patronage, quid proquo
arrangements and informal
channels of influence.

According to a recently pub-
lished report, 82 per cent of the

15 League (8)

18 Contemptibly small (6)

arejection of the 1t
Awami League as well as a
validation of her controver-
sial strategic pivot — an elec-
toral coalition with conserva-
tive Islamist parties.

Her legacy is not without
deep fissures. Her career was
defined by a bitter, decades-
long duel with Hasina and
the Awami League, a rivalry
that often paralysed the state.
Her last tenure was punctuat-
ed by the intervention of an
army-backed government in
2007 that saw both of them
Jailed.

Khaleda presided
overthe transition
from presidential to
parliamentary form
of government.

OPED

The flag bearer of democracy in Bangladesh
N

By late 2006, the country’s
democratic machinery had
ground to a violent halt. As
Khaleda'’s third term ended,
a deadlock over who would
head the interim caretaker
government spilt onto the
streets, turning Dhaka into a
battleground.

In January 2015, Khaleda
found herself in a siege-like
state, her Gulshan office barri-
caded by police trucks loaded
with sand. It was during this
enforced isolation that she
received the devastating news
of the death of her younger
son, Arafat Rahman Koko, in
Malaysia. Her personal
tragedy was compounded by
the politics of the moment.

The trajectory of Khaleda's
final decade was tragic, yet

I
‘ &FAIR': D

total donations went into the
pocket of the BJE, while other
political outfits shared the rest.
In such a scenario, Opposition
parties may exist, but they
compete onan uneven playing
field where survival itself
becomes the primary objec-
tive, not the articulation of
alternative visions.

This imbalance is reinforced
by the increasing use of inves-
tigative agencies, such as the
Enforcement Directorate, the
Central Bureau of Investigation
and the Income Tax Depart-
‘ment, as political instruments.

Itisnoone’s case that corrup-
tion must not be addressed, but
the selective deployment of
these agencies, often coincid-
ingwith elections or defections,
creates a climate of coercion.
Again, ifthe Opposition leaders
are preoccupied with legal and
financial survival, democratic
debate is bound to be impover-
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1 Express understandably

Voters often find
themselves
choosing between
individuals imposed
fromabove rather
than representatives
organicallyrooted in
their constituencies.

ished. Elections then become
contests of endurance rather
than ideas.

The media landscape com-
pounds this problem. Large
sections of the mainstream
media no longer function as
neutral platforms for serutiny
ordebate. Instead, they ampli-
fy dominant narratives, mar-

ended with a twist of histori-
calirony. In 2018, she was sen-
tenced to prison on corrup-
tion charges involving the Zia
Orphanage  Trust-charges
many decried as a politically
motivated tool to keep her
away from elections.

For over two years, begin-
ning in February 2018,
Khaleda was the sole
inmate of the abandoned
0ld Dhaka Central Jail. Cut
off from the outside world
and Dbattling cascading
health issues, she spent 760
days in this emptiness.

Inthose years, it seemed her
story would end in a prison
cell, her voice absent from
parliament since 2014. Even
after a conditional release in
2020 amid the COVID-19 pan-
demic, she remained con-
fined to her home in Gulshan,
a shadow of the figure who
once commanded millions.

But the wheel turned one
last time. Following the mas-
sive student-led uprising in
2024 that toppled Hasina's
regime, Khaleda saw her
political image resurrected.
She was completely freed in
August 2024 after Muham-
mad Yunus took over as the
country’s interim leader. She
witnessed the fall of the gov-
ernment that had jailed her.

In the days following the
dramatic collapse of the Awa-
mi League government in
2024, Khaleda’s most defin-
ing political act was perhaps
her silence. She refrained
from issuing a single public
statement of personal gloat-

Indian elections plagued by Hobson's choice

decision-making have given
way to a politics driven by
charisma. Voters often find
themselves choosing
between individuals imposed
from above rather than repre-
sentatives organically rooted
in their constituencies.

Besides, Hobson’s choice of
Indian elections is also pro-
duced through the careful
orchestration of religious
polarisation.

Even as elections are con-
ducted under the banner of
being “free and fair,” the moral
and ideological terrain on
which voters are asked to
choose is systematically nar-
rowed. Most political parties,

ing or vindictiveness against
the woman who had jailed
her. Even in her first public
address after six years of
silence-delivered via video
link from a hospital bed-she
notably avoided mentioning
her rival's name in anger.
Instead, she urged the nation
to reject the "politics of
vengeance' and destruction.
Khaleda’s health had been
in steep decline for years. By
the time she was last admit-
ted to Evercare on November
23, 2025, with heart and lung
infections, she was already
navigating life with a pace-
maker and the scars of previ-
ous stenting procedures.
Khaleda's eldest son,
Tarique Rahman, remains
the undisputed heir appar-
ent to her political dynasty,
serving as the acting chair-
man of the BNP from Lon-
don, where he was in exile
since 2008. The fall of the
Hasina regime in August
2024 led to his acquittal in
multiple high-profile cases
and he returned home.
While the interim govern-
ment signalled a willingness
to facilitate his homecoming,
Tarique’s delay, attributed to
lingering security concerns
and strategic timing for the
upcoming elections, created
a poignant backdrop to his
mother’s final battles.
Khaleda may have lost her
health to the struggle, but
she died having secured her
indelible place in history.
Courtesy: The Daily
Star, Bangladesh

‘When, on the very eve of elec-
tions, cash is transferred direct-
ly into the bank accounts of
voters, and the ECI responds
with studied silence, the prom-
ise of “freeand fair” electionsis
hollowed out from within.

Importantly, Hobson's
choice does not affect all citi-
zens equally. Marginalised
communities experience it
most acutely. Faith in demo-
cratic remedies erodes when
electoral promises of social jus-
tice coexist with everyday real-
ities of discrimination, vio-
lence and exclusion.

None of the concerns men-
tioned above implies that Indi-
an democracy is dead or that

professing secu-
lar commitment, struggle to
maintain a principled distance
from this polarising logic.

Let us now consider unem-
ployment, one of the most
pressing concerns for Indian
youth today, more so than ever
before in our history. Despite
repeated promises of job cre-
ation, data from official and

ginalise di: ing voices and
reduce complex political
questions to emotive and
polarising spectacles.

When electoral discourse is
shaped less by policy failures,
such as  unemployment,
income inequality. a deteriorat-
ing environment, public health
issues, and more, by manufac-
tured outrage, hyper-national-
ism or identity-based polarisa-
tion, voters are deprived of the
information necessary to make
informed choices.

Grassroots leadership, ideo-
logical training and collective

less. But
thereisadangerthat liesin the
transformation of elections
intorituals that legitimise pow-
er without genuinely contest-
ing it. Thus, reclaiming demo-
cratic choice requires more
than electoral reforms, though
those are essential as well.
As we struggle for transpar-
ent funding, independent

independent sc per- institutions and media
sistent the ility, we should also
informalisation of labouranda  demand a fresh and brave
consistent decline in wages. political imagination: parties

Yet this issue rarely domi- willing to speak uncomfort-
nateselectoral campaignswith  able truths, rebuild grassroots

the seriousness it deserves.
Similarly, agrarian distress,
evident in farmer protests,
stagnant incomes and rising
indebtedness, is often reduced
to episodic attention.

As structural issues are side-
lined, elections become refer-
endums on personality, sym-
bolism or are driven by fear,
rather than governance.

connections and articulate
alternative futures.
Democracy thrives on pos-
sibility, which is enacted
through participation. Until
then, Indian elections may
remain free and fair in form,
yet constrained in substance.
They offer citizens the right
to choose, but deny them the
power to choose differently.
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Banking for growth

More operational freedom needed for growth with stability
Ahighlightofthe Indian economy in recent years has been the strengthening of the
balance sheets of banks. The banking system came understress in the years follow-
ingthe global crisis 0f2008. This coincided with excessi
corporatesector, and the resulting twin balance-sheet problem posed serious con-
straints on economic growth. However, the situation has changed markedly since
then owing to policy interventions and improved management. The continued
improvement was again highlighted in the Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI's) “Report
on Trend and Progress of Banking in India 2024-25", released this week. Gross non-
performing assets (GNPAs) in scheduled commercial banks are estimated to have
declined from about 8.5 per cent in 2020 to a multi-decade low of 2.1 per cent (Sep-
tember 2025). Net NPAs also declined from about 3 per cent to 0.5 per cent during
the same period. Fresh slippages have reduced while recovery has improved. In
financial performance, the return on assets has improved whde the returnonequity
hasremained stable. The banking systemi ised and isina posi-
tion to support growth.

While banking is stable and resilient, it needs I d adjust tothech:
ing dynamics of the Indian financial system. As has been noted by the RBI, banks
will continue to face competition from non-bankingsourcesin lending to the com-
mercial sector. Further, loan growth has outpaced deposit growth, pushing up the
credit-deposit ratio. Thus, banks could face challenges not only in deposit mobil-
isation but also in the credit market. The data shows that nearly half the financial
flows to the commercial sector are coming from non-banking sources, including
market instruments. As the debt market deepens over time, it is likely that large,
better-rated companies may raise resources directly from the market, and banks
would be servicing smaller ﬂrms which could increase risks and costs.

Ondeposits, thei fIndian: holdstothe capital market
would mean banks need to offer better returns to attract deposits. Thus, competi-
tionon bothdepositsand lending could put 1interest i 1d profit-
ability. Banks need to carefully adjust to this change. It may also need regulatory
support. Inthis context, one of the important aspects of banking isworth highlight-
ing here. Banks are expected to ensure that a portion of credit flows to priority sec-
tors, including agriculture, small and medium enterprises, education, and social
infrastructure. The datashows that GNPAs in the priority sector at the end of March
2025 were 4 per cent, significantly higher than the overall level. Further, the share
of the priority sector in GNPAs increased to 64.7 per cent in 2024-25, compared to
58.2 per cent in the previous year as non-priority sector NPAs declined.

However, this also suggests that lending standards are comparatively weak in
theseareas. While the objective of supporting certain sectors or sections of society,
which otherwise may not have access to credit, cannot be faulted, there is perhaps
aneed toreview priority-sector norm 1! ymmercial enterprisesand com-
pete for business not only among themselves but also with other sources of credit.
Thus, amore enabling environment with greater operational freedom would help
achieve growth with stability.
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The hills are alive

Review of Aravalli verdict must be objective
The Supreme Court’s decision to stay its November 20 verdict upholding the defi-
nition given by an expert committee (of the government) for the Aravalli range
offers opportunities fora much-needed corrective to a deeply flawed approach to
environmental protection in India. A three-judge vacatmn Bench of the court

headed by Chief Justice of India Surya Kant, has ch t1C
of the issue following sharp protests from environmental and civil-society groups.
Thereview tsan thatlegal may not necessarily

be compatible with environmental protection, which has emerged as a critical
element of green policy worldwide.
In November, the Supreme Court had d the go ’s

dation of auniformdefinition for the Aravallis as hills that were 100 metres or more
abovelocal ground and hill clusters, and slopes located within 500 metres from each
other. This, in spite of the fact that the Forest Survey of India data had earlier indi-
cated that such a definition would place over 90 per cent of the terrain historically
recognised as the Aravallis, which stretches from Gujarat to Delhi, outside the pur-
view of legal protection and therefore open to mining and quarrying. In adopting
this definition, the Supreme Court contradicted its earlier views. The definition it
mooted corresponded to the criteria applied by the Rajasthan government, which
the Supreme Court had rejected in 2010. Instead, the court had directed the Forest
Survey of Indiatocarry outsatellite imaging of the entire range, notjust those above
the 100 metre cutoff, and detect illegal mining. The survey revealed that 31 of the
128 Aravalli hills in the state had disappeared as a result of mining and quarrying.
A court-directed Central Empowered Committee (CEC) had also concluded that
given conventional and local wisdom, employing only slope and elevation criteria
todefine the Aravallis would lead to “inclusion errors” since not all Aravalli terrain
inthe 34 districts over which it spreads is hilly.

Fixing India’s air in five years

From vehicular pollution to construction dust, coordinated
solutions exist. What's needed now is the Will tOaCt uusraxrion: smar sns

There are easy problems, there are complex prob-
lems, and then there are the wicked problems. The
easiest problems are those where we know the pre-
cise issue, we know the solution, and it is easy to
assign ility. The wi ofall
arethose where the problemisill-defined, and, there-
fore, so are the solutions. But North India’s pollution
problemisneither. While it is easy to measure and fix
ility, multiple work against

oneanother.
Fortunately for us, the political parties are

700 metres, sucking up the pollution over cities like
De].hx and mrowmglt upwards to be blown away by

winds, But —or perhaps
[ortuna.tely —that’s not feaslble
‘Wecan'tjustthrow away tolimit

it, or the winter gas chamber created over North India
will become worse as population and economic activ-
ity increase. I repeat what we all already know: The
more we delay action, the worse this problem will get.

Source apportionment studies have now ident-
ified many differentsources thatadd up tothe total air

explicitly united on reducing pollution. Tt
Janata Party (BJP) had “halving Delhi’s AQI (air
quality index) by 2030" as an election
promise. And, even more fortunately for
everyone concerned, the techno-econ-
omic-policy solutions to pollution are
well known. So, then, where is the prob-
lem?Simply confusion on what to priori-
tiseand how to do so.

There are two ways to solve any prob-
lem: The firstis to analyse the causes and
work from the bottom up by eliminating

eachoftheunderlying causal factors. The MVEESH

in Delhi. These differ by location, hour, day,
month, and even year, butitis clear that to address pol-
lution, we will need to address each
source. That is, like Chanakya’s sticks, it
needs to be treated as a collection of

and (b) levy other fees on polluting industries such as
brick kilns.

And fifth, th 1 cani
accelerated depreciation (of, say, 20 per cent) so that
the capital costs of new ZLP assets are fully compen-
sated for within five years.

Together automobile exhaust, industrial chim-
neys, construction dust, road particles (or dust), bio-
mass burning and poor waste management are
responsible for the bulk of the particulate pollution
impacting North India. A combination of explicit
orderssupported by financial support and technology
interventions spanning both the private and public
sector canaddress almost all of these.

Consider the question of how to reduce automo-
bile exhaust, where two-wheelers, commercial
vehicles, and four-wheelers all are significant
emitters. Fortunately, for two-and four-wheelersand
even buses, electric vehicles (EVs) and hybrids are
atlracuve ahemanves But what would make large
il-fuel vehicles
across North India in five years? A combination of

iation could provide
both the necessary target date and the financial sup-
port for the changeover.

Then, there is the large number of fossil-fuel
vehiclesalready on the roads. Here as well, a hard five-
year timeline for current users to switch to ZLP
vehicles would accelerate the transition to EVs. An
exchange initiative or a tax break for owners of older
fossil-fuel vehicles may also need to be introduced.

Second is the construction dust. Many construc-
tion sites have started placing a plastic or cloth cover
oversuch sites. Spraying water over all construction
sites is also a relatively low-cost solution. Moreover,
since government projects account for a large share
of construction projects, this would be easy to insti-
tuteas a precondition forall contractors and public-
private partnerships.

Third is the problem of road dust. This includes
small particles of dust, carbon black and rubber from
tyres, and particles from auto exhausl ‘While moving
towardslow-or zero-carbon
latter, tyre and dust particles will never go away. This
means we need a mechanism for the daily washing or

smaller and indi-

vidually. Moreover, pollution does not
respect state boundaries, and a large
shamofponunonoveraregmnemanates
from the: dit.

f all major
This would lead to higher costs for local govern-
ments, which they can easily recover by rationalising
pmperty taxes, at least for all new properties. Open

Ourobijective, therefore, istocreatea
zero- to low-pollution (ZLP) economy.
First, as much as possible we need to

o[her is (o ldermfy the technologlcal sol-

createcc llof

institutionsand
incentives can be aligned to enable the full rollout of
the tech solution. This lays out a method forthe latter.

Broadly, the pollution process is as follows:
Economic activity gives rise to many emissions
such as dust, nitrous or sulphur compounds, and
particulate matter. These interact with weather
conditions such as temperatures, humidity, and
winds to increase, reduce, persist, or be removed
from our immediate environment.

All cities and rural areas create pollution. Delhi
seems worse than many other cities because of its
unique weather conditions. Injest,a ki lution
would be to place large jet engines at a height of 500-

society, government, and mdus(ry come
together target. Second, it needsto
be a regional solution, in that pollution over Haryana
isimpacted by actions in Punjab. Therefore, the sol-
ution has to be implemented across as many states as
possible. Third, the government will need to explicitly
announce a nmelme — sxmply an election promise

ps are another case where local govern-
ments wﬂl need to get their act together.

Fourth, medium, and largei ries
burn biomass or fossil fuels. These include thermal
power plants, brick kilns, and chemical plants. Many
of them can be converted to electricity-based pro-
cesses. For units that cannot be converted, there isno
reason they cannot be shifted to other parts of the
country where through the year.

Finally, a major polluter in the aggregate is the
informal sector — biomass burning for heat and the
tandoor, for example. These are by far the most diffi-

will not! h. Ac witha five-
‘'vear horizon would make for a great target and will
help align all — government, civil society, and indus-
try — toacommon goal.

Fourth, we will need additional funds for this. For
that purpose, sta[e gnvemmems will (a) need lo tax
fossil fuels extra cause the most

culttoch However like all parts of the economy,
eveninformal mtotheenvi
inwhich they operate.

‘We need to start believing that we can fix this.

T‘he author heads CSEP Research Foundation.
The views are personal

The missing link in 24-hour clean energy

Recently, tenders for 40 gigawatt (Gw) of solar power
were not awarded due to market conditions and sur-
plus energy during daytime hours. This has ralsed
alarmamongthe (RE)

ture may reduce due to economies of scale,
Battery storage projects are now increasingly
defined by [he magmrude, extent, and frequency of

which includes project developers, investors, and
energy planners. Electricity has to be provided 24
hours a day, as and when needed. Due to the lack of
storage, any a(traR.Egenerat\on beyond demand hg
tobecurtailed, while

battery igned formultiple charge
cycles per day deliver alower effective cost per unit of
energy, because the same investment provides more
energy units over time, Revenue maximisation needs
to be balanced against maintaining long-term per-

is met through coal-based power or wind power,

To avoid curtailment and pro-
mote RE even further, the storage
capacity for RE needs to expand
from the current 200 megawatt (Mw)
10 30,000 Mw by 2032, to store RE
whensolar power is available and use

1210 15years.

First, non-monetary benefits help. Maharashtra
State Electricity Distribution Com-
pany Ltd offered cheaper land to
developers and 33 Kv connectivity
at the substation level. This
resulted in a tariff of around 31.63

higher prices at peak-load times. Both parties may
have some freedom to decide for their benefit.

Third, expand the production-linked incentive
(PLI2.0) scheme to include battery manufacturing,
Battery-packintegration, raw material processing,
and component manufacturing to build a resilient
domestic supply chain that reduces import
dependence and shields the sector from global
price fluctuations.

Fourth, permit the entry of battery power as stan-
dalone power. These prices pointtothe need forcharg-
ing BESS regularly at certain times or summoned at
peaktimes. The difference between peak and off-peak
power prices ensures economic feasibility. Techno-
logical advances have brought down battery costs to
L5t0 f9_8 per kwl

Perhaps the apex court should have gone further in its review. Following its

orders, thego'

onallnew mininglicences across

itwhen itis not. This is a huge chal-

lenge. A steady policy of planning

lakh per Mw per month. Thus, the
d

d for

be

ral gover Fifth

proactive in facilitating the grid-s scalems(a]lauon-whe(hergeneraung unitsor

already

theentire Aravalli range. Butgiven the
inflicted here, aban on all miningand quarrying would have been better. The Bench
proposestoconstitute a high-powered committee to analyse whether “sustainable
mining” in the newly demarcated Aravalli areas would result in adverse ecological
consequences. The Indian Council of Forestry Research and Education has been
asked toidentify sensitive areas where mining is strictly prohibited and those zones
where it can be undertaken under “scientifically justified” circt The

storage foreveryadditional Gw of RE
powerisneeded. Thegrid-scale stor-
age goals need to be announced
along with the goals of RE power.

1Yot PAliIKH &RAJIB K MISHRA

reduction of execution risks in a
variety of ways.

Second bring innovation to

POwe PPA),

storage. That need not necessarily be free access.
Modest charges for a reliable transmission service
needtobe faclored in.

Sixth, on ic cell uring

TheRE storage canbe amix of short-

term grid-s yenergy

which can provide up to four hours of storage, and
pumped hydropower storage for a longer timescale,

intention may be to balance the concerns of ecologists with those of mining com-
panies, butevidence thus far does notaugur well for such a plan. Despite serial bans,
meAravalhshavebeendegradad by lated and proli ing miningfordec-
ades. Thec tof i tivity hasbeen therapid conversion
ofthe cities in thenorth Indian plains into dust bowls, which add to year-round pol-
lution, creeping desertification, and the ion of local cc itie:
which derived their livelihood from the region. Legally altering the taxonomy or
establishing “no go” zones will achieve little in ly protecting th

ecological resource.

Cu.\rently. REPPAsare offered with

and recyclmg. and researchand developmen[ efforts

a100 per cent their life-
times. As more producers enter the market, power
available only during specific times cannot be pur-
chased. Therefore, the prices in the power market
vary from ¥0.3 to 3 per Kwh during the day and 38 to
11 perunitin the evenings.

‘About 15 per cent of power is traded, while 85 per

orseasons.

FRESS has
evolved rapidl the past two' andin
India. Th h itive biddi! ran-
sitioned from ual or pilot ommer-
cial-scale deploymems in India. Between 2023 and
2025, declineof30to35 percent

inglobal lithium-jon battery prices. Moreover, asearch
for better project designs, sizes, new materials, and
contractual risk allocations is progressing rapidly.
‘With the growth in storage capacity, capital expendi-

centit ied under PPAs. The new PPAs
may be offered with less than a 100 per cent purchase
guarantee, say 80 per cent to start with, sothat parties
may have the freedom to benefit from the market
prices, asthey fluctuate. Tt rearrangethe

for batteries 1 for I
energy secumy and to reduce dependence on
d critical minerals, the
gap. However, battery pack assembly, power conver-
sxon :ys(ems, mverters. transformers, control soft-
d bal; of-plantequi are

mostly manumctured orintegrated within India.
Theexpansion of RE needs to be accompanied by

growth in storage as RE is available for limited hours,

With timely action on the storage front, we can still

cover the lost ground fast.

load for some period and buy at a more convenient
time to save on bills. The sellers can decide to sell at

Theauthors are with Integrated Research and Action
for Development, New Delhi

Making digital marketing click

BOOK
REVIEW

AMBI PARAMESWARAN

Ibelongtothe eraof television and print
advertising. Icut my teeth doing media
planning on television and print, using
the National Readership Survey data. To
stay on the curve, if not ahead, I enrolled
foran online digital marketing course
almost adecade ago.Ileamtalot
through that course sothat I could ask
my brand coaching clients the right
questions. But the world of digital media
isconstantly changing. Reading Click
Herewas agood refresherand also got
me up to date on the subject.

Theauthor is Alex Schultz, the chief

marketing officer of Meta (owner of
Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp).
His book comes with some heavy praise
(“Alexis one of the small handful of
peaople that I can say without his work
our community would not have con-
nected more than 2 billion people
around the world,” wrote Meta CEO
Mark Zuckerberg).

The three foundauonal pillarsof
marketing targeting

sidered “monthly active” if she logged
intotheserviceat least once in thelast 30
days. We are then taken back to the AIDA
(Attention, Interest, Desire and Action)
model that all of us learnt mB School.

about the art of measurement. Good-
hart’s Law says that any observed statisti-
cal ity will tend to collap:

pressure is placed upon it for control pur-
poses. Digital marketing is allabout met-
rics, measurement and experiments. The
author quotes Javier Olivan: “In theory,
theory and pracnce are Lhe same; in prac-

How doyou Isit
just acquisiti isita ination of
new acquisitions, churned users and res-
urrected users?

In’ Tarvedug, ‘weare introduced to

and positioning (STP). It was good to see
that Alex has not dismissed them as old
wives' tales. We find STP appearing often
inthebook.

The book has four sections. The first,
titled “The Basics”, covers the key role of
digital marketing/advertising. Mr
Schultz starts by asking, “Whatisthe
North Star?” and “What isthe keting

targeting and demographic
targeting. In the TV and print era we only
had demographictargeting, but with

digital media we can do behavioural tar-
geting. Conoeprs such as retargetmg un-

targeting

tice, they ‘heimportance
of return on investment and measuring
comprisesa full chap[er How: do you
build adigital
Hirethe right kind of people and the
rightkind of agency partners. Not every-
thing can be done internally and Mr
Schultzstresses the importance of
havinggood agency partners.

The third section is dedicated to the
many ch: adigital marketer

Which creative \m]lwodcbenex and
result ina click? We learn about the four
new Ps of creative: Prominent, personal-
ised, persi and We are

Funnel?” For Facebook, the North Star
was “Connect the World Online”, And
the metric for Facebook was monthly
active users (MAU); a

needs touse. The first set of are

keywords and search terms. Alex Schults Here are some sane words
How toevaluate the supply of SRR from the author: The basics
these and bidding for them? matter (STP), be clear about

Should you bid on your own

name? Conventional wisdom m
is that you better do so since -
your competitor may be bid-
ding for them. But in the book
the advice is not sostraightfor-
ward, butIwill leave you to

your goal and metrics (don't
confuse the two), own that out-
come, alittle technical skill
cangoalongway, good mar-
keting cannot fixabad prod-
uct(whyisthis sodifficult to
understand) and direct

o o b
vt Mmoo iy

find out more. Given the fact response marketing isa game
theauthoris from social ClickHere: TheArt&  ofinches (ora thousand cuts).
media, [ thought social chan- il":r;(‘(e%:f g‘ngét" Itwas gratifyingtoseea
nels would account for the 9 modern-day marketer refer to
— Advertising s - .
lion’s share of the book. But by Alex Schultz all-time classics such as Scien-

his coverage of social chan-
nels isquite muted.

tific Advertising (Claude C
Hopkins), Ogilvy on Advertis-
Thelast section of the book ing, Profile of Future (Arthur C
i upofthe first Clarke), Scoring Points (Clive
h it i Humby) and Reality in Adver-

Published by Hachette
400pages 699

product-led channels. Then thereare
partner-led channels. These need tobe
treated differently. Then thereis search.

tions about artificial intelligence (Al) and tising (Rosser Reeves).Read Click Here
how itwill shape the future of digitalmar-  coverto cover. Read it again and make
keung, Iparticularly liked the quote notes.... I certainly planto do that.

reminded of David Ogilvy’s words: “Ifit Search consistsof search opti- 0 Benethct Evans “Ifthei inter-
doesn'tsell itis not creative.” misation (SEO) and search engine mar- nal combusr Tk isabest-selli Hi
The second section of the book ison keting (SEM). The author sy tim power), latestbook Marketii i isabout
wascon- Digital marketingisall ingthei of selecting then Al gi infinitei; ® four i
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Democracy back in Bangla
will be tribute to Khaleda

haleda Zia, Bangladesh's first woman Prime Minister, passed

away at a time when her Bangladesh Nationalist Party is in pole

position to win the polls ordered for February 12, 2026 by the tran-

itional government advised by Muhammad Yunus. Prime

Minister for two full terms, Khaleda was the wife of the first of

Bangladesh’s many military rulers in the nation’s numerous turbulent

swings from democracy to rule by military chiefs in its 54-year existence
as an independent nation since it broke away from Pakistan in 1971.

The anarchy protests involving the pubhc but driven prmclpal]v by
restive students, had brought about was instrumental in the regime
change that saw the uustex of Khaleda's rival Sheikh Hasina Wazed in
August 2024 and her . The road back to the people choosing
their ruler may be ma.rked witha deg)ee of uncertainty now in the wake of
anti-India protests this month, but it was on the cards that Khaleda’s BNP
would enjoy an alternating salience again in the bitterest imaginable par-
tisan politics of Bangladesh.

It is tragic that her life would ebb out because of protracted illness at this
juncture. Her return from treatment in London had symbolised a moment
of hope and resilience for her party which will, of course, be actively run

3 by her son Tarique Rahman who himself

Khaleda Zia’s returned to Dhaka after 17 years of a self-

commitment to imposed exile to escape the clutches of Hasina's
regime that had tormented his mother

with imprisonment, though Khaleda was sent to
prison more often by military regimes.

The partisan politics of the two ladies whose

party boy ing decades-long rivalry saw them go head-to-head
polls including the in a clash of diametrically opposed dynasties of
ne held in Jani Sheikh Mujibur Rahman and Ziaur Rahman
o 5 a u_ary that had led to several political assassinations
2024 in which may not end with Khaleda's demise. It is inter-

i esting that Khaleda is even accused of changing
her birthday to August 15 in order to make a
very tragic date in the life of the family of
Mujibur Rahman, seen as the liberator of Bangladesh, a day of celebration.

The one commuuahty they shared was in 2006 when both were impris-
oned by an interim government backed by the military charged them with
corruption, a theme that runs like a red thread across the fabric of
Bangladesh's party politics. The one great difference in their approach was
that Khaleda was always willing to align with the Islamist party Jamaat-e-
Islami, and took an anti-Indian stance while Hasina tried to adapt a far
more secular outlook and actively sought to rein in the religious zealots
and was pro-Indian.

at Bangladesh needs most is for a stable government to emerge from
free, fair and open polls. Khaleda's commitment to polls-based democracy
often wavered with her party boycotting polls including the one held in
Janu; 2024 in which Hasina had a path to power cleared with BNP, the
main opposition to the Awami League, withdrawing from the fray. The
turmoil must end along with the interim government if the economy is to
recover to the levels both Khaleda Zia and Hasina had shaped in their time
as PMs.

SC’s twin course corrections

The Supreme Court’s decision to keep in abeyance its November 20

judgment on the definition of the Aravalli hills is timely and prevents
an ecological disaster in vast areas of northern India, including the
National Capital Region of Delhi.

The apex court had last month approved a definition suggested by the
government’s expert panel that mining should be banned in the Aravalli
hills, which have an elevation of 100 metres, and in hill clusters, slopes and
hillocks located within 500 metres of each other, triggering massive criti-
cism from civil society.

The Aravallis are among the world’s oldest fold mountains, aged between
150 crore years and 250 crore years. They are much older than the super-
continents Pangea and Gondwana and are part of the global ecological her-
itage. They act as a physical barrier, stopping the Thar desert from
expanding into populous regions such as Delhi, Haryana and Uttar
Pradesh.

Given the important role that the Aravallis play in the northern climatic
ecosystem, any responsible authority would be cautious about disturbing
such a vital geological feature. The Central government’s cmmmt!ee failed
to convineingly put forth arguments in support of resuming minin

While it is heartening to see the common man and woman standmg up for
the pmtectlon of the country’s ancient mountain range, tration of

pro-mining interests at various levels of the governmeut is worrisome.
Had the people not raised their voice, the Supreme Court’s verdict would
have caused irreparable damage to the country’s ecology. The government
must therefore inquire into how such a lopsided report — which led to the
Supreme Court’s verdict — was prepared at the Union environment level.

With the Supreme Court effecting two course corrections on the same day
— keeping the order in abeyance and cancelling the Delhi high
court's relief to Ulmao rape convict Kuldeep Singh Sengar — it is appro-
priate for the judiciary to reflect internally on the processes that shape its
judgments. The judiciary must remain beyond reproach.
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2025:

amidst global

Syed Ata Hasnain

he year 2025 will be
emembered not
for decisive victor-
ies or negotiated
peace, but for the
persistence of conflict with-
out resolution.  Across
regions and theatres, wars
neither ended nor escalated
decisively. Instead, they lin-
gered — managed, oomamed
and periodically t-

moral posture; it was a
strategic necessity.

Third, the architecture of
institutional global order
continued to fray. Interna-
tional institutions struggled
to enforce peace or even bro-
ker durable pauses.
litions formed without con-
sensus, interventions oc-
curred without closure, and

ed. It was a year deﬁ.ned less
by outcomes of recurring
issues, than by control. That
demands a caution at the
outset; this assessment does
not eatalogue operations or
events. It examines strategic
trends of 2025 — and what
they mean for India.

From Europe to West Asia,
from the Indo-Pacific to So-
uth Asia, the dominant fea-
ture of global security in 2025
was the absence of closure,
Military power was applied,
cautiously. Diplomacy func-
tioned, but eplsodmuy Det-
errence worked — imperf-
ectly. The result wasa \vnrld
increasingly  comfortable
with instability, so long as
escalation could be avoided.
‘The global security drift:
‘Three broad trends shaped
the international security
environment in 2025.

First, conflict has fully
hybridised. Traditional dis-
tinctions between war and
peace continued to erode.
Proxy violence, narrative
warfare, cyber activity, eco-
nomic coercion and calibrat-
ed military force blended
into a continuous spectrum.
This form of conflict avoids
thresholds, exploits ambigu-
ity and deliberately resists
resolution. Its purpose is not

became a burden without
mandate. Stability, where it
existed, was improvised
rather than imposed.

Taken together, these
trends produced a world in
which power existed — but
was constrained; force was
available — but carefully ra-
tioned; and conflict was ma-

rather than resolved.

India's strategic context in
a world of managed disor-
der: For India, this global
condition was not abstract. It
directly shaped national
security choices throughout
2025. This is also because
India sits at the

licts unresolved

security drift

The central lesson
of 2025 is simple'
Not every crisis

the years ahead.

International  implica-
tions: India's conduct in
2025 also carried wider
Atatime when

For |nd|a, the test
ahead lies in acting
only when order and
stability demand it,
and not when we are
under pressure to do
the same.

location of its response —
and retain control over esca-
lation and termination. In a
global environment where
adversaries often seek to ma-
nipulate thresholds and clo-
sure, this assertion of initia-
tive carried strategic weight
well beyond the immediate
exchange.
Power under constraints
— Lessons from 2025: One
of the clearest lessons of 2025
was that having military
power is not enough. What
matters is when it is used,
where it is used, and when it
is stopped? Initiative mat-
ters. States that react mech-
anically cede advantage. In-
dia’s experience reinforced
the importance of choosing
when and how to respond,
rather than allowing adver-
saries to dictate the tempo.

Equally,
intersection  of 2 5-2026 conflict
multiple  fault rmi

lines. On its western front,
persistence of cross-border
terrorism remained the
most immediate threat. To
the north, the unresolved sit-
uation along the Line of
Actual Control with China
continued to limit India's
room for strategic mano-
euvre. To the east, political
turbulence in the neighbour-
hood created new uncertain-
ties, even as the wider Indo-
Pacific demanded balance
without becoming tied to
any one camp. What distin-
guished India's posture in
2025 was calibration. Indla

conquest, but leverage. pursued what

Second, escalation control  described as selective Luzn
itself emerged as a strategy.  ness — responding decisive-
Nuclear deterrence, econom-  ly where core interests were
ic reputa- avoiding over-
tional risk and domestic extension elsewhere.
political constraints ensured ~ Operation Sindoor,
that even capable unched in response to a

exercised force selectively.
Precision replaced mass.
Timing mattered more than
scale, The ability to stop—at
the right moment — became
as important as the ability to
strike, In this environment,
restraint was no longer a

major sponsored terrorist
attack, illustrated this ap-
proach. It was not significant
because of its duration or
scale, but because of what it
conveyed doctrinally. India
demonstrated that it would
choose the timing, scope and

termina-
tion has become a strategic
act. Ending an exr_hange on
one’s own terms —
escalation overtakes mtent
— is now a critical compo-
nent of deterrence. In this
sense, restraint reflects con-
trol and not reluctance.
Another under- apprec)at
sion is inter
‘hesion. Hybrid cﬁnmctseeks
fracture as much as physical
damage. Narrative manipu-
lation, social polarisation
and disinformation are force
multipliers for adversaries.
Managing public expecta-
tion, maintaining societal
resilience and sustaining
institutional trust are now
integral to national security

— not peripheral concerns.
Finally, preparedness
must be ive. Mi-

many powers oscillated
between overreach and hesi-
tation, India projected a pos-
ture of controlled resolve. It
neither normalised escala-
tion nor accepted provoca-
tion. This balance enhanced
India’s credibility as a stabil-
ising actor — particularly in
aregion prone to chaos.

Relations with the United
States continued to deepen
within  the Indo-Pacific
framework, even as India
retained strategic autono-
my. The engagement with
China remained cautiously
optimistic. On the western
front, India showed that
while terrorism rules out
dialogue, our response will
still remain measured and
responsible.

In today’s world, influence
depends less on alliances
and more on being reliable.
'\Ia\‘.mns that act with consis-

tency and firmness are taken

%l louslv beyond their bor-
ders. To India’s credit its
autonomous foreign policy
adds great credibility.
Looking ahead to 2026:
What, then, should guide
India’s national security
strategy in 20267 First, clari-
ty must be preserved.
Ambiguity  in trine
invites testing. India’s red
lines are now better defined
Second, capability develup
ment must continue without
doctrinal  rigidity. The
future will not conform neat-
ly to plans or structures.
Fleubmw speed of decision-

making and integration
across domains will matter
more than perfect organisa-
tional symmetry, Third,
engagement must remain
selective. Not every crisis
demands intervention; not
every instability can be
fixed. Strategic discipline
lies in knowing where
restraint serves interest —
and where it does not. India
must not confuse action with
impact. The goal is not to
solve every conflict, but to
prevent dlsorder from shap-
ing India’s

litary readiness remains es-
sential, but must be comple-
mented by cyber-resilience,
information management,
industrial depth and crisis-
time decision agility. In 2025,
India strengthened these
capabilities, but the more
important achievement was
setting the rightdirection for

The central lesson of 2025
is simple: Not every crisis
requires a response. For
India, the test ahead lies in
acting only when order and
stability ‘demand it, not
when pressure calls forit.

The writer, a retired lieu-
tenant-general. is a former
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DON'T SELF-MEDICATE

The Prime Minister's warning
on antibiotic misuse is time-
ly, but awareness alone will
not suffice. Easy access to
drugs, high consultation
costs, and weak enforce-
ment continue to push peo-
ple towards self-treatment.
What is needed is stricter
pharmacy regulation, afford-
able primary healthcare, and
clearer guidance on safe
self-care. Pharmacists must
be made accountable, and
doctors encouraged to pre-
scribe rationally. Schools and
colleges can help spread
basic health literacy, espe-
cially among youth.
ABBHARNA BARATHI
Chennai

CHANGE CAME IN 2014
A dispassionate assessment into various
happenings in the country will spell out
the truth that it is only after the BJP
assumed power at the centre in 2014 that
India has been witnessing numerous
attacks on minorities in the name of reli-
gion, lynching of innocent Muslims by
the fringe elements calling themselves
cow vigilantes, desecration and demoli-
tion of churches and vandalising of
Christmas decorations and even assault-
ing people gathered to pray, demolishing
the houses and business properties of the
‘minorities with bulldozers on flimsy rea-
sons, blatant polarisation of voters, and
passing bills detrimental to the interest of
the common man without proper discus-
sion in both the houses of Parliament.
Tharcius S. Fernando
Chennai

DMK-CONG
ALLIANCE SHAKY

This is how the Congress leaders talk
through their hat, antagonize alliance

partners, unwittingly wreck the party
ﬁ'om within and hence they had lost
power in many states. They should know
that when the party is weak, dependent
on DMK. they cannot act big and ques-
tion the Tamil Nadu government on the
state debt. If a few leaders plays double
game, courtesy the High Command, hob-
nob with the TVK for a tie-up, the DMK
will surely ditch them and if Mr. Vijay
too snubs, consxdermg the Congress’
miniscule voteshare, it will lose both
Wurlds The best course is [or

to shut it

mamlam status quo and sink or sail thh
DMK.

A.SESHAGIRI RAO
Chennai

Mail your letters to
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com

Can corruption in
India be got rid of,
or at least lessened,
in the near future?

'was suspended last month after a special
westigation team probe revealed he had
amassed assets of over 100 crores by extortion in
league witha lawyer and 11 other police personnel.
A senior manager of lndian Tourism Development
Corporation was caught red-handed accepting a
hribe(ﬂdomofmmammplamsntmNewDemlast
month to clear his
Small wonder that spec)al judge Prashant Sharma
of Rouse Avenue court in New Delhi, while sentenc-
ing 13 accused to imprisonment ranging from two to
five years, commented: “In a civilised society, cor-
ruption is a cancer-like disease which, if not detected
in time, is sure o malign the polity of the country
to disastrous consequences,” The 13 accused
had duped the Delhi Develnpmem Authority and

eputy superintendent of police Rishikant
DShukla. the circle officer of Mainpuri (UP),

while the people crave for a clean administration,
soclety turns partner in malpractices by doling out
and accepting bribes. This starts right from the elec-
tions, when cash and freebies are doled out to the
gumh le. The candidate’s clean image notwithstand-
ing, the mesammstmﬁvourofmusewhusansfy
the desires of voters. Criminals stand to gain and
enter into the portals of Parliament and the state Jeg-
islatures. According fo a report by the Association
for Democratic Reforms on the 2024 elections, as
many as 151 sitting MPs and MLAs were booked for
crimes against women, including rape. It also stated
that criminals stood a better chance of winning
those with a clean image. Corruption thus pervades
the highest poliey-making bodies of our republic.
Being a universal phenomeuou. efforts to root out
corruption across the globe are a constant, ongoing
endeavuur though with little success. While

Registrar of
ments to revive a defunct housmg soclety a.ﬂer over
two decades.

Venality in our society has seeped in to an extent
that it is almost impossible to get any work done in
government agencies without having to the grease a
few palms. It is considered a normal way of life. Any
resistance fo offer bribes is frowned upon: often peo-
plesay itis better to brib work done

International rates the Corruption
Pemeptmn Index (CPI) of 180 countries every year,
no country can boast of being a completely corrup-
tion{ree nation. On a seale of 0 to 100, with 0 being
most corrupt and 100 the cleanest, Denmark, with a
score of 90, emerged as the best with least corruption,
followed by Finland with 88, last year.

With a scare of 38, Ind!amnks%,whﬂeourdnse
with scores of

rather than visit the offices repeawd]y and face ha-
rassment and avoidabl
Unsurprisingly, though it may sound paradoxical,

+

Pakistan an
27 and 23, trail in the 13a and 151 spots respectively.
With a dismal score of 8, South Sudan, the most cor-
rupt country, is at the 180 spot. While striet measures

are taken by most countries to curb corruption, it
would be fanciful thinking to expect it to be rooted

and at times even the CBI, as has happened in the
caie of suspended DIG H.S Bhullar of the Punjab
a

out completely. Top leaders of ies have
been held in prison on charges of corruption, but that
has not deterred others. Eight top officials, including
a general known to be close to President Xi J!npmg.
were sacked on corruption charges in China in

which has led to the turmoil and unrest resulfing in
a ChﬂllgE of governments.

While it isacknowledged that corruption cannot be
rooted out completely due to the mindset nurtured
over the years, efforts need to be tominimise it.
The process of onhne applications and processing

has ameliorated the plight of many ordinary citizens,
Yet there are several fields wheve personal appear-
ance is necessitated to ward off fraudulent activity.
Transparency in all government departments could
gn along way in curbing corruption.

In India, from the time the RTI Act 2005 has been
enforced, 74 whistle-blowers have been killed and 164
assaulted for daring to expose corruption in the gov-
‘ernment and the private sector. The Whistle Blowers
Protection Act 2014 must be strengthened and imple-
mented to dispel fear among those who are hesitant
‘to expose the corrupt.

There are instances of overlap in the duties of the
anti-corruption bureau and the vigilance department

®0 O —+

p]amanL The court repnmanded the Vlgllance
Burea, as the CBI was investigating

ought to be clearly demarcated ﬁelds ot jurlsdlcnon
to avoid a tussle between these organisations.

Speedy disposal of cases relating to corruption
would save the government exchequer doling out
salaries or subsistence allowances to officials facing
investigation. According to a Central Vigilance
Commission report, there were 60 cases of depart-
mental inquiries pending against 60 officials of the
CBI, of which 39 were against Group A officers, as on
December 31, 2024. Twenty-two of these were pending
for over four years.

Large vacancies in the CBI have led to inordinate
delays in investigation of cases of corruption. As ma-
nyas, a sancti trength of
7,300 posts is bound to have a debﬂnatmu effect on
the efficiency of the agency and in curbing corrup-
tion. The delay in prosecution mcuons by the con
cerned states and departments stall departmental
proceedings against ervant officials, giving them the
opportunity to continue with their nefarious activi-
ties. Two hundred cases were pendmg with the CBI
for want of departmental clearance. Those stalling
the clearance need to be taken to task for the delay.

The writer is a retired CRPF IGP
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INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

VIOLENCE ON MIGRANTS
AFAILURE OF SOCIAL
CONSCIENCE, GOVERNANCE

nation perennially on the move cannot afford to turn

on migrants. In that light, the lynching of Anjel Chak-

ma, a student from Tripura, in Uttarakhand is not just

a crime—it’s a grim verdict on the erosion of civic

conscience, That the state’s chief minister felt com-
pelled to personally assure Chakma's family of justice and
remind the country that Uttarakhand has “traditionally
welcomed students from across India” exposes the fragility
of the national compact. A young life was not lost to chance
or misfortune, but to suspicion shaped by identity, appear-
ance and the dangerous normalisation of othering.

Incidents reported in recent weeks confirm that this was
no isolated rupture. In Odisha’s Sambalpur, 19-year-old
Jewel Sheikh, a migrant labourer from West Bengal, was
lynched on the suspicion that he was an “illegal Bangla-
deshi immigrant”, a claim later dismissed by the police. In
Kerala, long held up as a model of social progress, Ram
Narayan Baghel, a construction worker from Chhattisgarh,
was beaten to death within days of arriving in the state.
Across states and contexts, the script barely changed
through 2025. An ‘outsider’ is identified, a rumour is weap-
onised and a mob steps in where the law retreats. To dismiss
this as fringe violence is to wilfully ignore the pattern. This
is a systemic failure of governance and civic restraint.

The violence is especially grotesque because it collides
head-on with India’s economic reality and constitutional
guarantees. India runs on migrant labour—last year, 60
crore Indians were identified as internal migrants. States
such as Kerala depend on them for nearly a quarter of their
workforce. The contradiction sharpens further when we
look at Indians in the world. According to the RBI, Indians
constituted 6 percent of all global migrants in 2024, a number
that has nearly tripled since 1990. In a country where remit-
tances sustain lakhs of families, we cannot be violent on
those seeking jobs or education in another state.

‘We loudly celebrate our demographic dividend. Yet, with-
in our own borders, those who move for education or work
are denied safety, dignity, the right to equal opportunity and
sometimes life itself. Mobility is not India’s threat; mistrust
is. At the very least, the country must guarantee that no
one should die for where they come from.

DOPING MENACE SHAMES
INDIA, TROUBLES EVENT BIDS

Takeh:

NDIA sprinter Dt iSekar madea back this

July after testing positive for a banned steroid in 2022 and

serving a three-year ban. But weeks after she won three

gold medals at the inter-state athletics nationals in August,

she failed another dope test and is now facing a ban of at
least eight years. She is not alone. For quite some time, a slew
of positive dope tests have threatened the joy of clean sports
in India. It was an embarrassing and worrying moment for
the country when the World Anti-Doping Agency published
its testing figures for 2024. To put things in perspective,
though India failed to win medals in double-digits at the OI-
ympics, no other nation came close to it on doping fails. For
the record, the National Anti-Doping Agency (NADA) tested
7,113 samples for the global agency in 2024, out of which 260
or 3.6 percent returned positive. In-competition positives
were even higher, at 5.82 percent. Among the blood samples
analysed, four tested positive during competitions and three
at other points of time. Once again, athletics topped this du-
bious list, followed by weightlifting and wrestling.

The Athletics Federation of India, NADA and the Sports
Authority have brought in measures to penalise coaches for
such offences, too. So it came as a shock when a junior na-
tional athletics coach was suspended earlier this year for
alleged ‘complicity’ in aiding doping and trying to evade de-
tection at a training camp. What's even more perturbing is
that there were at least a few positives in all major disci-
plines. With more and more money coming into sports along
with lucrative job offers, athletes try to find easier means to
achieve success. It’s like a gamble for some. However, with
NADA widening its net, hoodwinking dope control officials
has become more difficult. Perhaps it’s time for the authori-
ties, including employers, to bring in stricter penalties for
doping. It would be prudent to even take away awards or prize
money once an athlete tests positive. At a time when India
has entered the dialogue phase for hosting the Olympics in
2036, this is a major blemish. Even the International Olympic
Committee has flagged this issue to the Indian Olympic As-
sociation. It’s time for India to wake up before it’s too late.

PUTTINGEYES TO PAPER

FTER Kerala and Himachal Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh has

become the latest state to insist on regular newspaper

reading at school. Last week, the UP government asked
all schools to set aside 10 minutes during morning assem-
blies for readings from Hindi and English papers. The order
also asked for newspapers to be made regularly available to
students. Research recently highlighted by this newspaper
shows that reading from a printed page—rather than a
screen—improves cognitive development in the formative
years. It also helps stretch the attention span of students
suffering from hyperactivity disorders. In the age of unveri-
fied claims on social media, other states should also con-
sider such a move to bring up a well-informed citizenry.

EDITORIAL

VS INASTNZRI@WASY THE NEW INDIAN EXPRESS

E have just completed a quarter

of a new century. Twenty-five

years that feel less like a mile-

stone, more like a quick look at

the clock while in the midst of a

long march through exhaus-

tion—war-torn, punctured by

instability, marked by an unrelenting sense

of uncertainty. All around is a landscape

of rubble and unrest: Bangladesh danger-

ously combustible, Gaza flattened, Ukraine

bleedmg Afghanistan erased from the gln

Sri Lanka

battered Pakistan politically paralysed

Myanmar crushed under military boots.

Some societies lie in devastation, others
struggling merely to crawl out of it.

The world itself appears directionless.
Itlurches between technological euphoria
and existential dread—between dreams
of space colonisation and the looming re-
ality of ecological collapse, pandemics
and war. We are no longer sure where hu-
manity is headed: utopia or catastrophe.
Either could be of its own making.

The disorientation runs deeper. Even
language, once a stable anchor of iden-
tity, has become unsettled. Only artificial
intelligence has no identity crisis. At
least it admits it is still learning! Human
societies, by contrast, often pretend cer-
tainty while hollowing out meaning.

Words that once bound civilisations—
moral, ethical, constitutional—sound in-
creasingly archaic. Old ideas are dismissed
as inconvenient or elitist. In their place
stand shock and silence. Children are
killed in conflicts with numbing regulari-
ty—in Gaza, in Ukraine, in Sudan—and
the world debates semantics rather than
accountability. Both words and bullets
open fire on unarmed civilians, mow down
holiday crowds or worshippers. Things
like that barely disrupt the news cycle.
Fear exists but selectively, or fleetingly.

There is nothing politically incorrect
anymore. Human trafficking has not dis-
appeared: it has simply moved into dark-
er, more sophisticated corridors of power.

Seeds sown in 2025—political, economic, ecological—will bloom or
wither in 2026 and beyond. What is beyond doubt is that neither
India nor the world will return to familiar certainties

HISTORY DOES
NOT MOVE IN
STRAIGHT LINES

I I
SANTWANA
BHATTACHARYA

political power. Meanwhile, what it con-
siders its ideological opposite, the Com-
munist Party of India (Marxist), strug-
gles to retain control even in its last

Girls are still trafficked, now r I
as networking tools in elite circuits. Ro-
bots, it turns out, do not suffice every-
where. All forms of flesh and blood labour
cannot be replaced. From Silicon Valley
barons to online marketing tsars, from
presidents to academics to royalty—no
sphere of power is morally insulated. The
comforting belief that some institutions
are inherently civilising has collapsed.
Against this bleak global backdrop, it
is telling that organisations rooted firm-
ly in last-century ideas have reached de-
fining The Rashtriya S
sevak Sangh has completed 100 years. It
isamoment of celebration for its adh
ents. The RSS has not merely survived;
it has moved in from the periphery to
entrench itself at the centre of Indian

remaining stronghold, Kerala.
History’s ironies deepen. Russia—once
the ideological patron and finaneial sup-
porter of Indian communism, over whose
loyalty the Indian Left split in 1964—is to-
day among the BJP government'’s closest
international partners. President
Vladimir Putin did not even meet the Op-
position during his India visits. Moscow’s
diplomatic attention is firmly focused on
Prime Minister Narendra Modi. Strategic
pragmatism has replaced ideological fra-
ternity, and no one pretends otherwise.
The RSS has flourished partly because
it operates with an advantage: it draws
its power not from reason but emotion.
Identity speaks its own primal language;
it is largely impervious to the realm of
tarka or argumentation. National asser-

SOURAY ROY.

tion, civilisational grievance, cultural
revival, ideas like these can be turned
over to an instrumentalist use for politi-
cal mobilisation in an unproblematic
way; they seem non-negotiable. So while
it plays its long, patient game, political
parties appear as if they keep recali-
brating around their core principles.
The Indian National Congress
presents a contrasting story. It began as
a petitioning organisation seeking in-
cremental rights from colonial rulers.
It transformed into a mass

Last year's words belong to last year's language,
Next year's words await another voice.
And to make an end is to make a beginning

TS
Eliot

But in reinventing itself repeatedly, the
Congresslost sight of afundamental dem-
ocratic truth: governance is not a political
position. Power is not purpose. Organisa-
tion, cadre-building and continuous en-
gagement with people matter as much as
policy positions. The Congress grew ac-
customed to being in office and mistook
administration for ideology. When power
slipped away, there was emptiness.

The RSS, by contrast, invested relent-
lessly in cadre discipline and a sense of
undimming ‘brotherhood’. Proximity to
power accelerated its reach, but the
groundwork was laid across decades. Atal
Bihari Vajpayee once famously sent VHP
leaders Ashok Singhal and Giriraj Kishore
to Sathya Sai Baba, hoping spiritual coun-
sel might temper the Ayodhya mobilisa-
tion. The godman reportedly advised soft-
ness of tone around matters of devotion.
It changed little. Godhra followed, and In-
dian politics was permanently altered.

One consequence of ideological clar-
ity—however contentious—is loyalty.
BJP leaders rarely defect. The same is
largely true of the Left. Jyoti Basu may
have sulked when his party denied him
the prime ministership in 1996, but he
never abandoned the CPI(M). Congress
leaders, by contrast, drift across parties
with ease, having confused power with
political belief.

The seeds sown in 2025—political, eco-
nomice, ecological—will bloom or wither
in 2026 and beyond. What is beyond doubt
is that neither India nor the world will
return to familiar certainties. As politi-
cal elites obsess over electoral arithme-
tic, ordinary citizens struggle for breath-
able air, potable water, affordable
healthcare and dignified livelihoods.

Even economics mirrors this moral
drift. Gold, silver; copper and rare earths
have become speculative chips rather
than civilisational resources. Markets cel-
ebrate growth while lives remain precari-
ous. Reform is invoked endlessly, but jus-
tice rarely features in the conversation.

A new year, however, demands more
than despair. If the past 25 years have
shown how power can operate without
shame, the next must ask whether politics
can rediscover responsibility. Democra-
cies do not collapse overnight. The ero-
sion happens incrementally, through fa-
tigue, silence and surrender. The antxdote
lies not in ia, but in i

demanding Purna Swaraj under Ma-
hatma Gandhi. Post-independence, it
reimagined itself as a socialist republi-
can party, and later as an economic re-
formist democracy under P V Narasim-
ha Rao and Manmohan Singh. Its
foreign policy pivoted from Soviet align-
ment to an Indo-US strategic partner-
ship, eventually embracing open rela-
tions with Israel—once unthi;

litical engagement beyond elections. Insn
tutional power can only come later.

The year ahead will test whether citi-
zens remain spectators or choose par-
ticipation. History, as this quarter cen-
tury reminds us, does not move in
straight lines. It turns when societies
decide they have had enough of shock—
and begin, once agam to speak.

'©SS.CoMm)

SILENT SCOURGE RAVAGING OUR FOOD

UST a month ago, COP30 placed
extreme heat, collapsing harvests
and rising health risks at the cen-
tre of global climate negotiations.
For India’s farmers, the summit
delivered urgent lessons and a
narrowing window for action.

At Belém, the focus shifted decisively
towards people—not just the planet. It
was a long-overdue acknowledgement
that climate change is no longer a dis-
tant environmental threat but a daily
stressor eroding livelihoods, productiv-
ity and well-being. Nowhere is this more
visible than in agriculture, where ex-
treme heat is emerging as the most per-
vasive and least insured climate risk.

Scientific assessments show how heat
stress is quietly but relentlessly reshap-
ing agrifood systems. Labour capacity is
declining, livestock productivity is fall-
ing, perishable produce is spoiling faster
and staple crop vields are suppressed as
night-time temperatures rise.

This reality is already playing out in
India’s farms and mandis. Over the past
decade, heatwaves in the country have be-
come longer; hotter and more geographi-
cally widespread. Wet-bulb tempera-
tures—where heat and humidity combine
to threaten human survival—have ap-
proached dangerous thresholds across
Odisha, Andhra Pradesh, Telangana,
Tamil Nadu and coastal Karnataka.

Heat-related declines in wheat and rice
yields are no longer anomalies. Irrigation
costs are surging as soils dry faster. Milk
production has dropped in heat-stressed
districts. Farmers increasingly report de-
hydration, kidney strain, dizziness and cog-
nitive fatigue—symptoms consistent with
global research on chronic heat exposure.

A recent national assessment shows
that more than half of India’s districts
now fall under high or very high heat
risk. Heat is no longer an episodic shock;
it is a structural threat to food security
and rural incomes. What COP30 discus-
sions only began to capture—and what

]
-

SANJAY K SRIVASTAVA

Heat stress is not only affecting women’s
health butalso reducing workdays, incomes
and nutritional outcomes—deepening the
existing inequalities. Yet, these impacts re-
main largely invisible in official statistics,
insurance products and heat action plans.

Smallholder farmers—who constitute
over 85 percent of India’s agricultural work-
force—are the most exposed and least pro-
tected. Many have shifted labour to early
mornings or late nights to avoid lethal heat,
but this comes with trade-offs: lower pro-

Heat stress is reducing crop yields,
labour capacity and livestock
productivity. The crisis is acute
e in the South, especially among
women and smallholder farm
workers. Despite a few remarkable
innovations, the solutions are not
yet embedded in national policy

ductivity safety risks and household strain.
Informal agricultural workers and migrant
labourers face even harsher realities.
Adaptation tools exist, but they are not
being deployed at the speed or scale re-
quired. Across India, farmers are experi-
menting with heat-resilient erop varie-

il

SRadhakrishnan Chair Professar,
National Institute of Advanced Studies, Bengalury;
former Chief of Disaster Risk Reduction at UNESCAP

Tamil Nadu's recent move toward para-
metric insurance for climate disasters
marks a critical policy shift. By linking
payouts to measurable climate thresholds
rather than damage assessments, para-
metric insurance can deliver predictable
relief. Equally pioneering is Self-Em-
ployed Women’s Association’s (SEWA)
heat-stress-linked insurance for women
workers. By explicitly recognising heat
asan insurable risk affecting income and
health, the model reframes adaptation as
social protection. These innovations
show that climate finance can move be-
yond post-disaster relief toward anticipa-
tory. people-centred resilience.

Here are some imperatives for India to
translate recognition of heat risk into a
coordinated national response.

First, heat-risk management must be
embedded into agricultural planning. Cli-
mate and heat forecasts should inform dis-
trict advisories, crop calendars, extension
services and labour safety guidelines.

Second, India must institutionalise early
action. Forecasts should trigger automatic
responses—irrigation advisories, livestock
protection measures, work-rest protocols
and targeted cash or insurance payouts.

Third, we need heat-health data for ru-
ral and informal workers, disaggregated
by gender. Without it, policies will con-
tinue to underestimate heat’s true cost.

Fourth, financial resilience must
evolve. Parametric insurance, heat-linked
safety nets, and social protection for wom-
en workers should become core pillars of
adaptation policy, not pilot experiments.

Finally, local institutions—panchayats,
farmer producer organisation, women’s
self-help groups and cooperatives—must

Indian policy still underestimat

ties, adjusted sc

the gendered nature of the stress.

The M S Swaminathan Research Foun-
dation (MSSRF) highlighted how extreme
heat disproportionately affects women in
agriculture, particularly in the southern
states. Women agricultural labourers often
work longer hours in the open and perform
physically demanding tasks such as trans-
planting, weeding and harvesting,

and soil-moisture conservation. Commu
nity-led adaptation models in Maharash-
tra, Odisha and Karnataka show that lo-
cal knowledge, when combined with
scientific advisories, can reduce losses.
Financial protection is where India
now has a chance to leapfrog. Traditional
crop insurance has struggled to capture
heat-related losses. Recognising this gap,
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i3l ed to decide on resources.
Heat resilience is economic policy. Delay
will deepen losses, widen inequalities and
undermine food security. India has the sci-
ence, the institutions and now the policy
innovations to act. What remains is politi-
cal urgency. For India’s farmers, the time
for incrementalism has passed.
(Views are personal)
com
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Justice prevails

Ref: Justice cannot fail rape survivors

(Dec 30). The Supreme Court's assertion
that technical readings cannot eclipse
justice, or survivors' rights sends a powerful
message. By prioritising substantive justice
over procedural lapses, the judiciary has
reaffirmed that nothing stands in the way of
accountability or human dignity.
Muhammed Yazeed, Kozhikode

Industrial emissions

Ref: Pollution fight needs broader Odisha
effort (Dec 30). Pollution is no longer
confined within large metropolises.
Industrialisation must only be ensured
through proper planning and enforcement.
Emissions in smaller towns should be
warning alarms before the costs in human
health become irreparable.

Shruthi S Nair, Bengalury

Panchayat supervision

Ref: Fertile politics, failed debate

(Dec 30). The MGNREGA argument has
become an ideological noise ignoring ground
realities. Work quality and timely wages
matter more than the binary of cash and
labour. Strengthening panchayat oversight
and updating wage rates can preserve rights.
SMIeeva,

Rare-earth challenge

Ref: SC stays its Nov 20 fiat on Aravallis
(Dec 30). The will of the people and

media has prevailed for a good outcome.
But India must look for eco-friendly
alternatives to mine rare earth minerals, to
counter China's monopoly.
CPRabindranath, Madurai

Judicial scrutiny

The legislature or the executive may
formulate policies in haste. But the

judiciary should analyse issues

threadbare. That the Supreme Court

has held its order an the 100-metre definition
for the Aravallis in abeyance suggests that it
had not analysed the issue threadbare.

S Ramakrishnasayee, Chennai

Headless colleges

Ref: Blow to TN govt (Dec 30). The tussle

is negatively impacting higher education

in the state. Backing away from norms
accepted by the Constitution is the real
problem. We need a dialogue for the benefit
of universities operating without a vice-
chancellor for four years now.

S
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Thc central government s
likely to stay committed to
fiscal prudence in the fore-
seeable future. Tt is reportedly aim-
ing at a reduction in the debt-to-
GDP (gross domestic product) ratio
to 54.5-55 per cent for 2026-27 in
the forthcoming Budget, as com-
pared to the 56.1 per cent Budget
target for the current fiscal.

In the 2025-26 Budget, Finance
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman in-
troduced the new metric of the
debt-t0-GDP ratio as the primary
fiscal indicator, discarding the prac-
tice of using the fiscal deficit as the
operational target. As per the new
glide path, the government intends
to scale down the debt-to-GDP ra-
tio to 50 per cent by 2030-31. Given
the continuous dedline in fiscal

and revenue deficits in the last few
years, the 50 per cent target appears
attainable.

Not only has the fiscal deficit
been coming down, but the quality
of the fiscal deficit has also shown
considerable improvement. The ef-
fective capital expenditure for 2025-
26 is Rs 1,548,282 crore, which is
98.7 per cent of the estimated fiscal
deficit of Rs 1,568,936 crore. In oth-
er words, aimost the entire amount
that the government spends in ex-
cess of its income goes into build-
ing assets. The improvement can be
gauged from the fact that in 2023-
24 effective capex was Rs 1,253,111,
or 68 per cent of the fiscal deficit of
Rs 1,654,643,

‘The government must always re-
main mindful of the imperative to

follow the glide path. Every year,
something unpleasant happens in
the country or elsewhere; typically,
the finance minister is asked to
‘loosen the purse strings’ because,
s0 goes the argument, this time the
situation is drastic, and drastic situ-
ations demand drastic measures.
The finance minister is beseeched to
pause the course of prudence for a
one-time exception. The interesting
thing s that this exception is sought
almost every year!

It is to the credit of the Narendra
Modi government that it has not al-
lowed such pleadings to change its
course. This is one of the reasons
that India has become the fastest-
growing major economy, and it is
expected to remain so in the fore-
seeable future. Unsurprisingly, in

Central govt seems committed to fiscal prudence

August, S&P Global Ratings up-
graded Indids long-term sovereign
credit rating to ‘BBB’ from ‘BBI
and its short-term rating to ‘A-2'
from ‘A-3; with a Stable Outlook.

Such glad tidings should not
become the cause of complacency
among policy and decision makers,
for there are still a lot of worrying
aspects of our economy. Perhaps
the biggest worry is the lukewarm
response of investors, both global
and domestic, to put their money in
India. Private sector capital expend-
iture, while improving, remains be-
low potential, and foreign direct in-
vestment inflows have shown signs
of moderation.

To be sure, a lot of problems
with investment are not related to
Budget. These pertain to regulatory

uncertainty, policy unpredictability,
untidy contract enforcement, delays
in land acquisition, etc. Such issues
call for sustained structural reforms
rather than annual fiscal announce-
ments. Nonetheless, the Budget re-
mains a powerful signaling instru-
ment. It can be used to articulate a
clear vision for economic reform,
announce bold measures to deepen
financial markets, simplify compli-
ance, and provide clarity on taxa-
tion and regulation.

In the years ahead, maintaining
fiscal prudence while simultane-
ously reigniting private investment
will be the central challenge for
economic policymakers, Prudence
is not an end in itself; it is a means
to create a stable macroeconomic
environment.

() LETTERS

Mediation is a worthwhile alternative
T s has reference to your editorial ‘Growing influence

of mediation process in dispute resolution. One recalls
the times, when local and family disputes were resolved in
the village panchayat = where the ‘Panch’ delivered their
verdict that was acceptable to both parties, without the
contentious issue being dragged on and on for decades,
without a solution as we are witnessing in the courts of
the country, today. Unless driven by an irrational ego or
extreme case of personal prestige, no sane individual would
knock the doors of the courts. The strong points of media-
tion that have been the strength of our ancestors as the
method of reconciliation must not be lost on us.

K V Raghuram, Wayanad

HIS refers to the editorial “Growing influence of
mediation process in dispute resolution” (THI Dec
30). The “stratospheric” pendency of 53 million cases is a

The hackers of North Korea

B VKumar

n October 10, 2025,
North Korea held a
military parade to cel-

ebrate the 80th anniversary of
its ruling party. It showcased
various new Intercontinental
Ballistic Missiles  (ICBMs),
cruise missiles and rocket
equipped drone systems.

How is North Korea fund-
ing the development of its
military arsenal  including
ICBMs, missile and nuclear
programme, and other Weap-
ons of Mass Destruction
(WMD)?

Cyber theft has remained
the main source of funding
North Korean military, pri-
marily its missile programme
and these operations are car-
ried out by sophisticated
government-backed  groups
reporting to North Koreas
military intelligence agency’s
- Rec issance  General

that North Korea linked cy-
berattacks generated approxi-
mately USS 3 billion between
2017 and 2023,

In the last few years North
Korean hackers have increas-
ingly targeted cryptocurrency
exchanges and loosely con-

Bureau. The most notable of
these are the Lazarus Group
(also known as APT38) and
its sub-groups, which are re-
sponsible for major heists and
espionage.

The North Korean gov-
ernment has been using
state-sponsored cyberattacks,
particularly the hacking of
financial ~ institutions and
cryptocurrency exchanges to
siphon funds for its nuclear
weapons and ballistic missile
programme. The cyberat-
tacks have become a primary
source of foreign currency.
A 2024 UN report estimated

trolled financial institutions
which are often seen as ‘soft
targets. According to a United
Nations Report between 2017
and 2023 North Korea carried
out 58 cyberattacks including,
the largest cryptocurrency
theft in history, worth GBP
1.1 billion (USD 1.5 billion).
In 2022 alone, North Korean
hackers stole approximately
USS 1.35 billion in cryptocur-
rency assets. So far in 2025,
its crypto theft has reached
USS 2.84 billion, breaking its
record in 2022. The top opera-
tors involved in such attacks
are APT 37 and APT 38, viz,

Kimsuky and Lazarus Group.
APT 38 have targeted banks
across Bangladesh, Taiwan,
South Korea and Chile using
ransomware and spear-phish-
ing techniques to compromise
individuals within banks and
financial  institutions.  The
Lazarus Group has been ac-
tive in cyberattack operations
since 2009. This group has
been targeting cryptocurren-
cy and blockchain currency
through ransomware  and
spear-phishing and fraudu-
lent profiles. In addition, they
have been attacking finan-
cial institutions particularly
ATMs, such as FASTCash and
fraudulent accounts.

To launder the illicit funds
and evade surveillance the
North Korean hackers use

various methods, includ-
ing cryptocurrency  mix-
ers  (eg,Tornado  Cash,

Blender.io),  decentralized
exchanges, foreign bank ac-
counts, and shell companies,
mostly operating from coun-
tries like Singapore, Chile and
the Philippines.

The funds stolen by hack-
ing finandial institutions and
cryptocurrency exchanges are
directly channeled into the
development and testing of
Weapons Of Mass Destruc-
tion and ICBMs. According
to the statement mentioned
in a UN Report these mali-
cious cyberattacks account
for roughly 50% of North Ko-
reas foreign currency income
which helps to fund upto 40%
of its nuclear weapons pro-
gramme,

In addition to cyberattacks
by state-sponsored hackers
a parallel effort to generate
foreign income, the regime
sends thousands of skilled

IT workers abroad who use
fraudulent identities to obtain
high-paying remote work at
global companies (including
US Fortune 500 firms) and
funnel their salaries back to
North Korea. These workers
can also gain access to com-
pany systems for future mali-
cious operations.

In order to enforce strict
International ~ Sanctions a
Multilateral Sanctions Moni-
toring Team (MSMT) was
formed, consisting of rep-
resentatives from Australia,
Canada, France, Germany,
Italy, Japan, Netherlands, New
Zealand, Republic of Korea,
United Kingdom and United
States, MSMT issued a press
statement on 4.11.2025 in
order to provide UN Mem-
ber States with information
to protect their governments,
private businesses and private
citizens from North Korean
cyberattacks and IT worker
exploitation. The press report
reads as follows:

“We, the participating
states of the Multilateral
Sanctions Monitoring Team
(MSMT), released today a re-
porton the DPRK cyber and
information technology (IT)
worker activities furthering
violations of United Nations
Security Council resolutions
(UNSCRs). This multilateral
mechanism was established in
October 2024 to monitor and
report on the implementation
of UN sanctions measures on
the Democratic Peoples Re-
public of Korea (DPRK).

The report details the deep
connections  between UN-
sanctioned DPRK entities
and the DPRK's cyber activi-
ties, including cryptocurrency
theft, fraudulent IT work, and
cyber espionage. The report
consolidates information pro-
vided by MSMT participating
states and the private sector
on violations and evasions
of sanction measures stipu-
lated in relevant UNSCRs.
The DPRK exploits private
industry, private citizens, and
dozens of countries in order
to steal and fraudulently ob-
tain billions of dollars for its
unlawful WMD and ballistic
missile programmes. UN-
designated DPRK  entities,
including the Reconnaissance
General Bureau, carry out the
majority of these activities in
violation of the asset freeze set
out in UNSCR 1718.

This report is a product
of our efforts to address the
monitoring gap arising from
the disbandment of the UN
Security Counil’s 1718 Com-
mittee Panel of Experls in
April 2024 which was caused
by Russias veto in March
2024. The report will assist
with the full implementation
of UN sanctions by the in-
ternational community. We
urge the Security Council to
reestablish the Panel of Ex-
perts in the same strength and
structure it had prior to its
disbandment”

(The writer is formerly
DG, DRI, DG, NCB and
Member, CBIC)

Credibility increases when government's vision enables change

Ravurapatt
SEETARAMARAQ

dvance plans are like
checklists. They as-
sess whether com-

prehensive development has
taken place across all sec-
tors and provide facilitation
plans to support areas that
need it. The Five-Year Plans
introduced after Jawaharlal
Nehru led Indias progress
and helped national devel-
opment. The reason leftist
parties and countries like
the United States did not pay
much attention to Indias
nonaligned policy and Five-
Year Plans is that, ideologi-
cally, they were not inclined
to encourage India to chart
an independent course in-
ternationally,

Now, as some states in [n-
dia are unveiling plans that
aim at holistic development,
an analysis of these plans is
timely. It must be said that
two Telugu states are ahead
in formulating visions. The
Vision 2020 that emerged
in united Andhra Pradesh
and, after the split, Vision
2047 in Telangana belong to
that legacy. Andhra Pradesh
Vision 2020 identified 11
goals 10 eradicate poverty.
Notably, among those goals
was care for senior citizens

The Telangana Rising Global Summit took place on
December 8-9 at Bharat Future City in Hyderabad.
Participants developed and debated a future roadmap
on many topics. But when you assemble a vision on
education, health, food and housing, if the results are
not delivered equally to everyone, the vision remains
only on paper. People need to know how successful this
global summit has been in meeting its goals

as well as support for people
with chronic illnesses and
disabilities.
The 2047 plan was created
with the goal of taking the
entire state forward on a de-
velopment path that benefits
everyone equally, along-
side the wealthy. Reviewing
these two vision documents
shows they were drafted
with the aim of advancing
economic growth, environ-
mental development, and
social welfare through dif-
ferent approaches.
Although
is smaller

Telangana
than Andhra

Pradesh, it is trying to
achieve more with its popu-
lation and resource advan-
tages, The issue of urban
poverty that exists world-
wide is mentioned many
times in the 2047 Telan-
gana document; it is also
referenced in the Andhra
Pradesh Vision 2020 docu-
ment. Both the AP and Tel-
angana documents recog-
nize the role of women.
Each state’s vision docu-
ment also makes specific
proposals regarding indus-
try. Any development or
welfare program will yield

the expected results only
if implemented through a
proper method and plan,
These days, politicians take
the word “vision” lightly. We
often see prominent politi-
cal leaders casually “refer”
on 2020 or Vision
2047 at political gatherings,
boasting about them — and
that is not helpful. When
chief ministers or prime
ministers are shaping future
plans, they should not speak
of them casually.

The central government
has a vision: Bharat 2047
— a “Viksit Bharat" (De-
veloped India)! This on
was created to advance India
into the ranks of developed
nations. Since 2047 will
mark the 100th anniversary
of independence, NITI Aay-
og, the Government of In-
dia, and economic planners
have crafted this plan aim-
ing for a $30 trillion econ-
omy. Its built around new
approaches and sustainable,
good governance practices,
with guiding principles to
empower youth, women,
farmers and the poor.

The Vision 2047 govern-
ment portal is designed for
citizen participation. With
global recognition and self-
reliance, this plan aims to

mendable to set time limits
to achieve them.

Deadlines can sometimes
be an obstacle to achiev-
ing certain targets, but they
shouldn’t cause us to step
back from pursuing goals. If
the pursuit of these targets
becomes subject to politica
influence, even the best stra-
tegic thinking and planning
risk being derailed. Vision
architects may set timelines
precisely to force such ob-
stacles to be overcome.

Even if such plans are
conceived by prime min-
isters or chief ministers,
implementation falls to of-
ficials and representatives of
the ruling party who are part
of governance. At the local
level, any “vision” can be
distorted by vested interests.
We have seen failures in the
implementation of five-year
plans in our states and in the
country.

Whether at the state level
or at the Centre, people
commonly wonder: is a vi-
sion guiding action, or are
schemes just paper plans?
That doubt is real for or-
dinary citizens — and for
some tech experts, too. If
visions and  government
programs are designed in
d:ﬁcrem ways, they will be
by different

raise the ity of India’s
people. Economic growth,
an  Atmanirbhar  Bharat
(self-reliant India), inclu-
sive progress (plans to en-
sure youth, women and the
poor advance on equal foot-
ing), technology — these are
some of Vision 2047's key
goals, Whether for states or
the nation, setting goals is
a good thing. It also com-

routes, and that is precisely
what leads to deception.
Right now the Telangana
Rising 2047 global summit
is getting wide media atten-
tion.

The Telangana Rising
Global Summit took place
on December 8-9 at Bharat
Future City in Hyderabad.
Participants developed and

debated a future roadmap
on many topics: green mo-
bility and bringing vehicle
emissions to zero; Tech
Telangana 2047 with semi-
conductors and  frontier
technologies;  positioning
Telangana as a global edu-
cation hub; advancing aero-
space and defence to high
levels; enabling talent mo-
bility; providing equitable
healthcare access; and ex-
panding trade and strategic
partnerships,

But when you assemble a
vision on education, health,
food and housing, if the re-
sults are not delivered equal-
ly to everyone, the vision re-
mains only on paper. Pcnplc
need to know how succ
ful this global summit has
been in meeting its goals.
If the government commu-
nicates the targets it has set
and the milestones it intends
to achieve within specified
timeframes, people will gain
confidence and be willing to
move forward with hope —
believing the vision is light-
ing the way.

To build trust in govern-
ments, the outcomes and
achievements of different vi-
sionsat thelocal level should
be made public regularly.
Failures must be disclosed
as well, along with the road-
maps for how they will be
overcome. Writing a vision
is easy; citizens need to see
the vision actually bringing
light. Only then will it win
broad acceptance.

(The writer is a retired IPS
officer, who has served as an
Additional DGP

of Andhra Pradesh)

sobering ind of our current ;ndn:ml slram While
the Mediation Act 2023 isa true
progress necessitates a shift from an adversarial mindset
to one of iliation at the g level. i

mediation as a parallel, mandatory precursor to litigation
is no longer an alternative, it is a fundamental necessity to
alleviate this crippling burden.

Jai Prakash Acharya, New Delhi

111

1, apropos ‘growing influence of mediation process in
dispute resolution’ (The Hans India, December 30). To
reduce the burden of cases in courts, the role of out-of-court

mediation was discussed. But, the advantage of judicial
resolution of cases is that, honouring the court judgment can
be ensured through assistance of law enforcing agency like
the police. If out-of-court mediations can also be bestowed
this crucial assistance, it will help such mediations in the
Jong run, especially those mediated by the village Sarpanch,
which was once the practice in Indian hinterland.

Dr George Jacob, Kochi

v

T s refers to your editorial “Growing influence of me-
diation process in dispute resolution” (December 30).
The emphasis on mediation is timely, given the staggering
backlog in courts and the human cost of prolonged litiga-
tion. Yet, its success will depend less on laws and more
on practice. Mediation must be made accessible at the
grassroots, with trained mediators, clear procedures, and
public awareness in local languages. Courts should ac-
tively screen suitable cases early, while ensuring mediation
remains voluntary and fair. Government departments, the
largest litigants, must also be nudged to adopt media-
tion in routine disputes, Without institutional support,
monitoring, and confidence-building among litigants and
lawyers, mediation risks remaining an idea praised in
principle but underused in reality.

A Myilsami, Coimbatore

‘.‘

his refers to the editorial “Growing influence of me-

diation process in dispute resolution” (December 30).
The piece rightly highlights the rising role of mediation in
easing India’s overburdened courts, with over 50 million
pending cases dragging on for years. To build on this
momentum, we need practical steps: more investment in
training certified i greater p
in rural areas, and incentives for lawyers to recommend
mediation early. Courts could also prioritise referrals in
suitable cases. These measures would help make media-
tion a true alternative, delivering quicker justice while
preserving relationships.

M Barathi, Bengaluru

SIR and Telangana

just read a piece in The Hans India by Amaravaji Naga-
raju about the SIR’ Purification Process in Telangana.
While the ECI frames SIR asa necessary exercise to clean
up voter lists (removing duplicates and invalid entries),
non-NDA par!ics have raised concerns over a lack of
yand potential di hisement. As a major
urban hub with a high migrant population from Andhra
Pradesh, Hyderabad presents a unique challenge. There are
persistent daims of “dual registrations” that could lead to
contested deletions. The report mentions the extreme pres-
sure on Booth Level Officers (BLOs), with reports of several
deaths nationwide due to the intensity of SIR duties. The
success of SIR in Telangana will depend heavily on whether
the “purification” translates into “dlarification.”
Vidyasagar Reddy Kethiri, New Delhi

thehansreader@gmail.com

BMTC, Namma Metro
services extended till late
night for NY celebrations

BENGALURU: To ensure smooth transportation durv

ing New Year celebrations, the Bengaluru
Transport Corporation (BMTC) and Namma Metro
have extended their services late into the night on
December 31. As part of special arrangements, BMTC
will operate buses until 2:00 am on New Year's Eve.
Additional bus seryices will be available from major
hubs such as MG Road and Brigade Road to facilitate
the safe return of revellers. From 11:00 pm to 2:00 am,
extra buses will ply based on passenger demand, offer-
mg enhanced connectivity to several parts of the city.
hile, the Bangalore Metro Rail C
Limited (BMRCL) has announced an extension of
Namma Metro services on three corridors—Purple
Line, Green Line and Yellow Line—on December 31.
Metro services will run until 2:45 am, with a special
schedule in place on the morning of January 1, 2026,

Read more at
https://epaper.thehansindia.com
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A welcome
correction

tis not very often that the country’s top court

reverses its own order, that too on a suo moto

basis. And, it is particularly rare for a

Supreme Court Bench to stay the decision of
an earlier Bench of equal or higher bench strength.
The recent move by the SC Bench, headed by Chief
Justice Surya Kant, staying an earlier order on the
Aravalli Hills issue is truly unprecedented. It is par-
ticularly significant that the latest decision was not
based on a conventional review petition by any ag-
grieved party but came as a suo moto case. The ear-
lier order of the apex court, issued on November
20, had accepted the 100-metre height definition for
the Aravalli Hills. This has now been set aside by
the CJI-led Bench, citing “public dissent and criti-
cism arising from ambiguity and lack of clarity”.
The court has also directed the constitution of a
high-powered expert committee with domain ex-
perts to resolve all critical ambiguities. The No-
vember 20 order, issued by the three-member
Bench headed by former Chief Justice of India BR
Gavai, gave its nod to the new definition for the
mountain range proposed

by the Ministry of Envi-

ronment and Forests. As SC’s decision to
per this definition, any form a new
landform that is at an ele- expert

vation of 100 metres or committee to

more above the local pro-
file will be considered as
part of the Aravalli Hills,
along with its slopes and
adjacent land. This is seen
by the environmentalists,
social activists, and local
people as a big blow to the conservation efforts.

This elevation-based definition could potentially
leave more than 90% of the forest range vulnerable
to mining and construction. The 100-metre bench-
mark and the use of local profile — the immediate
surroundings of a hill — as the measuring base
rather than a standardised baseline such as the
State’s lowest elevation, would result in a very sig-
nificant part of the Aravalli range not being
counted as Aravalli anymore. According to the For-
est Survey of India’s internal assessment, the new
definition would cover only 1,048 of the overall
12,081 Aravalli Hills that are 20 metres or higher.
The latest suo moto intervention by the apex court
highlights how the top judiciary is committed to its
role as a guardian of the country’s environment and
has earned public appreciation. The fact that the SC
felt it necessary to constitute a new expert commit-
tee to review not only the findings of the earlier
committee but also to clarify other issues suggests
that the earlier report was prepared in haste. The
suo motu cognisance also means that the govern-
ment’s public response was not convincing. Over
decades, several hillocks of the Aravallis, India’s
oldest mountain range, have vanished due to illegal
mining and deforestation, leading to a loss of an
ecosystem that is most crucial for the survival of
not just mankind but also for wildlife.

review the
Aravalli suggests
the earlier report
was hastily
prepared

VIEWPOINT

HYDERABAD, Wednesday, December 31, 2025

6‘ Today, he
(Shah) said that
inflltrators only enter
from West Bengal. If
that's the case, did you
carry out the attack in
Pahalgam? Who was
behind the incident that
happened in Delhi?

In cricket, you have to
start from zero. The
scoreboard is always
zero forzero. It's never
whatyou've done inthe
last match. Internal

MAMATA BANERJEE
West Bengal Chief Minister

We dally prostrate at the
sacred feet of Bharat
Mata... Does that make
us anti-Tamil? No. If

the nation is one eye,
the other eye is our

expectations for me in mother tongue
allthree formats are Tami, who can
very different separate them? 9,
SMRITI MANDHANA CP RADHAKRISHNAN
India's vice-captain Vice Presiclent

Beyond symbohsm

Philippine President’s
visit marks a shift
from symbolic
engagement to
substantive

strategic cooperation

MARTAND JHA

The visit of Philippine Presi-

dent Ferdinand Marcos Jr to

India in August marked the

establishment of a strategic
partnership between the two nations.
The visit assumed a greater importance
as the last time a Philippine president
made a state visit was in 2007. The two
countries signed 13 memoranda of un-
derstanding and agreements, covering
areas such as culture, defence, digital
technologies, science, space coopera-
tion, and tourism.

It has been almost 76 years since
both countries established diplomatic
ties in 1949. However, meaningful bilat-
eral engagement was recalibrated after
India adopted the Act East Policy in
2014. After its independence in 1947,
India did not pay much attention to its
eastern neighbourhood and instead fo-
cused overwhelmingly on its western
front. This led to an attention deficit in
India’s foreign policy circles towards
the Indo-Pacific region.

Interestingly, in 2011, Hillary Clinton,
then the US Secretary of State, during
her visit to India, urged the country to
“act east” instead of merely “looking
east.” She underscored the need for
India to play a proactive role in the
Asia-Pacific region. Policymakers in the
Ministry of External Affairs took note
of this appeal, and in 2014, External Af-
fairs Minister Sushma Swaraj declared
that India was now ready to “Act East”.

Indo-Philippine Ties

The increasing intensity of bilateral co-
operation between the two nations sig-
nifies India’s larger ambitions in the
Indo-Pacific. India seeks to shed its sta-
tus as an emerging power in the inter-
national system and aims to become a
rising power. For this to happen, New
Delhi has decided not to look at the
Indo-Pacific and Oceania as ‘periph-
eral’ concerns but as areas of immedi-
ate concerns. For a long time, India re-

garded this region as peripheral due to
the Cold War geopolitics and the vast
geographical distances between its
main landmass.

Today, India cannot afford to look
away from this region and has, there-
fore, come up with initiatives such as
SAGAR (Security and Growth for All
in the Region), which has now evolved
into MAHASAGAR (Mutual and Holis-
tic Advancement for Security and
Growth Across Regions). The Hindi
word sagar means sea, while Ma-
hasagar means ocean. These acronyms
reflect India’s increasing maritime in-
terests in the region.

These interests came into sharp
focus during President Marcos’ visit
when the Philippines and the Indian
navies conducted their first-ever joint
exercises in the South China Sea,
within the Philippine Exclusive Eco-
nomic Zone. India deployed its three
warships — INS Delhi, INS Kiltan and
INS Shakti — while the Philippines
fielded its two warships — BRP Jose
Rizal and BRP Miguel Malvar. The ex-
ercises demonstrated a mutual effort to
counter China's assertive behaviour in
the South China Sea region.

People Power

Indo-Philippine bilateral ties are no
longer merely ceremonial. India’s ef-
forts towards joint naval patrols, the
supply of BrahMos missiles, and the
strengthening of joint working groups
on counter-terrorism indicate a sus-
tainable and long-term strategic vision
rather than a symbolic diplomatic
alignment.

New Delhi’s growing engagement
with the Philippines, and possibly in fu-
ture towards other Southeast Asian na-
tions, is guided by its vision to counter-
balance China’s influence in the region.
Any Indian initiative in the Indo-Pa-
cific today inevitably takes China’s
presence into account. India needs to

e
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intensify its presence in the region, es-
pecially as a new international order
takes shape under the presidency of
Donald Trump in the United States.
Strong allies and all-time friends in the
Indo-Pacific are crucial for India to bal-
ance China while enhancing its own
strategic power.

India recognises that deeper partner-
ships are sustained through strong peo-
ple-to-people ties. Millions of Indians
travel to destinations such as Manila,
Bali, Singapore, and Kuala Lumpur, un-
dersconng the importance of tourism
in ing regional
This explains New Delhl 's growing
focus on tourism cooperation with the
Philippines.

However, India’s partnership with
Manila should not be viewed just as a
measure to counter China. Instead, it
must evolve into a robust and enduring
relationship. For the Philippines,
acquiring the BrahMos missile system
from India significantly enhances its
maritime defence capabilities,
particularly under its Comprehensive
Archipelagic Defence Concept. These
missiles strengthen the Philippines’
land-based anti-access, area denial
capability, which is critical for
defending its archipelago. President
Marcos’ visit was substantive,
elevating India to the rank of one of the
Philippines’ five major strategic
partners, alongside Japan, South Korea,
Vietnam and Australia.

From defence cooperation
to maritime security, New
Delhi and Manila are
aligning more closely as
the Indo-Pacific undergoes
a strategic churn

Shared History

India views the Philippines not only as
a strategic partner but also as an
important member of ASEAN. The
Indo-Philippines diplomatic relations,
which started on 26 November 1949 —
the day India formally adopted its
Constitution — have reached a turning
point. In hindsight, this coincidence
appears symbolic of the depth of ties
the two countries can cultivate. While
relations have been elevated to a
strategic partnership, they hold
potential for deeper cooperation.

The rise of China and the reluctance
of the United States to play its
traditional leadership role are
reshaping the global order. Old
alliances shift, new partnerships are
emerging. India should seize this
moment to enhance its regional
stature. India and the Philippines have
shared a history of strong defence
tieups, and it has been a pillar of strong
bilateral cooperation between the two
countries. This was highlighted by the
delivery of the first batch of the
BrahMos missile system to the
Philippines on 19 April 2024,

However, India’s large consumer
base also presents opportunities for
expanding economic ties. Stronger
trade relations would reinforce
cooperation across multiple sectors.
While defence and strategic dialogue
remain priorities, it is ultimately
people-to-people engagement,
supported by rising trade, that will
sustain long-term ties.

President Marcos' visit has opened
new strategic conversations in both
countries, This may pave the way for
India and the Philippines to evolve
from strategic partners into close
allies, and possibly enduring friends.

(The author is a PhD from School
of International Studies, Jawaharlal
Nehru University, New Delhi)

Encroachments

New Year’s resolution

Deeply disturbing
On the one hand, people feel
happy to see our Prime Minister
participating in Christmas cele-
brations in New Delhi. On the
other hand, it is deeply disturb-
ing to witness Bajrang Dal and
VHP cadres attacking and dis-
rupting Christmas celebrations
in Madhya Pradesh, Chhattis-
garh, and other places. If the
Prime Minister truly believes in
“sabka saath, sabka vikas,” he
must send out a strong public
to such i and

Most encroachments in India are on government lands and on wet-
lands. So, basic groundwater absorption and emptying systems have
taken a hit. Therefore, when heavy rains lash the area, floods are the
obvious result in large cities. However, governments allow these en-
croachers to pitch their tents, for “votes”, and then mercilessly handle
them to suit their convenience. Two hundred “illegal” houses that en-
croached upon a government land meant for a waste management sys-
tem were demolished recently at Bengaluru's Kogilu village. While the
evacuated families were aghast, the State government defended its ac-
tion. Since the encroachers belonged to the minority community, sev-
eral “leaders” have voiced their views on the matter. The bigger ques-
tion is how and why the land encroachers were allowed to settle by
forming full-fledged colonies.

GANAPATHI BHAT, Akola

Shared joy

ane Minister Narendra Modi's Christmas prayers in a Delhi Cathedral
lised India's inclusive spirit. Across Telangana, Christmas was

direct Chief Ministers to act
strictly in accordance with the
rule of law. If he maintains his
usual silence, his participation
in the Delhi church event will re-
main merely symbolic.

N NAGARAJAN, secunderabad

celebrated with carols, cakes, greetings, hugs and genuine camaraderie.
Though a section of the right wing gave a Christmas boycott call, their
voices were ignored. What prevailed was interfaith harmony and shared
joy. People of all faiths joined the celebrations with patriotic fervour. In-
deed, India's timeless ideal of unity in diversity was vividly demon-
strated during Christmas 2025.

PH HEMA SAGAR, secunderabad

Write to us at letters@telanganatoday.com

As 2025 comes to an end, people arere-
flecting on the year’s events,

| hotspot |

resolutions, and looking forward to 2026.
While taking New Year's resolutions re-
mains a popular tradition rooted in the
psychological appeal of a “fresh start,”
there is a widespread perception that
they are often ineffective and rarely kept.
Many people are shifting away from tra-
ditional, rigid resolutions towards more
flexible and sustainable approaches to
personal growth. It only takes a few days
into January before the #resolutionfail
hashtag starts trending on social media.
In reality, new year resolutions are a stu-
pid concept. Choosing a single day to
start a major life change isn't logical.
That's why New Year's resolutions don't
work, and when you fail to keep them,
you feel like a loser. This isn't to say that
no one has ever succeeded in keeping a
very drastic New Year's resolution, but
the vast majority of New Year’s resolu-
tions go unfulfilled.

RANGANATHAN SIVAKUMAR,

Chennai

B The Telegraph

Can the West trust India?

Narendra Modi is walking a fine line when it comes to his public embrace of
Vladimir Putin. ... India has leaned closer to Moscow since the outbreak of the
war in Ukraine, in particular through purchasing Russian oil at knockdown prices.
But the deepening ties have come at a cost to relations with the West.

W Newsweek

India says citizens ‘stranded’ amid H-1b visa delays
India’s Ministry of External Affairs has raised concerns with U S. officials over de-
lays in H-1B visa pi the ints of nes meas-
ures, including social medva checks. Interviews for many apphcants have been
canceled and rescheduled for 2026.

B The Wall Street Journal

India is on a Himalayan building spree

India is spending hundreds of millions of dollars to build roads, tunnels and land-
ing strips throughout the Himalayas, as it prepares for a possible future clash
with its longtime nemesis China. India's bloody border clash with China in 2020
exposed an alarming vulnerability along the disputed 2,200-mile border.
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Supreme Court’s
resetreclaims justice

yinitiating corrective action on important judicial
Bmlmgs, theSupreme Courthasreinstated justicein
sec hunderlying, themes
of State, society, and publicscrutiny. Oneinvolved itsown
orderthataccepted anewdefinitionof the Aravallirange,
which would have exposed large sections of the hills to
mining and commercial exploitation. The other action
was in response to the Delhi High Court’s order sus-
pending the prison sentence of Kuldeep Singh Sengar, a
former BIPMLA from Uttar Pradesh, in the Unnaorape
case,and granting him bail. The public had anemotional
stake in both cases, as seen in the protests organised
against the rulings by activists and civil society.

In the Aravalli case, the Court revisited, suo motu, its
ruling of November 20 on the definition of hills in the
range,and placed the orderinabeyance.Ithasdecided to
constitute an expert committee to assess Concerns over
the elevzmombased definition of therange the ecoluglcal

ity,and permissible mining inview of the environ-
mental importance of the hills. The redefinition of the

hillsbased on their heighthad triggered a controversy, as

it excluded most parts of the range
from its scope. It also varied from
a slope-based definition approved
by a committee the Court had ap-
pointed earlier. The apex court has
done well to bring the mattertoa
pause and putit to further scrutiny.
This is an important intervention,
considering that the government
appeared to be in a hurry and less
persuaded by the environmental
implications than by other consid-
erations. It must now stop all con-
struction and mining in the Aravalli
region, pending closure of the matter by the Court.

On the High Court’s order in the Unnao rape case, the
Court stayed the ruling Wthh would have enabled the
formerlegislator, found guilty inmultipl including
a criminal sexual offence, to roam free and ultimately,
undermine the ends of justice. The High Court’s decision
was based onanarrowand technical interpretation of the
term “publicservant”. Sengar’s benefiting from this textu-
ali mterpre!anon wasmdelvseenasasubversmn ofj Jusnce.
especiallybec hehad wield, hority
incommitting a heinous sexual crime, harassing and per-
secutingthesurvivor,andeven conspiringtokill her father.
Justice prevails when its miscarriage is prevented, too.
Both judgments are remarkable because they are in line
with public sensitivities on the issues involved. Here, judi-
cial thinkingalso responded, rightly, to popular concerns.

Road safety cannot
be an afterthought

The devastating bus fire on National Highway 48

The Court
prevents
subversion of
justice by

reversing
misstepsin the
Aravalliand
Unnao cases

near Chitradurga on December 25 is not just an-
other accident; it is the predictable outcome of a
transport system that treats safety as optional. A private
sleeper coach was hit head-on by a container truck that
reportedly jumped the median near Gorlathu Cross in
Hiriyurtaluk,and was gutted within minutes. Seven peo-
plewerekilled and several others seriouslyinjured, most
ofthem trapped in theirsleepas the vehicle turned intoa
furnace. Investigations have since revealed that the bus
wascarryinginflammable ml cans, whichmay haveinten-
sified thebl: dh ditsspread. Thi scores
how little has changed since the Kurnool tragedy barely
two months ago, where nearly 20 lives were lost after
illegally transported smartphones triggered lithium-ion
battery explosions. That disaster was supposed to be a
turning point. Instead, the Chitradurga incident shows
thatlessons remain unlearnt.
Uncomfortable questions persist: are buses designed
and operated with passenger safety in mind? What are
they permitted to carry in their luggage holds? And why

are violations repeatedly discovered only after lives are

lost? It has emerged that this par-
ticular bus had undergone surprise
inspections, with its documents,
fitness certificate, and even emer-
gency exits found to be in order.
That, however, offers little comfort.
Compliance in one instance does
not absolve a system where many
sleeper buses continue to operate
with blocked exits, flammable inte-
riors, and unauthorised structural
modifications. The standard re-
sponse after such disasters follows
atired script: blame overspeeding,
fatigue or driver negligence. While these factors matter,
they obscure a larger truth. Highway design itself can
be a: sﬂent krller The Bengaluru-Mysuru Iughway isa

Itk over 200 deaths and more
than 1,500 accidents since opening. Unscientific entry
and exit points, weak medians, poorly marked black
spots, and water stagnation causing hydroplaning are
common features on highways, which oftenslice through
villageswithoutsafe crossings, creating conditionswhere
one mistake can become fatal.

The solutions are obvious. Strict enforcement of the
Centre’s fire detection and suppression rules for sleeper
buses must become non-negotiable. Rigorous physical
inspections should be conducted, and llegal transportof
hazardous materials in passenger vehicles must attract
severe penalties. Dangerous highway stretches must be
auditedand redesigned instead of merely being plastered
with speed-limit signs. Above all, the government must
actbefore, not after, another tragedy. Chitradurgais not
an aberration. It is a warning, and ignoring it yet again
would amountto wilful negligence.

Twomonths
after Kurnool,
the Chitradurga
bus fire further

exposes
failuresin
safety
enforcement

POLITICS OF IDENTITY

Two elections, one threat
thatblursborders

AsBangladeshand
West Bengal go to vote,
divisive pollnarratives

risk fuelling cross-border
animosity

LT GEN BHOPINDER SINGH (RETD)

he elections to the West Ben-
gal Assembly areexpected to be
held in March-April 2026. They
could coincide disconcertingly closeto
the general elections in Bangladesh,
which are to be held on February 12

narratives of otheringin West Bengal.
The sad failure todeliver economic se-
curity on both sides of the border will
not lead to a necessary questioning of
the same by the masses. Instead, iden-
tity politics will be valourised, and
symbolic victories will be misread as
material progress. The ensuing Bang-
ladeshi tumult is already fodder for
West Bengal politics as a cautionary
tale, marked with conversations of a
“takeover” by illegal Bangladeshi im-
migrants, and consequences of “ap-
peasement” of certain faiths.
Theseare notunfair conversations,
as India can ill-afford any more refu-
geesfillegali lmmlgmnb astheyarean

Bangladesh and West Bengal - will be
rewritten, with religiosity at the core.

Arecipe for polarisation

Narratives that initially centred on
the weakening of democratic insti-
tutions, nepotism, and economic
frustrations have been hijacked by
religious parties in Bangladesh. The
initial trigger to the Bangladeshi youth
uproar was the controversial and par-
tisan High Court decision to reinstate
30% job quotas for descendants of
the liberation war freedom fighters.
But now, that frustration among the
youth has given way to the anchorage
of anti-India and religiously charged

This sets up a plmform i

for an expression of West Bengal’s ls»
sues historically intertwined with the
former East Bengal.

The cross-border interplay is par-
ticularly relevant to certain political
forcesin India to polarise the societies,
_ulstasthey arerelevant tos similarly re-

inded forces in Banglad
in the run-up to the elections there.
Ironically, both these political forces
seeking electorally convenient polari-
sationare on oppositesides of religious
denominations. Itisa case of opposite,
yetlike-minded bigotry, which seeksto
posit a distractive and divisive agen-
da of religiosity over more important
issues such as souofcunomlc devel-
opment, and

burdenon the y

agrarian distress,

If West Bengalisa state trying hard
to overcome its anti-industry image
owing to ideological/political choic-
es, trade unionism, and conflicts over
land acquisition, Bangladesh, with its
rising tensions/protests, political insta-
bility, and communalism, is suffering
aperception challenge that could de-
rail its “economic miracle” trajectory
from the last couple of decades. On
bothsides of the border, thereisa dire
need to debate and discuss hard data
on employment opportunities, infra-
structure, social harmony, and long-
term development. But the reahty is
thatthepoliti

andasecurity threat. But the problem
starts when the partisan framework
of “them-versus-us” is not framed
in an Indian-versus-Bangladeshi con-
text, but in a Hindu-versus-Muslim
frame. This simplistic outlook slots
people of specific religious faiths into
one country, and not the other. In the
bargain, many of our own become
“them”.Sothe familiar narrativeofthe
West Bengal dispensation going “soft”™
on illegal immigrants gains curren-

that have nothing to do
with the foundational issues.

With the relatively moderate Awa-
mi League banned from contest-
ing the forthcoming elections, the
choice India has will be between the
bad and the worse - the return of
the Bangladesh National Party led by
Tarique Rahman, or more worrying-
ly, a coalition of religious parties led
by the Jamaat-e-Islami. Either way,
the road to Jatiya Sangsad, the Bang-
ladesh parliament, will be paved for
the political side that sounds shriller
about India. This regrettable clam-
our amongst the two principal blocs
in the Bangladeshi electoral fray to
sound more nationalistic and pious
will provide ammunition to the na-
tional/regional partiesin West Bengal
tostitch their respective spiels, bereft
of introspection or insighton the real
issues of the state. Religion will over-
ridereal issues, yetagain.

To hold some of our own minor-
ities to the politics and passions of
our neighbouring countries, be it Pa-
kistan or Bangladesh, is to short-sell
the idea of India, which was always
in sharp contrast with the concept of
religion-driven nationhood, which de-
fined Pakistan atinception, and seem-

cy, though border and
the protection of territorial integrity
are Central Government subjects.

P: i thecreation of Bang-

backed with hate mongering, fear,and
faith, is poised to dominate the elec-
tions. As political scientist Christophe
Jaffrelot insists, “When identity be-
comes the primary political currency,
issuesoflivelihood, health, and educa-
tionare pushed to the margins.”

A spill-over of toxic religiosity from
the Bangladeshi electoral hustings is
inevitable. Itislikely to be appropriat-
ed and repurposed for inflammatory

ladesh punctured the ‘Two-Nation
Theory’, which premised thatreligion
ought to be the basis of nationhood.
Bengalisin what was once called East
Pakistan insisted that culture, lan-
guage, and good governance tri-
umphed over theinherent pettiness of
co-religiosity. Butas the Bangladesh of
2026 is looking increasingly different
fromwhatwas conceived in 1971, many
underlying principles of politics - in

ingly Bangladesh now. Care to not fall
for the short-termism of an electoral
victory and risk a larger polarisa-
tion in Indiawithits myriad minorities
is the crying call of the hour. Howev-
er, theseare differenttimes. Intheera
of the freedom struggle, Lndzas lead-

SPEAKOUT

Many peopleidentified as Bangladeshihave
been found in West Bengal. This affects native
Indiansby impactingculture,
takingaway jobs, consuming
resources, encroachingon land,
anddisturbingsocial harmony.
Satish Chandra Dubey, Union Minister

The great enemy of truth is very often not the
lie—deliberate, contrived and dishonest—but the
myth—persistent, persuasive and unrealistic.

John FKennedy

TOBE PRECISE

'S GREGORIAN-
ARE WE ALLOWED
10 WISH THIS IN

INDIA?

IN PERSPECTIVE

Seasonal fixes can’t
clear Delhi's air

The smogcrisis
calls forlong-term
strategy, science-
backed enforcement,
and unwavering
political will

B K SINGH

he causes of air pol-

I lution in Delhi have
been known for about

25 years. In 1999, a group
of 200 scientists from dif-
ferent parts of the world,

emhxp had a noble and inclusi
ing, in contrast with the leadership of
Pakistan (and Bangladesh today). That
separation of moral grounding no
longer exists.

(The writer is a former Lt Governor
of Andaman and Nicobar Islands and
Puducherry)

led by heric scientist
V Ramanathan, identified
and traced the ‘Asian Brown
Cloud',amassive haze cover-
ing (hc Indian s

were directed to transition
to cleaner energy. Wherev-
er there were bottlenecks in
developing solar energy at
speed and scale, the indus-
tries were relocated 400 km
away from the city. The gov-
ernment invested heavily in
revamping the public trans-
portsystem,significantlyim-
proving accessibility. People
were encouraged to cycle.
Aggressive promotion of
electric vehicles was crucial
inthelong-termstrategy. The
authorities also coordinated
with counterparts in the ad-
joining areas on measures to
check regional pollution.
Delhi has the option of
taking the Beijing route. The
pnormes and methods have
ithalong-term

between Octoberand Febru-
ary, to fossil fuel consumption
in industries, power houses,
transport  systems, and

RIGHT IN THE MIDDLE

Abottle of rum, none too glorious

After all my efforts, the
bottle was too small even
foramoney plant

NAGRAJ RAO

not remember my encounter with

the Christmas (Plum) cake? About
four decades back, we wereresiding in
a comparatively conservative (at that
time) part of Bengaluru. My wife de-
cided to bake a plum cake. One of the
important ingredients, rum, was not
readily available at home.

Well, the rum essence could have
served the purpose but she wanted
the “real” thing and that too immedi-
ately. So we had to buy it from a wine
store in the neighbourhood. Asking
mywifeordaughtersto goand fetchit
was ruled outso the task had befallen
onyours truly. But then my daughters

It is Christmas time. How could I

had serious misgivings about my go-
ing because if I happened to be found
loitering anywherenear the bar by any
of their class mates, the next day whole
school will be agog with the news that
theirdad goes to thebar (‘Ek bar’ could
easily beinterpreted as ‘bar bar’).

Oneingenioussuggestion thatcame
my way was that I could go there with
my face covered. But I put my foot
down about this atrocious suggestion
and refused to go ina fancy dress.

Butthetask had gottobedone. Itwas
approaching dusk soTwas lesslikely to
berecognised. [ took my chance, hope-
fully unobserved, to the wine shop. Af-
terenteringtheshop, lasked themanat
the counter to give me a bottle of rum,
That bloke had seen me at the nearby
bakery a number of times but never at
his bar. He gave a meaningful look as
if to say, neevu kuditheera antha got-
thirlilla (Did not know that you also
drank)!

“Sir, ille beka?” (roughly translated to

do you want to have it right here?), he
asked.Ilooked athim blanklyand then
the penny dropped. He wanted toknow
whetherIwanted togulpitdown stand-
ing right at the counter. I shuddered
to even imagine myself doing so. Then
he picked a bottle from the shelf and
showed itslabel tome formyapproval.

Isnapped, “Mywife wanted only Old
Monk." He gavea startled look.

Iwasirritated butasked him to pack
itquickly. Irushed home with my booty
covered in an old newspaper, fervent-
ly hoping that I managed to get home
without being spotted and placed the
packet triumphantly before my wife.
She eagerly opened it and her face
dropped, disappointment writ large
on her face.

She face-palmed and blurted,
“Ayyo,idu tumba chikku sizu. Idaralli
moneyplant hakokke aagalla.” (This
is too small a size. One cannot plant
a money plant in it). So much for all
my efforts.

d-burning by small busi-
nesses and households.
Recent research from the
Ministry of Earth Sciences
and other institutions had
similar findings, underlin-
ing that biomass burning
contributed to nearly 50%
of PM2.5 and PMI0 in Del-
hi during winter nights. In
2023, another study sug-
gested that 37% of PM2.5 is
caused by coal-burning in
industries and power gener-
ation. Vehicular pollution is
the third-largest cause of pol-
lution. Approximately 220
crore tons of fossil fuel and
biomass are burned in India
annually; 85% of it is from
coal and biomass, and the
remaining from oiland gas.
The political tussle be-
tween the Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP) and the present BJP
government in Delhi has de-
ferred temporary solutions.
In the winter of 2023, the
AAP gover

vlsmn—lherelsnoal[emauve
to stringent controls on bio-
mass and coal burning, and
the consumption of vehicu-
lar fuel. Temporarysolutions
willnotwork. China took two
decades to remove ts winter
haze; Delhi must make a
start now to ensure that the
National Capital Region is
inline with the Viksit Bharat
agenda by 2047.

Extensive greening of the
Delhi-NCR region needs to
be prioritised. The capability
of trees to bring relief by ab-
sorbing pollutants has largely
remained under-exploredin
our policy statements.

A year ago, the Govern-
ment of Haryana, with the
support of the Union Envi-
ronment Ministry, came up
with a proposal to create a
treewallallalong the Aravalli
range, from Gujarat to Del-
hi. The states of Gujarat, Ra-
jasthan, Haryana, and Delhi,
duringthemonsoon 0f 2025,
commenced plantinganarea
of around 1.15 million hec-
tares. The programme was

surances, failed toimplement
cloud-seeding, while the BJP
government’s experiment in
October this year failed tode-
Iwer Though cloud-seeding

as produced good resultsin

LETTERS TOTHE EDITOR
The shrinking space of belonging

Across the country, an incessant chain of harassment,
intimidation, and targeted violence has created an
atmosphere the nation has rarely witnessed. The
repeated targeting of Kashmiri shawl sellers in Him-
achal Pradesh and Haryana is not an isolated develop-
ment, but part of a wider pattern where identity itself
becomes a trigger for suspicion, abuse, and public
humiliation. For decades, these vendors lived and
worked peacefully, yet today their own country feels

Shun casual racism

Irefer to your editorial ‘Where mobs
fan flames of hate’ (Dec 30). The
latest incidents of mob violence,
rooted in prejudice, highlighta dan-
gerous divide within our society that
we cannot ignore. Though tougher
legislation is required, our schools,
workplaces, and communities must
also work to combat casual racism.
Social media may feed intolerance,
but the tolerance of |

to erode.

Teachvalues

As the editorial ‘Where mobs fan
flames of hate’ (Dec 30) rightly
points out, repeated incidents of re-
ligious, regional, and racial violence
are deeply concerning and show
how weak our civic education has
become. Values like unity in diversity
are often spoken about, but people
are rarely taught what they mean in
dailylife: respecting difference and
living ly with others.

allows it to flourish unchecked.

The concept of Indian unity is
undermined when our domestic mi-
grants are met with suspicion rather
than solidarity.

Shruthi Sudheer, Bengaluru

Pooja Shekar, Bengaluru

Enforcementvs. cmpathy
Apropos ‘After d

Kyamudin Ansari,

narrow and suffocating to them. This was followed by
the brutal attack on Angel Chakma from Tripurain
Dehradun, who later died despite identifying himself as
an Indian. Tragically, those from whom he should have
felt belonging and protection turned into threats to his
life. When such violence is normalised and accounta-
bility weakens, the very idea of equal citizenship begins

Mumbai

government has the right to reclaim
public land, executing demolitions at
dawn creates a humanitarian crisis
that outweighs the legal objective.

A fair legal process should provide
families with enough notice and
support to relocate, rather than
forcing them out when they are most
vulnerable. While offering new hous-
ingisa positive step, it does not undo
the loss of dignityand belongings.
True governance must balance the
enforcement with empathy.

DhatriB S, Bengaluru
Our readers are welcome to email letters to:

ld.co.in (enly letters
emailed — nat handwritten — will be accepted)

z

me
damage control’ (Dec 30), whlle the

carry the sender’s postal
address and phone number.

drought-prone areas during
the rainy season, nowhere
hasitbeen successful in win-
ters, when cloudsareabsent.

Closingschools,suspending
construction, preventing the
entry of heavy vehicles, sprin-
kling water on roads, etc., are
short-termsolutionsand have
a negligible impact. Millions
of people living around Delhi
arefacing healthemergencies,
with long-term exposure to
mlluﬁ(xqmreatenillgdamage

settobe leted by 2027.

The Ministry’s eleva-
tion-based redefinition of
the Aravalli hills and the Su-
preme Court’s initial accept-
anceof themove had created
a stir, raising concerns that
large portions of the Araval-
lis would be opened up for
mining and real estate. The
ruling, which threatened to
aggravate the winter haze,
stands stalled, with the apex
court keeping its original or-
derinabeyance.

Apart from checking the
spread of the Thar desert to-
wards the Delhi region, the
Aravallis have protected al-
luvial valleys of the northern
plains from the Westerlies.
Thedegradationofth

il

The situation has been
worsening, even as the au-
thorities respond with un-
informed strategies. The
Delhi Environment Minis-
ter’s claim that eight months
are not sufficient to fix the
soaring AQI levels may fit
the political narrative, but it
does not inspire confidence
forefficientmitigation efforts
ontheground.

The Beijing model

In the 1990s, Beijing faced
a similar air quality emer-
gency, pushing the Chinese
government towards some
mugh decisions. Coal- and
industries

overalong period hasalsoled
toan extension of urban are-
asonDelhi’soutskirts, aggra-
vating pollution.

Delhi’s pollution warrants
coordinated, multi-pronged
action to tackle biomass burn-
ing in households and indus-
tries, stubble burning in farm-
lands, industrial and vehicular
pollution, and dust from con-
structionsitesandroadsacross
stateswithina 350-km radius.
The Aravalli ruling may defer
greater degradation of the
range, but the pause should
not take the authorities’ eyes
offthebigpicture.
(Thewriterisa former head
of Forest Force, Karnataka)
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PANORAMA

From Independence towelfare: Congress’s approach to social justice

SATISH JARKIHOLI

s the Indian National Congress
marked its Foundation Day on De-
ember 28, itis fitting not merely to
reflect on an organisation of enduring po-
litical relevance but to reaffirm the soul of

the Congress:itsrelentless commitment to

spiritualise” itself. Theseideas, deeplyroot-
edin Indian ethos, sowed the first seeds of
the Congress belief that freedom without
equalityisincomplete freedom.

Gandhi, Nehruand the masses
Under Mahatma Gandhi, the Congress
became lhe movement of every Indian:

social justice, equality, fthe

common person.
’I'hesmrvof(heCnngrcssn the chronicle
thathasstood, with-

lworkers, Dalits and Adivasis,
womenand the rural poor. Gandhi’s insist-
ence on eradicating untouchability and

outwavering, with India’s weakest, poorest
and most marginalised citizens.

More than a century ago, in pre-Inde-
pendence India, leaders such as Justice
Mahadev Govind Ranade helped shape
the moral compass of the Congress. As
a founder of the party, Ranade did not
merely debate constitutional rights; he
fought social evils such as child marriage,
campaigned for girls' education and wid-
ow remarriage, and boldly asked a tradi-
tional society to *humanise, equalise and

the dignity of every human
b\. ing transformed the party into a popu-
larforce forinclusion. “Tosay thatasingle
human being, because of birth, becomes
an untouchable... is to deny God,” Gandhi
declared—a moral injunction that still re-
flectsour corevalues.

After Independence, Pandit Jawaharlal
Nehru carried this heritage into govern-
ance. As the Republic’s first prime minis-
ter, he made it the nation's mission to fight
poverty, disease and i lity, asserting

“peasants and workers of India” who had
kmgbegndemedoppurrumryand dignity.
later,when Indira G: tic-
ula ted Garibi Hatao, she was notoffering
a slogan but a mission to transform lives.
Her policies expanded access to credit,
empowered small farmers, and ensured
that political freedom translated into eco-
nomicand social opportunity for the poor
across India.

The progressive arc continued under
theleadership of Sonia Gandhi, who mod-
ernised Congress'scommitmenttorights-
based governance. Under the Congress-led
United Progressive Alliance (UPA), India
saw the enactment of transformative laws
such as the Mahatma Gandhi National
Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGN-
REGA), which guaranteed livelihoods to
rural citizens; the Right to Education Act,
ensuringschooling forallchildren; and the
Nanona] Food Secm |tyf\u,:|[ﬁrmmgthat
nol Theseland-

thatdemocracy must deliver justice to the

mark legislations echo Gz\ndhl 's talisman

of serving the “lastman”in the society.

Rahul Gandhihasrepeatedlyarticulated
the core belief that development without
dignityis hollow, stating that “there can be
no development without dlgmw ensur-
ing the dignity of every citizen.” His lead-
ershipininitiativessuchasthe BharatJodo
Yatra reconnected the party with India’s
vastrural heartland, reinforcing Congress’s
enduringbeliefthat unityand empathyare
inseparable from social justice.

Across generations, Congress has been
lhe political home to India’s working class,

rmers, women, marginalised castes,
jous minorities, and youth. Time and
again, whether through rights legislation,
publicworksorwelfareschemes, Congress
affirmed that governmentisnota privilege
of the few buta trust of the many.

At every stage, the party reframed In-
dia’s progress not as a trickle-down con-
sequence of markets but as structurally
uplifting everyday Indians, irrespective of
birth, creed, caste or region, a noble ideal

In 2025, rock was still hanging in. As artificial intelligence infiltrates music,
the genre’s handmade imperfections are more crucial than ever

JON PARELES

he 2lst century has not been

kind to rock. Pop, hip-hop,

R&B, countryand Latin music

haveall pushed the genre out

ofthecammercial and cultur-

al mainstream. In retrospect,
rock’s last grand heyday was in the 1990s,
when grunge, nu-metal and pop-punk
were all happily—well, more like furious-
ly—blasting away.

But rock was already being stripped
for parts. Country was latching onto are-
na rock’s most crowd-pleasing sounds,
hip-hop was borrowing drumbeats and
riffs, and pop performers learned to treat
electric guitars as fashion statements and
attitude m;,ndls‘ if only for the length of a
song. While some surviving classic-rock
acts still sell out arenas today, most 2st
century rockers are well aware that their
chosen idiom is likely to remain a niche
choice. Oneindicator: Inrecent years, the
Grammy Awards haven't handed out the
bestrockalbum trophyduring primetime.

But rock has stubbornly stuck around,
and in 2025 rock bands still raised a
ruckus. They have a vast available vocab-
ulary: psychedelia to punk, rockabilly to
shoegaze, yachtrock to emo, prog-rock to
industrial. And it’s not as if a band has to
choosejustone.Inaneraof streaming that
offers every umelme all atonce, Lhe most
strikingrock band.
pigeonholes.

Thelimited expectations for 21st-centu-
ryrock mayjusthave turnedoutto befree-
ing, Forsongwriters, musiciansand —with
luck—enough fans to support them, rock
is far from played out. Consider just a few
examples from bandsthat have been forg-
ing their music in time-tested rock style:
gigging, making multiplealbums, gigging
somemore,

The New York City band Geese stirred
up wildly disparate praise and scorn in
2025. Its third full-lengthalbum, “Getting
Killed,” flaunts Cameron Winter’s way-
wardvocals, songsthat hopscotch through
decadesand lyrics that pivotfrom heartfelt
insightsto absurdistdoggerel and back. Is
Geese a rightful critic’s darling, a spoiled
put-on, neither, both or more? Winter's
stage presence drew enough notice to
merita parody on “Saturday Night Live.”

Turnstile, al5-year-old band from Balti-
morethatemerged from hardcore butwas
never constrained by it, released “Never
Enough,” a sleek, electronics-buttressed
outpouring of songs about connection,
longing and lnss Anothm band with a

Karly Hartzman of Wednesday unfurls ascream. Nyt

Whosays Rockisdead?

more, twisting every source.

Now that every computer is a potential
instrument, library and recording studio,
it has never been easier to create music
alone orviashifting virtual collaborations.
Artificial intelligence promises to reduce
human input even more; for some listen-
ers in 2025, the hollow mediocrity of the
Al-generated band Velvet Sundown was
palatable enough. But rock’s persistence
in the face of machine-tooled music is a
welcome sign of humanist obstinacy.

For all the attractions of computerized
convenience and digital precision, there’s
sull e acunn m the longtime athelype of

punkand} the Armed,
charged off in the opposite direction; it
ferociously cranked up the frenzy and dis-
tortion, screaming and stomping its way

deor

therockb,
Aworking bandis a contentious team that
makes its own rules, unites incongruous
pcrsonalmcs works beyond (or revels in)

throughth gsonitsaptlytitled album

“TheFuturelsHereand Everything Needs
toBe Destroyed.”

M(h)aol, a post-punk Irish band —
named after an Irish feminist, Grainne
Mhaol,and maol, the Irish Gaelic word for
shornorbare—honedterse, clattery, disso-
nantsongsonitsalbum “Something Soft.”

On Bleeds, the North Carolina-rooted
band Wednesday, led by Karly Hartzman,
backed her calamitous narratives and
leaping melodies with explosive, feed-
back-laced grunge dynamics or twangy
country-rock. And New York duo Water

aims forimpr gies
and makes a lot of noise along the way.
There’s friction, but there’s also purpos
there’s instinct along wnh calculation.
Rock promises the physical and

might make a sound no one expected and
everybody loves. Machines can sample
those unforeseen sounds — hip-hop reg-
ularly turns noises into hooks — but rock
makes them happen in real time;

It's easily possible to dial random-

ter, anticipating pop currents. Maybe he
senses some residual, primal longing for
ahuman touch as the machines encroach
ever further.

Yel  even with those srirrings. no one

ness into the tempo of a drum loop or to
tweak the tone of a recorded instrument.
But happy accidents, and what happens
aspeople respond to themin turn, are still
best left to musicians who are listening to
oneanother.

Human perception perks up at imper-
fections, irritants and disruptions. As a
matter of survival, we need to decide, and
fast, what's a threat and what's simply a
thrill. Rock constantly takes advantage
of those reactions. A great rock song is a
battle, and a balance, between order and
chaos, feeling and technique, signal and
essential noise.

In2025, hand-played rock infiltrated at
leasta Imle upper-echelon pop. Justin Bie-
ber d iter, producer, guitarist

lived-in experience of hands on instru-
voicas ot hed. of callused

fingers and breathless effort. And there’s
passion, even when it's wrongheaded or

contrary to convention.
Arockbandisalsoabulky physical pres-
ence: a roomful of people, instruments,
amplifiers and mics, not to mention the
pedals and cables and stands. It’s not nec-
r Eod ordisitallvontimized

From YourE ith
low-fi indie-rock, intricate math-rock and

essarilystr y
Anything might fritz outor feed back—and

and multi-instrumentalist Dijon (whose
last name is Duenas) for his albums Swag
and Swag I1. Dijon is one among many
creditson thetracks, but Daisies —amega-

rocktoever

agam Gencrmons of listeners have been
er-tuned voi

| onomic beats, and streaming algorithms

arerelentlessly tabulating mass tastes. Al

willnodoubtberegurgitatingwhatevergot

the mostclicks,

Rock seems more than likely to remain
a minority preference — but that might
be the best outcome. Whenever rock has
grown too mainstream, polished or preten-
tious, it has self-corrected, knocking itself
offitsown pedestal with punkinthe 1970s,
tlu ashm(hc]QSOs gnmgemlhc]%()s ll<
bestcha a 1 sur
tainablesurvival —isto: smy onthefringes,
tostayscruffyand intuitive and imperfect,
to flaunt its humanity. To be hard, messy
work, and to find the beautyin that.

In that sense, rock's story in 2025 is not
one of decline so much as recalibration.
Stripped of its old claims to dominance,
it has shed the burden of speaking for a
generation or setting [hc cultural agenda.

hitthat helped earn Grammy nommamms
for Swag and a producer for
Dijon — has a jammy, guitar-plucking feel
that’s only a little more sleek and poppy
than the Prince-like rock-R&B songs on
Dijon’s 2025album, Baby.

Bieber has long been a savvy trend-spot-

What leanerand tru-
ertots instincts: a practice rather thana
product, a method of making sense of the
world throughvolume, frictionand collec-
tiveeffort,

The New York Times

rooted in our Constitution.

Today. that legacy finds vibrant expres-
sionin Karnataka, where Chief Minister Sid-
daramaiah and the Congress government
have woven social justice into the fabric
of governance through the state’s ambi-
tious Five Guarantees programme, a wel-
faremodel that
formof Universal Basic Services.

Gruha Lakshmi scheme places money
directly in the hands of women household
heads, enhancing financial security and
gender empowerment; Anna Bhagya en-
sures food security; Gruha Jyoti lights up
homeswith free electricity; Shakt empow-
ers women with free bus travel; and Yuva
Nidhi supports unemployed youth with a
monthlystipend.

These guarantees have delivered real,
measurable benefits to millions, lifting
families out of insecurity and giving them
the confidence to shape their own futures,
whichis the very essence of social justice.

Our political opponents may cast these

ribeasa

initiatives as “freebies”, but the people
know better. They know that welfareisnot
charity-itisentitlement,arightfulshare of
the nation’s wealth and progress. The im-
pactofthese policiesisdemonstrable, from
empowering women to lighting up villag-
es, from guaranteeing food to supporting
youth, affirming Congress’s belief that no
Indian should beleft behind.

Aswe celebrate the Foundation Day of
the Indian National Congress, we reaffirm
that our legacy is not bound by history
alone. Itislived every dayin the aspirations
of those we serve. From Ranade’s social
reform spirit, through the transformative
erasof Gandhi, Nehruand Indira, totoday’s
guarantees for the people of Karnata-
ka, Congressstandscommitted on theside
of ju ce,dlgmly and thecommon man,

Thisisour heritage, and this will remain
our promise!

(Thewriter is a Congress leader and
the Minister of the Public Works
Department, Government of Karnataka)

KRISHNAN VALAPPIL

he surname, never
Tmandamry until a few

decades ago, has now
become an instrument of al-
phabetical tyranny for many
South Indians. When govern-
ment application forms de-
manded it, countless people
found themselves staring at
the blank space where it was
supposed to be. Some wrote
their caste; others used their
father’s name, while bold-
er ones — my kin included

Allinasurname

compressed autobiogra-
phies—initials encoding line-
age, village,and ancestry, mak-
ing introductions obsolete.
After theanti-Hindiagitations,
a baby-naming renaissance
erupted, withnamesso fiercely
‘Tamil that even Sangam poets
mightneed subtitles. Phonetic
border guards then expelled
letterslike sha, sa,and ha—Ar-
yan trespassers in a Dravidian
fortress. My namesake shed
imported frills to emerge as
thestarkly Tamil Kiruttinan—a
virtuosoactofalphabeticexile!

- front-loaded both the par-
ents'names in Latin American
style—turning themselvesinto
walking genealogical shields.
The rest seized anything that
felt remotely meaningful:
ancestral homes, forgotten
villages, family legends, riv-
ers—creating alphabetic ab-
surdities justto survive,

If India ever hosted a sur-
name championship, Mahar-
ashtra would take the crown
before anyone found theirvot-
erID. Packed with Patils, Josh-
is, Ranes and village-prefixed
Gaonkars, it becomes a mi-
cro-geographical atlas in hu-
man form. The region boasts
a surname-to-human ratio
that defies demographic logic
anddatastorage. Pride hereis
measured not in GDP but in
surnames per capita—a met-
ricthat hitsaturation longago.
Maharashtra’s charm is not
justnumbers butitsonomastic
repertoire, which sounds like
accidental English comedy: Mr
More, Mr Date, Mr Hole, Mr
Gate. By the time youreach Mr
Pimple, it begins to sound like
adermatologyreport.

In bygone Kerala, names
reflected caste: the humble
mostly prefixed caste labels to
names, and the elite suffixed
them. Unlike Keshavan Nair,
a Pulayan (Dalit), Raman
could never become Raman
Pulayan, as such lexical re-
versals would have triggered
collective cardiac arrest of
caste custodians. Over time,
these markers shrank to cryp-
ticinitials, parodying humility
in school registers. A saga-
cious headmaster spared me
this lexicographic ignominy
by replacing my caste initial
with a melodious territorial
surname.

In northern Karnataka,
surname genealogy mixes
with gastronomy. The chilli
grower is Mr Menasinakai,
the garlic merchant Mr Bel-
lulli, and the coriander farm-
er Mr Kothambari—a kitchen
garden with voting rights, not
a family tree. Historians see a
rustic heritage in this; cynics
callitprimitive SEO, ensuring
the taxman never forgets who
grewwhat.

In Tamil Nadu and Andhra
Pradesh, names turned into

Nurseries then produced
more than babies; they
birthed walking manifestos:
Nedunchezhiyan and Kani-
mozhi—names thick with Ta-
mil pride. The consonant z/,
nniquemTamil becamealin-
i booby trap. Across In-
dla everyintroductionturned
into experimental theatre, as
North Indian tongues tangled
and surrendered to the mys-
tical z/4. In a country craving
uniformity, Tamil Nadu chose
linguistic guerrilla warfare,
wielding a consonant almost
none could pronounce—ex-
cept theirarchrivalsinthe job
market, Malayalis. It was as
if the state said, “You wanted
uniformity? Pronounce this.”
Withjusttwo letters, z4, staged
a peaceful phonetic coup,
forcing northern bureaucrats
to reduce such names to bare
initials for survival.

In the Northeast, pronunci-
ation becomes an endurance
sport. Formainlanders, meet-
ing a Zothanpari or Lalchhu-
anmawia is less an introduc-
tion and more an oral test.

Thenarrive the gender-neu-
trals: Kiran, Gagan and Baby.
blithely discarding burdens of
anatomy. South Indian parents
persistin christening their off-
spring “Baby”, ensuring that
each one becomes a lifelong
crisiscentre.

Consequence: utter chaos,
a Baby uncle, Baby aunty and
Babychan: two genders in the
same hamlet.

By contrast, Sikhs display
nominative genius. With
divine economy, they give a
unisex forename, then add
*Singh' for men and *Kaur” for
women—noidentity suspense,
just Rolls-Royce precisionina
Maruti world. A masterstroke
of linguistic engineering
where clarity reigns and con-
fusion quietly exits.

In this wild frontier of
names, where creativity runs
unchecked, the nation now
flirts with alphabetic anarchy.
One wonders if it is time for
a directive, binding naming
protocol to tame the chaos
unleashed by the simple act of
christening a child.

(Thewriter is aretired
technocrat and freelance
writer based in Mumbai)
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Socialist path not given
up, asserts PM

Komagata Maru Nagar, December 30
Prime Minister Indira Gandhi today
strongly denied allegations thatin the
economic sphere “there has beena
lurch to the Right™ and asserted that
the Government had been consist-
ently following a policy which many
described as “left of the centre.” She
conceded, however, that because of
compulsions of events over which the
Government had no control, there
might have been slight changes. but
the basic policy of helping the poorest
and weakest sections of the people
remained unchanged.

25 VEARS AGO: DECEMBER 2000
Demolitiona mistake: Advani

New Delhi, Dec 30 (UNI)
Home Minister L K Advani mmglusaxd

el d-foll

freligions unite many, they also
ivide too many. Therefore, thc

OASIS | NANDKISHORE

Yet, they agree on this point: that
though they may not have seen it
yet, there are certain divine qualities

hehad ‘nodoubt’ that
the disputed structure in Ayodhya was ‘a
terrible mistake'and a failure of leader-
ship onthe part of the BJP and the Sangh
Parivar. Mr Advani said he had described
December 6,1992, as the “saddest day

of mylife”inanarticlein a national news
paperafew days after the demolition. He
said the RSS had always taught discipline
toits members, but this discipline broke
down evenas he, Ms Uma Bharati, Mr
Pramod Mahajan and Mr Ashok Singhal
attempted to call upon the workers to
desist from their action.

ortask before god

which may be ver ll'ed (perceived)

orgod-believing ¢

human means and mind.

ocie-
ties, and groups of humanityistoiron

out these dividing forces and reiterate
uniting forces so that religions keep
playing a constructiverole so long as
theseexistin human consciousness.
Itis largely accepted by the ones

who trust evidentiary yogic experi-
ential methods of self-realisation as
well as by the believers who have faith
in the existence of God as a separate
supreme entity that the existence of
divinity or God cannot be proven by

by humanr cand itis
the presence (perception)
of these qualities that gives
them succour that the
compassionate, loving
and merciful divinity must
exist.

Omnipresence is that first
quality or qualification which
makes the existence of divinity credi-

reasons with itself: who is ruling that
space with its power where divinity

isn't present (doesn't exist)? And, once
the human mind is convinced that
there can possibly be such a place/

space where the sway of the divine
doesn’trule, then it won't trust
anyone’s sermons to believe

The common ground of peace

q mong theists, manyargue that

ultimate run, then the existence of
divinity or God doesn’t make any
sense. Delivering justice is an obvious

ty of any omnipotent

power which is virtuous in nature.
Therefore, being judicious becomes

ble in the minds of reasoning humani-
ty. Precisely, a reasoning human mind

or trust the existence of any

another quality of omnipresent,

such divin
Thus omnipresence
becomes axiomatic reason-
able evidence of divinity ina

v purely reasoning mind. Itis only

right reasoning which keeps human
minds tilted towards divinity or God.
The second ification can be the

and divinityin
aright-reasoning human mind.

When the order of divine virtues
and values dawns upon inits real
order in the human heart/mind/con-
sciousness, none can stay away from
lhE humbling experience of immortal
within. Should religions

assurance of delivery of justice.
Areasoning human mind rea-
sons that if thereis no justice in the

focus on anything other than peaceful-
ness within? Be we theists or atheists,
peace is our common love.



edit

Indore, Wednesday, December 31, 2025

59983
FOR THE PEOPLE
Free Press

FOR FREE FLOW OF TRUTH

SC ensured none
is above the law

T:]E Supreme Court has, at least for the time being,
prevented a grave miscarriage of justice in the 2017

Unnao rape case, one that had shaken the conscience of

the nation. By staying the operation of the Delhi High
Court’s order of December 23, which had directed the
release of former BJP MLA Kuldeep Singh Sengar, the
apex court restored a measure of faith in the justice de-
livery system that had been badly jolted. The three-
member Bench, comprising Justices Surya Kant, J.K.
Maheshwari, and Augustine George Masih, was com-
pelled to intervene because the HC order was morally
indefensible. Sengar was not an undertrial seeking the
benefit of the doubt. He is a convicted criminal—found
guilty in two cases of raping a minor who was just 15
years and 10 months old at the time of the crime, and
also convicted for his role in the custodial death of her
father.

The brutality of the case defies description. The vic-
tim's father was arrested on trumped-up charges and
subjected to third-degree torture in police custody, lead-
ing to his death. In a grotesque attempt to justify this
custodial violence, he was falsely accused of raping his
own daughter. As if this was not enough, an engineered

car-truck  collision 3
was later carried out The CBI, which

to eliminate a crucial | probed the case
witness, killing twoof | 5y 7 challenged the
the victim's aunts and

critically injuring her. | F1C order, deserves
The trail of intimida- | commendation for
tion, violence, and o 1 ni
anipulation . laid refusing to let this
bare the enormous | fravesty pass
political and adminis- unchallenged

trative clout enjoyed
by the accused. Yet. the High Court chose to locate a
“lacuna” in the unamended POCSO Act to grant Sengar
areprieve. It accepted the argument that since an MLA
was not a “public servant” under the definition appli-
cable at the time, he could be sentenced only to seven
years' imprisonment. This reasoning was deeply flawed.
The definition of “public servant” itself is absurd when
it includes a police constable but excludes an MLA or
MP who wields far greater power, influence, and con-
trol over institutions—and even draws a pension. Even
without invoking the amended POCSO Act, Sengar
should have been treated asa public servant in the spirit
of the law. The Central Bureau of Investigation, which
probed the case and challenged the HC order, deserves
commendation for refusing to let this travesty pass un-
challenged. Had he been released, it would have been a
cruel spectacle: a powerful convict enjoying creature
comforts while the victim, who lost her childhood and
her father, faced public ridicule and renewed trauma.
Justice for the victim will be served only when Sengar
undergoes full punishment. This case must stand as a
reminder that however high a person may be in society,
the law must treat him as an ordinary citizen. Anything
less would be an abdication of justice.

Vaping ban only
on paper

Eciga:enes and vaping were in the news recently
after BJP MP Anurag Thakur raised the issue of a Trina-
mul Congress MP allegedly smoking an e-cigarette in
Parliament during the just-concluded winter session and
lodged a written complaint with Lok Sabha Speaker Om
Birla. The Prohibition of Electronic Cigarettes Act, 2019,
bans the production, manufacture, import, export, sale,
and distribution of vapes, but the law has proved ineffec-
tive as Chinese-made vapes are easily available in Indian
metros (refer FPJ report of Dec 29) amidst rampant
smuggling through seaports and airports. According to
the latest annual report of the Directorate of Revenue In-
telligence (DRI), seizure of e-cigarettes has gone up from
11,000 pieces in 2021-22 to a whopping eight lakh units in
2024-25. Smugglers exploit methods, such as online mar-
ketplaces, courier networks and hidden shipments. to
smuggle e-cigarettes and vaping devices into the country,
the DRI revealed. Experts feel the ban, instead of elimin-
ating vaping, has only driven it underground, thereby af-
fecting the health of those who use these devices, as there
are no checks on content or safety. There is also the fear
of smuggled vape devices being spiked with opioids,
methamphetamine, and ketamine, which might cause
substance abuse among youngsters. Customs issued a se-
cret alert on this issue after a warning by the Inter-
national Narcotics Control Board. Ironically, the vaping
ban was imposed keeping teenagers in mind, but it ap-
pears to have backfired. as vapes are easily available even
at neighbourhood pan shaps.

Vaping isa Western import, and it is perceived to be
cooler than conventional smoking. Some health experts
concede that vaping is less harmful than using tradi-
tional tobacco products but point out that vapes also
contain nicotine and can be addictive, leading to lung
and heart diseases. Unregulated vaping among teen-
agers especially can be dangerous and havea severe im-~
pact on their mental health and wellbeing. In many
countries, vaping is seen as less dangerous than smok-
ing and is viewed as a quitting tool, but it is well regu-
lated to ensure that adolescents are not affected. In
India, the least harmful tobacco product is banned,
while bidis, cigarettes, gutka, zarda, etc., are freely avail-
able. The fact that the government earns thousands of
crores throngh tobacco taxes is a key factor, according
to experts. Despite the vaping ban, hundreds of websites
and social media pages are openly selling vaping prod-
ucts of different colours and flavours online. India’s e-
cigarette market is now valued at approximately $2.2
billion and is only expanding. The banappears to be on
paper only, as implementation is tardy and ineffective.
A public campaign on vaping and its impact on the
young is the only way forward, as the authorities seem
to be turning a blind eye to this crucial issue in a country
with an estimated 10 crore cigarette smokers.
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India’s Eastern Challenge: Navigating
Bangladesh’s political turmoil

AMARJEET KUMAR

angladesh’s deepen-
ing political up-
heaval  presents
New Delhi with its
most consequential eastern-frontier
challenge since the 1971 Liberation
War. The sudden removal of Sheikh
Hasina and the emergence of an in-
terim administration under Nobel
laureate Muhammad Yunus have fun-
damentally altered Dhaka’s political
orientation, transforming a long-stable
neighbour into a contested geopolitical
arena. For India, the crisis is no longer
merely amatter of bilateral diplomacy:
it now intersects with regional security,
great-power competition, and the sta-
bility of its own Northeast.
At the heart of the upheaval lies a
breakdown of the secular consensus
that has underpinned Banglad

ralistic and predictable Bangladesh as
astrategic partner, the ideological drift
raises urgent security and moral con-
cerns.

Externally, the strategic environ-
ment compounds these risks. China
has accelerated its infrastructure in-

and i

tadeck

inB its footprint

rectimplications for India’s internal se-
curity, particularly the Siliguri Cor-
ridor linking the mainland to the
Northeast.

India’s own vulnerabilities amplify
the stakes. The Northeast remains sen-
sitive to cross-border instability, ethnic
tensmns and insurgent resurgence.

r prolonged uncer-

in ports, connectivity projects, and
digital networks, Pakistan, meanwhile,
appears to be reactivating ideological
and intelligence-linked networks to ex-
ploit Bangladesh’s political fluidity and
revive anti-India activities. Collectively,
these trends nsk convertmg Bangla»

tainty in Bangladesh could intensify
migration pressures into Indian border
states, creating humanitarian and
political challenges. Equally, any Indian
response perceived as either heavy-
handed intervention or passive dls-

volvement with regional stability
rather than ideological experimenta-
tion.

Cultural and historical diplomacy
will also be essential. India must reaf-
firm the shared legacy of 1971 and
counter adversarial narratives portray-
ing it as hostile or hegemonic. Lever-
aging historical ties, trade relations, and
people-to-people connections can help
India maintain influence while reduc-
ing space for disruptive external actors.

Simultaneously,  India  must
strengthen its internal preparedness.
Enhanced border security, robust intel-

risks li

Ranolad

desh froma

hi public opinion, creating

a potential pressure point along lndns
eastern flank.

The United States adds another
layer of ity. While i

post-Liberation War identity. The in-
terim government has struggled to as-
sert authority, while Islamist forces,
notably Jamaat-e-Islami, have gained
influence. The weakening of secular in-
stitutions, rising attacks on minorities,
and pressures on independent media
suggest that the turmoil extends
beyond domestic politics. For India,
which has historically relied on a plu-

South By Southeast

frames its engagement as support for
democratic restoration, its long-stand-
ing friction with the Hasina govern-
ment and rapid endorsement of the
Yunus-led administration—along with
expanded USAID assistance—have un-
settled Indian policymakers. New Delhi
is concerned that well-intentioned but
idealistic interventions could inadvert-
ently strengthen radical actors, with di-

space for rival powers to consolidate
influence.

Yet, amidst the erisis, there lies an
opportunity for India to recalibrate its
regional role. A successful approach
will require strategic patience, balanc-
ing power with principle. Maintaining
engagement with interim authorities
while consistently pressing for minor-
ity protection, institutional stability,
and a credible political transition is
critical. At the multilateral level, India
should work with, rather than against,
the United States, aligning external in-

ligence coordi .and proactive hu-
manitarian planning for potential
refugee inflows are vital. The Siliguri
Corridor—Indias “chicken’s neck™—de-
mands particular attention, given its
vulnerability to disruption and its stra-
tegic importance for connecting the
Northeast. By combining defensive
measures with proactive diplomacy,
India can safeguard both its territory
and its broader regional interests.
Economic engagement remains a
critical tool. India can support Bangla-
desh through trade, devel as-

Securing regional stability amid ideological drift, great-power
competition, and cross-border pressures

mining sovereignty. Initiatives in
energy, infrastructure, and digital con-
nectivity can not only stabilize Dhaka
but also expand India’s strategic foot-
printin a way that counters adversarial
influence from China or Pakistan.

Ultimately, India’s response must be
measured, forward-looking, and an-
chored inlong-term regional interests.
Acting not merely as a reactive power
but as a strategic anchor, New Delhi
mustintegrate security, economic, and
moral considerations. By doing so,
India can help shape outcomes that
preserve stability in Bangladesh while
protecting its own strategic core in
eastern South Asia,

In navigating Bangladesh’s trbulent
transition, India faces a delicate balancing
act: preserving regional stability, safe-
guarding its own borders, countering ex-
ternal  influence, and  promoting
democratic and secular norms, How New
Delhi manages this challenge will define its
influence in South Asia for years to come,
determining whether Bangladesh remains
a partner in stability or becomes a flash-
point of regional uncertainty.

sistance, and connectivity pr ojec[s that
reinforce integration without under-

The writer based in Hazaribagh is an expert
of geo-palitics

ASEAN and India are now
each other’s strategic hedge

Indian travellers are among top spenders on luxury goods in Singapore.

PATRALEKHA CHATTERJEE

ndia’s ASEAN hedge
is no longer just the
preserve of diplo-
mats and corpor-
ations; it is also lived by ordinary
Indians. More Indian parents are
packing their children off to Sin-
gapore, where c: feel

opened opportunities for India
and Southeast Asia to bond better.
US President Donald Trump's 50
per cent tariffs on most Indian ex-
ports jolted supply chains across
the region. What began as a shock
in smartphones quickly spilt onto
tors, pharmaceuticals,

closer, safer, and less hostage to the
uncertainties of US visas; Indian in-
vestors, professionals, and digital
nomads are moving to ASEAN
cities for jobs in tech, healthcare,
and finance. Remittances from Sin-
gapore have risen steadily.
Southeast Asia has become both
a strategic and a people’s hedge, a
way to secure futures when tradi-
tional routes look uncertain.
Diplomats are hedging geo-
politically—engaging  Southeast
Asia to balance China's dominance
and offset shocks from the West.
Companies are hedging commer-
cially—shifting supply chains,
scouting new markets, and invest-
ing in ASEAN's manufacturing and
digital ecosystems. For Indian
firms squeezed by Chinese com-
petition and wary of Western pro-
tectionism, Southeast Asia offers
both proximity and opportunity.
ASEAN reciprocates, though still
largely in geopolitical rather than
everyday terms.
Arguably, 2025 was the year US
tariffs, severely hitting India, re-
wired Asia’s diplomacy and

Form Matters

and finance, forcing India to look
south and east for resilience.

India’simpressive November ex-
ports underscore both resilience
and the ASEAN hedge. Merchan-
dise exports hit a decade high,
driven by stronger shipments to
the United States and China. Yet,
ASEAN remained crucial: Vietnam
saw increased imports of Indian
frozen shrimp and other marine
products, helping India diversify
beyond its traditional dependence
on Western markets. “Malaysia
wants to be part of India’s semicon-
ductor story,” says Malaysian Dep-
uty Minister Liew Chin Tong. “T
believe there is great potential for
India and Malaysia to collaborate,
particularly in the semiconductor
sector, where there are many areas
for cooperation.”

Meanwhile, December has seen
a cautious two-way thaw between
India and China, easing visas and
trade ties.

If ASEAN is the hedge, Sin-
gapore is the anchor. Over 25 years,
it has invested US $175 billion in
India, nearly a quarter of all FDI. In

2024-25, it became India’s largest
trade and investment partner in
ASEAN and the top source of FDL
‘What began as trade has evolved
into a full-spectrum alliance, span-
ning politics, technology, defence,
and culture. Defence ties have ma-
tured. India is actively exporting its
Digital Public Infrastructure (DPI)
to ASEAN members to foster fi-
nancial connectivity independent
of other major powers.

The State of Southeast Asia 2025
Survey suggests India’s standing in
Southeast Asia as a strategic
partner is beginning to improve.
“India is still not in ASEAN's top
tier of partners, but its trajectory is
upward. In terms of economic in-
fluence, India moved up from
eighth place in 2024 to sixth, over-
taking Australia, South Korea, and
the UK. Politically and strategically,
it rose from last place to seventh
place, again ahead of Australia and
the UK. The confidence in India to
champion the global free trade
agenda and to provide leadership
to maintain the rules-based order
and uphold international law has
also inereased in rankings. Most
striking was India’s leap in strategic
relevance as a dialogue partner,
climbing from ninth to sixth place.
The survey also shows that India is
ASEANSs third choice as a hedging
partner in managing the uncer-
tainties of the US-China rivalry,

with its share of support growing
from 105 per cent to 13.5 per cent
this year. Trust in India to ‘do the
right thing’ also grew modestly, al-
though doubits linger over its ca-
pacity and political will to lead
beyond its immediate neighbour-
hood,” noted Joanne Lin of Sin-
gapore’s  ISEAS-Yusof  Ishak
Institute in an October 2025 essay.

But Lin also pointed out that im-
proved perception is not enough.
“The economic relationship re-
mains the paradox of ASEAN-
India ties, an area with the greatest
promise but also the greatest frus-
tration. ASEAN is already India’s
fourth-largest trading partner,
with trade exceeding US $106 bil-
lion in 2024, but the relationship is
constrained by structural barriers
that continue to erode trust on
India’s part and momentum.”

One glaring feature is the stark
people-to-people asymmetry amid
the geopolitical talk. Nearly six mil-
lion Indians flew into ASEAN in
2024—beaches in Bali, mallsin Sin-
gapore, Hanois Old Quarter and
street food stalls, and night mar-
kets in Bangkok. Ho Chi Minh
City’s Bui Vi n Walking Street
pulses with backpackers and nu-

Yet, far fewer Southeast Asians travelled the other way to India

Indian travellers are among the
top spenders on luxury goods in
Singapore. Yet far fewer Southeast
Asians travelled the other way to
India.

On paper, Indias standing in
Southeast Asia looks stronger than
ever:survey rankings are climbing,
diplomacy is more visible, Sin-
gapore’s investments are deepen-
ing, and ASEAN leaders are
engaging, Yet the stubborn realities
remain—trade deficits that refuse
to shrink, a sluggish AITIGA
(ASEAN-India Trade in Goods
Agreement) review, India’s absence
from RCEP (Regional Comprehen-
sive Economic Partnership) and a
private sector footprint that is still
100 thin.

The deeper issue, rarely ac-
knowledged, is India’s own do-
mestic delivery deficit—the gap
between ambition and execution
at home—which undermines its
ability to convert ASEAN goodwill
into something more substantial.

ASEANSs internal contradictions
demand it set its house in order,
while India must become more at-
tractive. Each is the other’s stra-
tegic hedge in a turbulent world.

merous restaurants catering to In-
dian tourists and expats. Social
media brims with euphoric posts
from Indians about Southeast
Asia’s affordability and appeal.

Patralekha Chatterjee is a writer and colum-
nist who spends her time in South and
Southeast Asia, and looks at modem-day
connects between the two adjacent regions.
X: @Patralekha2011
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that the man was alive

Most
Dropping Shubman Gill
from the 2026 T20 World
Cup squad signals that
sport ultimately rewards
form over reputation. Like
Rohit's 2011 setback, this
could fuel Gill's resur-
gence. He must regain
consistency, confidence,
and adaptability. Selection
must prioritise winning,
but setbacks can build
champions.
Nadeem, Dhakiya
Seat Real
it
Congress demanding 70
seats in Tamil Nadu for
2026 polls to join govern-
ment is over-ambitious.
DMK, the dominant ally,
may not yield many seats.
Congress cannot regain
footing without alliances.
Seat talks must reflect
electoral reality, ground
strength, and winnability,
notarithmetic alone.
S. Sankaranarayanan,
Chennai

FTA With
Guardrails
India-New Zealand FTA
promises duty-free ac-
cess, 20-billion USD FDI
over 15 years, 5,000 skilled
jobs, and no dairy duty
concession—protecting

farmers. Early signs show
competitive export scope
in Oceania. FTAs can fuel
growth, but sensitive sec-
tors need guardrails,
monitoring, and strategic
calibration.
Kirti Wadhawan, Kanpur

Impulse Tax
Quick commerce is useful
in emergencies but en-
courages impulse spend-
ing. Platform fees, delivery
charges, and dynamic
pricing silently erode sav-
ings and weaken planning
habits. Convenience must
not become compulsion.
Households need pur-
chase discipline, list-based
buying, and cost aware-
ness alongside speed.
Narayanan Kizhumundayur,
Thrissur

Rhetoric Risks
Region

Bangladesh's anti-India
rhetoric threatens regional
stability and undermines di-
plomacy. India must re-
spond with calm, firm
engagement, narrative
countering, and stronger
regional partnerships. Se-
curity and cooperation need
dialogue, not hostility. Last-
ing leadership emerges
from mutual respect, not in-
flammatory provocation.
Dr. Vijaykumar H.K., Raichur

HASAN ZAIDI

Redefining Aravalli Hills

The Supreme Court's suo motu cognisance and hear-
ing on the controversial redefinition of Aravalli Hills on
December 29 highlights grave environmental con-
cerns. Fragmenting this vital ecological barrier risks
irreversible damage to biodiversity and water security.
Authorities must stop mining and preserve the range
for future generations. Urgent protective measures

are essential.

T.S. Karthik, Chennai

North Needs
Harmony

Blaming migrants for
crime and fiscal crisis in
the developed world fuels
discrimination, yet evi-
dence shows immigrants
often record lower crime
rates and help check infla-

snalia

tion through labour and
soft skills. With low fertility,
Global North relies on de-
veloping nations for care
sectors. Harmony, toler-
ance, and rights-based
realism must prevail.
Prasun Dutta,
West Midnapore

Sky Guardians
A salute t0 1,39,576 Air
Force personnel whose
Gita-inspired motto
drives bravery, From four
wars with Pakistan to
Siachen, Goa 1961, Mal-
dives 1988, Maldives 1988,
Maldives 1988, and sur-
gical strikes in PoK, the
force blends precision
and courage. Disaster re-
lief missions further show
its role as India’s strong-
est aerial lifeline.

Dorai Ramani Suresh,

Ghaziabad

Moo|: Rotation

Rotational CM claims in
Karnataka were denied in
Assembly. Breakfast di-
plomacy between Sidda-
ramaiah and Shivakumar
now looks like political
theatre with wasted op-
tics and expense. Leader-
ship clarity must precede
power-sharing arithmetic.
Denials after public sig-
nalling only deepen public
cynicism.

P.G. Menon, Chennai

Safety First

The Surat incident where
aman slipped from the
10th floor and got en-
tangled at the 8th-floor
balcony grill gives goose-
bumps. The good thing is

when rescued. High-
risers generally don’t have
grills on windows, which is
highly dangerous. Even if
the builders don'’t provide
it, residents must put
grills on their own for
safety purposes. Living on
a higher floor is a craze
nowadays, but safety
should not be overlooked.
Maya Hemant
Bhatkar, Pune

Newspaper
Readlj:l

This refers to the order
of the UP government
making newspaper
reading a must for stu-
dents of all the state-
run schools. The order,
inter alia, states that
schools should keep re-
puted English and Hindi
newspapers and allo-
cate a 10-minute slot for
news reading, select at
least 5 new and difficult
words from the papers
and explain the mean-
ing of the same, man-
datorily display these
words on the school
blackboard, etc. The in-
itiative is laudable, es-
pecially at a time when
the children are spend-
ing considerable time
on smartphones.

V.S. Jayaraman, Chennai

Lt o »
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EDITORIAL

2025 Iin review

The nation and the world through Tribune editorials

President Donald Trump
begins asecond term (was it
that recently?) and Joe Biden
leaves the stage. The Gaza
conflict rages on as does Russian
aggression. Fires roar in Los
Angeles as a heinous scandal
roils a British prime minister.

In this final look back at our
editorials in 2025, we focus on
our nation and world.

JAN. 7
Elon Musk rails against the
grooming scandal involving
the rape of thousands of poor
English girls by organized gangs
of mostly Pakistani and Bangla-
deshimen. The editorial board
applauds his casting of light.
On Monday; British Prime
Minister Keir Starmer, a former
prosecutor with personal
involvement in some of these
old cases from around 2010 to
2015, was forced to squirm in
front of the cameras as he tried
to explain why the British estab-
lishment had failed so many of
these girls. Starmer defended
his prior actions as head of the
Crown Prosecution Service and
said to reporters that those now
calling for a national inquiry on
the so-called grooming gangs
‘were seeking to “jump ona
bandwagon of the far-right,” by
which he mostly meant Musk.
It was a pathetic and frankly
hopeless defense, given that
many of the victims, then as
youngas 12 and 13 but now
adults, simultaneously were all
over the British media saying
they were not protected and
have not received adequate
justice. Starmer can rail
against the “far right” all he
likes (a spokesperson walked
the comment back a little on
Monday), butit’s not “far right”
to stand up against child abuse.

JAN. 12

Fires rage in Los Angeles. We
send hope from another city
familiar with fire.

Here in Chicago, historians
see a fire in which one-third
of people in this city lost their
homes and at least 300 died as a
unique catalyst for growth and
reinvention, although itis often
forgotten that the city gotalot
ofhelp from people outside its
borders. Within little more than
year, a visitor to Chicago could
not see many visible signs of the
prior destruction, and the roar-
ing city had gained a fierce and
lasting reputation for resilience
and new opportunity.

Once the fires are outand
losses mourned, LA will have
asimilar chance to look hard
at the changing environment
inwhichit lives, improve its
services with the benefit of
bitter experience and build
back better.

For now, though, we stand
with its people through the
painful slog of recovery.

JAN. 19
President Joe Biden makes his
exit. The editorial board consid-
ers his legacy and his palpable
reluctance to leave the stage.
Timing one’s necessary exit
from power is, of course, one of
life’s most vexing conundrums
and Biden hardly is alone in
blowing the moment. Biden had
a 43-year career sweep, begin-
ningin 1972 when he became
one of the youngest people ever
elected to the U.S. Senate and
ending as an 82-year-old pres-
ident. Inarguably, neither his
presidency nor his total service
to the American people should
be defined exclusively as an old
man allowing personal objec-
tives and defensiveness to over-
take everything. In the end, we
came to know that the last-min-
ute flurry of executive actions
were unlikely to be coming from
the man himselfbut rather from
staffers trying to shove through
their favored stuffat the elev-
enth hour. Butit’s reasonable
to assume that was not the case
until the latter part of his term.
Overall, there were palpa-
ble achievements, not a few
of which involved reminding
Americans of the importance

Clockwise from top:

President Donald Trump shakes
hands with U.S. Chief Justice John
Roberts during the president’s
inauguration on Jan. 20.CHIP
SOMODEVILLA/GETTY

A person uses a garden hose in an
effort to save a home during the
Eaton Fire on Jan. 8 in Altadena,
California. MARIO TAMA/GETTY
California National Guard
members and Marines hold back
demonstrators in Los Angeles on
June 14. NOAH BERGER/AP

Anun holds a photo of Pope Francis
at his funeral at the Vatican on April
26. ANDREEA ALEXANDRU/AP

of core structural values as the
maverick extremes of politi-

cal discourse exploded in their
influence. “Tknow that believ-
ingin the idea of Americameans
respecting the institutions that
governa free society,” Biden
said in his Wednesday farewell
address. “Our system of sepa-
ration of powers, checks and
balances — it may not be perfect
butit’s maintained our democ-
racy for nearly 250 years.”
Indeed it has. And Biden was
right to affirm its importance.

FEB. 26

The U.S. votes against a United
Nations resolution criticizing
Russian aggression. For shame,
says the editorial board.

Let’s not forget that if tyrants
are allowed to send tanks
rolling across borders not
their own without invitation
and with expansionist ambi-
tions, the world must rise up
in support of their quarry, lest
said tyrants decide a few more
borders could also fall with the
right kind of violent coaxing.
The MAGA crowd are very
conscious of the movements
of unauthorized migrants;
why must they be 50 enabling

As the head of the church,
Pope Francis exhibited leader-
ship that was critical in main-
taining the faith’s relevance
and importance. Ina world
where people increasingly are
less likely to attend church,
they still listened attentively
to the pope’s message. Among.
his most remembered quotes is
acall for compassion: “Alittle
mercy makes the world less
cold and more just”

Indeed, compassion was one
of Pope Francis’ core tenets.
So was unity: “Let us dream,
then, as a single human family,
as fellow travelers sharing
the same flesh, as children of
the same Earth, which is our
common home, each ofus
bringing the richness of his or
herbeliefs and convictions,
each of us with his or her own
voice, brothers and sisters all.”

JUNE 1
The editorial board expresses
frustration with Trump making
it harder for international stu-
dents tostudy inthe U.S.

‘What American argu-
ment could possibly be made
for prohibiting international
students, at least bevond the tiny

of Putin’s far
excursions? It defies loglc

So when the U.S. voted with
Russia against a United Nations
General Assembly resolution
Monday that was criticizing
Russia for its aggressions against
Ukraine of three years ago,we

d as some
kind of spy? The benefits low
both ways: loyalty to America
from such graduates has long
been a major source of U.S. soft
power and, of course, their full
tuition, typically, which boosts
the local economy and often

say “for shame?” All
ing people should wmt toan
end to this war, and the realities
of Realpolitik means that will
come with a price we will have
to swallow, but it’s a bridge way
too far for the U.S. to formally
balk at the notion that Putin
started this war.

APRIL 23
Pope Francis has died at 83. We
pay tribute.

low-inco:
tic students. And who bcyond
axenophobe could possibly
believe that one’s education is

notent ibya

editorial board worries about
what lies ahead.

In his latest pivot, Trump
now says that he plans to focus
his deportation on the unautho-
rized residents of major Amer-
ican cities (the usual suspects,
including Chicago), which also
happen to be where he has
the most local political oppo-
sition, allowing for the kind of
performative political fights he
relishes.

So we will say again: There
is considerable support among
the American people for the
deportation of criminals in the
U.S. without legal permission.
There is also support for focus-
ing the nation’s immigration
enforcement on recent arrivals
who already have exhausted
the due process afforded them
by the courts. This was the
approach during the Obama
administration.

But we do not see support for
mass, militarized operations in
major cities targeting people
who've lived productive lives
here for decades and working:
hard to support their families.

JULY 4
The begins tothe

Can it happen again next year
for the 250th? Yes. The Amer-
ican people can come together
to demonstrate their resilience
and work toward a more perfect
union. If that sounds impossi-
ble, consider how impossible it
sounded in 1976.

JUuLY 10
The Justice Department tries
(and fails) to damper down
the Jeffrey Epstein scandal.
We lament how famous names
slither away.

Any fool knows that many
powerful and well-known
men were joining in Epstein’s
sex trafficking activities at his
homes in the U.S. Virgin Islands
and elsewhere. Their names
came up in the many civil cases
surrounding Epstein, especially
the one brought by Virginia
Giuffre, who killed herself at
her home in Neergabby, West-
ern Australia, on April 25.

None of these men have
admitted their guilt. Ofall
the men, only Prince Andrew
has suffered notable reputa-
tional consequences, but even
he has insisted on his inno-
cence and remained uncharged
and at liberty. Everyone else,
often with the help of power-
fullawyers and crisis PR firms,
has been allowed to keep silent
on the matter and quietly slip
backinto their normal lives. In
some cases, the very newspa-
pers that reported on Epstein
in tones of moral outrage have
then published flattering pieces
about some who several victims
have claimed were within
Epstein's orbit.

AUG. 21

Supreme Court Justice Amy
Coney Barrett praises her peers
for their collegiality in a speech.
We approve.

Here was the part of her
remarks that most hit home
with us: “We know how to
argue, but we also know how to
do it without letting it consume
relationships”

The legal profession has
long operated this way. That
it continues to do so despite
mounting partisan pressure is
an example worth noting for
the rest of us. Coney Barrett, of
course, is no stranger to vitriol.
The justice, who joined the
high court in October 2020, was
called a “religious bigot” and a
“monster” during her confir-
mation hearings. Her family,
t00, has endured attacks —
from criticism of her adopted
children to abomb threat
against her sister earlier this
year. Point is, she’s dealt with
fierce criticisms and personal
attacks directly. Yet here she
stood, speaking with all sineer-
ity about the importance of
respectful discourse.

OCT. 3

Hamas rejects a peace propos-
al for Gaza. We say that Hamas
must end this war.

The Trump plan hasalot
going for it, and we think it is
important for our readers to
understand at the outset that it
is different from Trump’s prior
musings about U.S. control of
Gaza or fanciful talk of Trump-
branded resorts. This plan is
substantive.

Even those who despise
Trump in general and are
his broader immi-

nation’s 250th anniversary. The
editorial board is optimistic it
will help the nation heal.
Americans put aside their
worries, prejudices and battle
scars to come together for the
country’s 200th birthday. A
wave of patriotism and nostal-
giaswept the nation, ushering
in a renewed commitment to
the ideals of liberty and equality
enshrined in the Declaration of
d d

from elsewhere in the world, a
truth that applies to kindergar-
ten just as much as at Harvard?

JUNE 17

Trump lays the groundwork for
federal enforcement action
inmajor American cities. The

In his aptly named autobi-
ography, “A Time to Heal” Pres-
ident Ford accurately described
the bicentennial as a moment
‘when Americans began to
recover their pride and faithin
the country. That was 50 years
ago.

gmnon policies should
consider this plan, clearly

the work of Trump’s capable
special envoy Steve Witkoff, on
its own terms. Not every crucial
message has an ideal messen-

ger.
Now to the 20-point plan,
which clearly states that Gaza
is to be redeveloped for the
benefit of its people “who have
suffered more than enough.”
which is the right core goal,
the right description of Gaza’s
suffering — and maybe even
a portal for Hamas to claim
victory. The plan also says that,
on acceptance by Hamas, the
war will immediately end.
Asitshould. Thereis no
viable argument otherwise.
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OPINION

2025 IN REVIEW

A look back at the Chicago region’s
transit crisis through op-eds

By Colleen Kujawa
Chicego Tribune

‘When the General Assembly
met in late October for its veto
session, one of the most criti-
cal matters on its agenda was
passing legislation to pull the
Chicago region’s mass transit
system back from the brink and
modernize its operations.

Although the collective fiscal
cliff the CTA, Metra and Pace
were facing was downgraded
in early October to about $200
million, from an initial eye-pop-
ping $771 million, the Regional
Transportation Authority
continued to warn of significant
service cuts in 2026 without
new state funding. CTA riders
in particular would have felt the
impact of reductions in, and in
some cases elimination of, bus
and train routes.

State lawmakers had to go
back to the drawing board
when a funding plan for transit
considered during the spring
session — which proposed a
new $1.50 fee on retail deliv-
eries, among other things —
passed in the Senate but failed
to get a House vote.

“No funding without reform”
was a common refrain through-
out the year during debate over
transit funding. Tensions over
who gets to control the system’s
future — renewinga tug-of-
war between the city and the
suburbs — also dominated the
conversation.

That conversation played
out on our pages. Here is a look
back at the transit crisis through
our op-eds.

MARCH 20

Sen. Seth Lewis, “Just trust
Chicago? Not when it comes to
public transit”

There was a time when
Chicago understood its respon-
sibility to the entire region.
Decades ago, city leaders recog-
nized thata thriving metropolis
depended on a strong partner-
ship with the suburbs. Public
transit was designed to serve
everyone, ensuring that subur-
ban commuters — the workers
who power the companies fill-
ing the Loop — can get to their
jobs, that customers traveling:
in from the suburbs can spend
their dollars at local businesses
and that the entire region — city
and suburbs alike —can thrive
with the help of affordable, reli-
able transportation.

That cooperative spirit made
Illinois a transportation power-
house, driving regional growth,
attracting businesses and keep-
ing the economy competitive.
Chicago’s success is directly
tied to the strength of its subur-
ban communities. A balanced,
cooperative relationship bene-
fits both — and that is particu-
larly true for their public transit
system.

Tllinois’ public transit system
is ashared resource, and its
governance must reflect that
reality. Chicago and the suburbs
are economic partners, an
both deserve an equal say in
shaping its future. A system that
sidelines suburban commu-
nitiesisn’t cooperation. It’s
apower grab that threatens
regional stability.

APRIL 20

Rep. Kam Buckner,“The RTAis
running ads while riders and
legislators are running out of
patience”

There’s a $750,000 campaign
runningacross northeast I1li-
nois right now — from TV to
radio to billboards — asking the
public to “Save Transit Now.”
The Regional Transportation
Authority says it’s meant to

Demonstrators march July 12 in the Loop after a rally calling for

toaddre:

State Reps. Kam Buckner, left, and Eva-Dina Delgado address reporters
after meeting with a House committee on a transit funding plan at the
lllinois Capitol on Oct. 29 in Springfield.

delayed decisions and deferred
maintenance. This work
should've started long before
the pandemic. It didn’t. So here
weare,

But to cry broke with one
hand and drop three-quar-
ters of amillion dollarsona
PR campaign with the other is
wrong, and frankly, it's irre-
sponsible.

People don’t want more
marketing. They want more
buses that come when they're
supposed to. They want trains
that feel safe, are clean and run
ontime.

MAY 9

Joe Ferguson, “How Chicago
transit is governed requires re-
form before th

EVSE Y

trends

transit funding. JOHN J.KIM/CHICAGO TRIBUNE PHOTOS
ibility imp! The arereal.
Unless our state leaders act, The state reimburses just

the progress we’ve achieve:
and the work to be done toward

4% of the RTA's $250 million
annual cost for Americans

bilities Act paratran-

of the $100 million for free and

greater transit with D

and better service on the CTA, sitservice and less than 20%
Metraand PACE will stall.

The transit systems that give

independence to hundreds of
thousands of people living with
disabilities will be severely
diminished. Some may be cut
off from the system entirely.

SEPT. 29

Denise Barreto,“Where are
the Black voices in the transit
debate?”

Black people deliver the most
transit services in the Chicago
area. They make up 73% of the

1 base of the CTA, the

and rising operating costs.

But here’s the key difference:
Chicago still has time to act
before damage is done.

‘The Regional Transportation
Authority and transit advo-
cates are calling for $1.5 billion
in new annual operating funds
— notjust to prevent service
cuts but to modernize and
expand service across the CTA,
Metra and Pace. The agency
is also proposing governance
reforms to improve coordina-
tion, efficiency and account-
ability across the system. These
changes would bring Chicago
more in line with thriving
global transit systems and
unloclibetter service for riders

it with cash”

As lawmakers negotiate on
governance reform before the
end of the spring session this
month, we urge them not to
waste this moment with incre-
mental improvements that
tinker at the margins. We need
anew regional agency and a
new brand to bring back riders.
The final landing place must
be consolidation of the three
oversight boards into a single,
new governing board with full
power over decision-making
and planning related to fares,
schedules, administration, capi-
tal planning, investment, equip-
mentand procurement.

Itis also critical to fix the
structural flaw that has crippled
innovation under the current
governance structure: Decisions
must be approved by asuperma-
jority of the RTA’s board. Since
the board is evenly splitamong
appointees from Chicago, Cook
County and the collar coun-
ties, the veto power of any one

raise awareness about the $1.5 group of appou'm,es endsup
billion funding gap tk ng paralyzingit. Asa
our transit system’s future. But result, the existing structure
here’s the thing: We don’t need incentivizes the Metra, Pace and
more awareness. We need lead- CTAboards to make decisions
ership. grounded in maintaining their
Let mebe clear: The fund- individual fiefdoms — with no

inggapisreal. Asalegisla-

tor who has been working

on this specific issue for two
years, T know how critical this
moment is. Chicago is aworld-
class city. Northeast Ilinois

is aglobal economic engine.
And our transit system is the
connective tissue that holds
itall together. We've la;

behind other states for too long
inboth funding and foresight.
The so-called fiscal cliff isn’t
new; it’s the result of years of

contemplation of their relation
to the entire Chicago region.

MAY 22
Leslie S. Richards, “Philadel-
phia’s transit faces deep cuts.
Chicago can still avoid this
Philadelphia and Chicago
‘have much in common. Both
operate legacy transit systems
that serve millions of riders
across dynamic and diverse
regions. Both are navigating

the region — if Tlli-
nois lawmakers provide the
tools and funding needed.
Philadelphia’s experienceis a
cautionary tale. One recent esti-
mate suggests that home values
near transit could fall by nearly
$7 billion; that means a slash-
ing of tax revenue that funds
schools, parks and public safety.
More cars on the road will mean
more traffic, more pollution and
more stress on working families.

AUG. 13

Karen Tamley, “Don’t let
Chicago’s transit crisis erase
decades of progress for people
with disabilities”

The disability community
has fought for decades to access
public transportation across
our nation, As a teenager, I was
unable to ride the public bus in
my hometown with my friends
because every bus had stairs
and lacked ramps. Accessing
most rail systems anywhere
in the country was virtually
impossible due to a consistent
lack of elevators to platforms.

Everything began to change
in1990 with the passage of the
Americans with Disabilities
Act, whose 35th anniversary
we celebrated on July 26th.
This milestone anniversary also
coincided with the opening
of four newly renovated CTA
stations along the Red Line that
are now accessible with eleva-
tors, making them available to
people with mobility disabili-
ties for the first time since the
stations were constructed more
than 100 years ago. This is such
animportant milestone, yet we
still have more than 80 stations
between Metra and CTA need-
ing elevator access and even
‘more stations needing other

largest of three transit service
oards.
So, while Black people dispro-
portionately deliver the services
we all benefit from, their voices
and contributions are almost
invisible in the transit discourse.
Look no further than the recent
opening celebrations of the Red
and Purple Line Modernization
(RPM) rail stations on the North
Side when dignitaries across
alllevels of government were
profusely &\an.ked with one
notable excep

Barack Obama, the 44th pres-
ident.

The first phase of the RPM
project that opened four new
accessible rail stations would
not have been possible with-
out an eleventh-hour grant
agreement signed by Presi-
dent Obama’s Federal Transit
Administration in January 2017,
Yet during the celebrations, not
one official thanked him or his
administration by name.

The omission of Obama as a
key figure making that proj-
ect possible is indicative of the
ways in which Black voices are
overlooked at best or downright
silenced at worst in the ongoing
transit discussions in our state
and nationally. Two patterns
locally that stand out to me are
the weaponization of the lack
of transit usage against Black
elected or appointed officials
and the overindexing of the
feelings of white transit users
and suburban politicians versus
the dataand facts.

Kirk W. Dillard, “The real conse-
quences of not funding transit
in lllinois”

‘Three years ago, the Regional
Transportation Authority
warned that Chicago’s regional
transit system was heading
toward a fiscal cliff. Since then,
every other major state with
alarge urban transit system
has stepped up to fund their
systems, which are all facing
similar crises — except Illinois.

The problem isn’t one of
mismanagement. It's chronic
underfunding. Illinois ranks
lastamong peer states in state
support for public transit,
covering just 17% of costs while
moststates fund 40% to 50%.
Since 2014, Springfield has cut
more than $400 million in tran-
sitresources even as the state
budget has ballooned by $20
billion.

reduced fares for seniors and
people with disabilities. Those
unfunded mandates make up
alarge portion of the fiscal
gap facing our region’s transit
system.

Transit isn't a Chicago issue
—it'san Illinois issue. The
RTA's six-county region drives
74% of the state’s economic
activity, supports 175,000 jobs
and generates $1.66 billion in
annual state tax revenue. Every
$linvested in transit returns
$4 to theIllinois economy.
Without Metra alone, the state
would need to add 26 express-
way lanes to handle the same
commuter load — somethingno
one wants to pay for orsit in.

NOV. 12

Lester L. Barclay, “Transit fund-
ing was secured, but the CTA
paid a price”

Thisis a victory for riders,
workers and businesses across
Chicago and the region. The
backbone of our city’s transit is
secure, at least for now.

But as we celebrate this
moment, we must be honest
with the people of Chicago:
This funding victory comes
witha price for the city of
Chicago and the CTA. And it’s
fair to ask: What did we give
up in exchange for this historic
investment?

Alongside new funding,
the bill introduces sweeping
regional governance reform
meant to improve coordina-
tion and accountability among
agencies. The bill establishes
the Northern Illinois Transit
Authority, a 20-member board
that will oversee the CTA,
Metra and Pace.

Chicago’s mayor will appoint
only five members. The rest
will come from the governor,
Cook County and the collar
counties. Under this new
structure, practically all poli-
cies and operational decisions
that previously received final
approval from the CTA will
now be subject to the final
authorization by the NITA
board — an arrangement that,
while designed to promote
coordination, risks diluting the
local accountability and auton-
omy that have been essential to
delivering responsive, commu-
nity-centered service. The CTA
— and by extension, Chicago
— now faces limits on how we
can acquire property, procure
goods and services for our daily
operations, lead construction
projects and manage programs
that have long driven economic
growth. Those changes may
seem technical, but they have
real implications for how we
serve our riders.

For one of the nation’s larg-
estand most complex transit
systems, this could challenge
our ability to operate effi-
ciently and responsively. This
bill marks the end of Chicago’s
autonomy over its own transit
system.
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OPINION

The foreign policy moves
Donald Trump got right this year

Daniel DePetris

For President Donald Trump’s
supporters, 2025 has been a year
of transformation. For his oppo-
nents, it's been nothing short of
alongnightmare. The holiday
season is a perfect time to look
back, reflectand remember the
consequential moments of the
past year.

As human beings, we generally
fixate on the negative. Indeed,
there are a ton of things not to like
on the foreign policy front during
the first year of Trump’s second
term. For one, Trump’s decision
tobomb Iran’s nuclear facilities
in June risked a regional war in
the Middle East for the bene-
fitof delaying Tehran’s nuclear
program by a few years. (Readers
might recall that Trump with-
drew the United States from
anuclear deal that kept Iran’s
nuclear capabilities in a box for
atleast 15 years, far longer than
what the U.S. bombing mission
accomplished.) The ongoing U.S.
military campaign against drug
boats in the southern Caribbean

People walk amid destroyed buildings Nov. 4 in the Jabalia refugee camp north of Gaza City. The U.S. pressed the
U.N. Security Council to adopt a resolution that would enshrine President Donald Trump's Gaza peace plan.
'SAHER ALGHORRA/THE NEW YORK TIMES

tinians have been killed, as well
as three Israeli soldiers. While
the Israeli and foreign hostages
have been released, the real hard
work gemng an independent
set

Just ask Joe Biden, Trump’s
predecessor, who was consis-
tently outplayed by the Israeli
prime minister, whose war strat-
egywas dictated less by attaining
ble objectives and more

is a performative act tail
for the Pentagon’s social media
accounts. The Trump administra-
tion is also picking cultural war
fights with Europe, partly to cater
to its own base.
Yet it wasn’t all bad this year.
As erratic as Trump can be, there
were a few policy moves that the
‘White House can be proud of.
Perhaps the most significant
was getting a freeze in the war
in Gaza. I use the word “freeze”
deliberately; despite Trump’s
boasts that he ended the two-year
conflict between Israel and
Hamas and brought peace to the
Middle East, the reality is that the

up torule Gaza; constructmgan
international security force to
help vetted Palestinian police
take control of the territory; and
disarming Hamas — has only just

gun.,
Still, compared with the alter-
native of continuing a full-scale
'war that at its peak killed approx-
imately 100 people a day, bring-
ingthe conflict to a lower ebb is
preferable. Merely arriving at the
point in which the guns are fired
less often is an achievement in its
own right. And it wouldn't have
occurred if Trump wasn't willing
to place pressure on Israeli ane

by the need to maintain his hard-
right coalition government.

‘This may sound strange given
all the grief he’s received, but
pushing Ukraine and Russia into
adiplomatic process to end the
nearly four-year war is Trump’s
second smart policy play this
year. Yes, there are problems
associated with the Trump-facil-
itated diplomacy that shouldn’t
be overlooked. The most obvious
is Trump's wild inconsistency, in
which he’s sanctioning Russian
oil companies and flirting with
sending Tomahawk missiles
to Ukraine one week and then

5

fighting is only suspended. Even Minister the Uk hand
this might be too g to with his over achunk of its territory to
assessment. Since the so-cal]ed peace plan. Moscow the next. Trump’s rela-
ceasefire went into effect in Getting Netanyahu to play tionship with Ukrainian Presi-

October, more than 400 Pales-

along wasn’t inevitable either.

dent Volodymyr Zelenskyy is just

as volatile, ranging from verbal
fistfights in the Oval Office to
respectful deliberation.

Yet as bumpy as the monthslong
peace talks have been, you need
to compare this to the alterna-
tive: no peace talks atall. Asmuch
as Ukraine’s boosters want the
‘Trump administration to provide
Kyiv unlimited military support
to pressure Russian President
Vladimir Putin into a “just peace,”
they’re all pushing on alocked
door. Trump was never going to
do this, nor would such a policy
be sustainable given all the other
priorities the United States has.
One must also question whether
an endless war would be the best
option for Ukraine, particularly
when Russia has more of every-
thing to keep a war of attrition
going. Ukraine’s options are either
atough peace now or a worse
peace later.

Trump also had a geopolitical
win in the Middle East, a region
normally associated with U.S.

policy failure. More impressively,
itoccurred in a country that has
traditionally been a U.S. adver-

sary: Syria.

After the rapid downfall of
Syrian dictator Bashar Assad’s
regime, Ahmad al-Sharaa, a
former al-Qaida militant who
headed one of Syria’s largest
anti-government militias, swept
into Damascus and consolidated
power. Sharaa has demonstrated
anoticeable pragmatic streak
during his first year in office,
reaching out to the Gulf Arab
states for reconstruction funds,
pledging partnership with the
‘West against remnants of the
Islamic State group and taking
afrosty tone with Iran, Syria’s
traditional regional backer during
the five-decade-long Assad dicta-
torship.

In Washington, there was some
consternation about Sharaa’s
bona fides, whether he was up to
the job of unifying Syria after the
worst civil war this century and
whether he was truly shedding
his jihadist past. Trump, however,
saw post-Assad Syria as a geopo-
litical opportunity to bring the
country out of Iran’s sphere of
influence for the first time since
the 1980s. The United States
didn’t will this change into exis-
tence by itself; there was no love
lost between Sharaa and Iran, the
chief patron of the former Syrian
regime that killed hundreds of

ousands during the course of
the civil war. To date, U.S.-Syria
relations are arguably at their best
in history. We can’t know if this
will continue, but the fact that
‘Washington and Damascus now
see each other as counterterror-
ism partners is a significant start-
ing point that many would have
failed to predict.

As we travel into 2026, we can
only hope that Trump builds on
the policy achievements of 2025.
Surely that’s a New Year’s wish
we can all agree on.

Daniel DePetris is a fellow at
Defense Priorities and a foreign
affairs columnist for the Chicago
Tribune.

VOICE OF THE PEOPLE
Report’s biased tone
Tama longtu'ne reader of the Tnbune and have been
coverage of Midway Blitz

the past few months I found the lengthy Sunday article to
have a surprisingly biased angle, even relative to the prior
coverage of Midway Blitz (“64 days in Chicago”) .

I will provide a few examples. I found it quite over-
heated to suggest that people are being “disappeared” by
federal agents. The term “disappeared” (desaparecidos)
has a particular meaning in the context of Latin American
countries. Is the Tribune meaning to suggest that Immi-
gration and Customs Enforcement has killed people and
buried them out in the woods or in the desert? T agree that
conditions seem to have been bad at the Broadview facil-
ny, but we should be careful about usmg such hyperbolic

Arresting people ed the > country Alle~
gally is nothing like what I e

Federal agents use their pickup truck to block local community
Dec.17 along Win Haven Drive in Elgin. Agents issued

of Latin America under those governments.

Another example is the discussion of the Laugh Factory
manager’s actions, which reporters describe seemingly
uncritically as a “moment of resistance.” Surely, someone
who slams a door on the leg of a law enforcement officer
is committing a crime. Is the Tribune endorsing vigilante
violence against law enforcement?

Topposed Operation Midway Blitz, to be clear, and T
think many centrist types are concerned about things such
as warrantless arrests, citizens being held in error and the
poor conditions of some facilities. T agree the point of the
operation is to be mean, anger liberals and give President
Donald Trump voters what they wanted, and T do think it
is a big waste of federal resources that raises many human-
itarian concerns.

the patroller awarning about following them.
STACEY WESCOTT/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

are accepted and championed. I imagine a world where
people, their culture and their ideas are respected no
matter where they are from. I imagine a world where we
rely on our international allies and nelghbors tobetter our
domestic situation instead of ing those rel

development. We know that vaccines prevent disease. And
even in this day and age, all women do not have access to
prenatal care, asituation that not only affects their health
butalso the health of their child.

The government is willing to risk children’s future and
our future as a country to embrace ideological priorities
instead of focusing on factors that we already know can
improve children’s lives.

How can the physical and mental health of children not
be within the mission and priorities of this administration?

— Icy Cade-Bell, Tinley Park

Donald Trump’s sagacity

The most remarkable, historic and meaningful news
conference was held Dec. 19 on dramatically lower drug
pricing. Indeed, it was carried live on Fox, Newsmax and
One America News. However, unsurprisingly, CNN and
MS NOW ignored it.

President Donald Trump spoke, with additional
remarks by the CEOs of Merck, Sanofi, Novartis, Roche,
Genentech, Boehringer Ingelheim, Gilead Sciences, Bris-
tol Myers Squibb, GSK and Amgen.

HHS Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Centers for Medi-
care & Medicaid Services Director Dr. Mehmet Oz and
C Secretary Howard Lutnick emphasized the

hinder it.
During my time as an intern at The Borgen Project, via
congressional outreach efforts T have been mu-oduced to

landmark achievement, which eluded previous adminis-
trations. It includes awarding most favored nation pricing,
which will cut many drug pricesin the U.S, thereby ending

However, ICE agents are also federal law
acting on the orders of a duly elected president, and they
are within their statutory authority to arrest people who
entered the country illegally.

This article makes a moderate such as me who voted
against Trump wonder whether I can trust the Tribune
newsroom to present me with evidence that bolsters ICE’s
position and pushes back against the liberal view. I am not
asking for a Reuters-like recitation of fact, but the paper
should strive in its coverage to provide both the pros and
cons of various policies in its coverage and leave the edito-
rializing to the editorials!

If Lcan't trust the Tribune to do this for me, whom canT

trust?
— Adam Chambers, Batavia

Intolerant worldly power
Thank you for the tk i report on

its like the Borgen Project to make sure that the world we
want to see comes to fruition.
— Shania Franklin, Chicago

Ideology over children

Our children are our future. This is not just a cliché. We
need to work to ensure that all children can reach their
potential because they must inherit and run our coun-
try and our world after us. We have an obligation to work
toward all children having the healthiest start in life they
can possibly have. The U.S. Department of Health and
‘Human Services has terminated grants to the American
Academy of Pediatrics that in the words of HHS spokes-
person Andrew Nixon “no longer align with the Depart-
ment’s mission or priorities” One of the issues apparently
was the language in at least one grant that mentioned
“p people.”

ear
Operation Midway Blitz. megly, itwas publ:shed on
Dec. 28, Holy Innocents Day. This date in the Christian
calendar commemorates King Herod’s massacre of inno-
cent children in an effort to destroy the newborn Jesus.

‘Worldly power can never tolerate the God who comes to
us in the guise of the most vulnerable.

— Barbara Newman, Evanston

Desire for global society

‘While reflecting on the current Immigration and
Customs Enforcement occupation here in Chicago, T
am filled with hope for a future in which globalist ideas

people who understand the value in human global freeloading on the backs of American pharmaceuti-
across borders. Thi vernment cal research.
to honor our desire for a global society, a sentiment that so Investing in America means hundreds of billions of
many Chicagoans understzmd dollars invested here with new drug manufacturing and

fe Iwould all donate tononprof-  research facilities and high-paying jobs. Many of the new

drug prices will be available to patients on TrumpRx.gov.

And Trump came out with a really good idea at the end
of the news conference. He asked the large health insur-
ance companies to meet him and his team with the goal of
lowering insurance premiums, just like what he did with
the drug companies.

That is sagacity, with knowledge and understanding.

— David N. Simon, Chicago

Decisions causing harm

President Donald Trump chese Christmas to bomb
Islamic State terrorists in Nigeria out of revenge for kill-
ing Christians. Doesn’t Christianity teach forgiveness and
tolerance? Isn’t the Trump administration guilty of impris-
oning tens of thousands of immigrants this year? Haven’t
atleast 30 people died in Immigration and Customs
Euforcement facilities?

Do

" Earlier this year, ffected federal lead i
prevention efforts by eliminating staff of the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention’s Childhood Lead Poison-
ing Prevention Program and cutting potential funding
for water infrastructure. The recently terminated grants
included efforts to reduce sudden mént death, improve
rural access to health care, address mental health, target
early identification of autism and prevent fetal alcohol
spectrum disorders.

‘We know now that hardships and adverse occurrences
suffered during childhood can actually affect a child’s
physical health as an adult, in addition to their mental
health. We know that elevated lead affects children’s brain

ries whose citizens have died in ICE
custudy have the right to bomb us for these injustices?
Trump’s immoral decisions are causing harm to our coun-
tryand across the globe.
— Mary Maronek, Racine, Wisconsin

For onli; ive letters, go to ibune.
comy/I Ierters Emml 1your Iettersubmrsswns, 400 words or
less, toletter -full name,
address and phone. number.
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“Without fear and without favour’

International humanitarian
law and the rights of
civilians are being eroded

The photo of a severely malnourished
boy in Gaza became adefining image of

But the US retreat from the world and
from the post-1945 pledges makes law-
lessnessall the more prevalent.
America’s record was partisan before
Donald Trump's return to office. The
Biden administration — along with
many western allies — failed for too long
topress Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin

2025. Other shock have taken
place further from cameras or scrutiny.
They include reported atrocities by the
paramilitary Rapid Support Forces
against civilians in Sudan’s western Dar-
fur. Then there is the lethal strike on two
survivors of a US attack on an alleged
drugs boat in the Caribbean — video of
which US defence secretary Pete Heg-
seth refuses to release but which may
constitute a war crime.

All these incidents highlight the ero-
sion of the human rights laws and rules
of war designed to protect civilians that
democracies had sought to enforce,
however patchily, since 1945, Atwdnes

have

lling human right

ft.com/opinion

sull proliferated through those decades.

yahu to curb the brutal tactics of
Israeli forces against Palestinians in
Gaza, as they responded to Hamas’s hor-
rific October 7 2023 attack that had
directly targeted civilians in Israel.
But Trump's second term has brought
a striking retreat from a foreign policy
that espoused a defence of values, how-
ever inconsistently it was sometimes
enforced, to one of ruthless transaction-
alism. The US state department’s
annual human rights reports in August
laid bare the new approach, omitting
previous critical sections on many basic
freedoms. Its much-shortened report on
Israel, the West Bank and Gaza failed to
mention the humanitarian crisis and
death toll in the strip, The reports were

The human cost of a world without rules

notably easy on Trump allies such as E1
Salvadorand Saudi Arabia,

The waning adherence to the laws of
war has seen allegations of starvation
being used as a tactic, and not just in
Gaza and Sudan. Children invariably
suffer the most. Recent data suggests
2025 will surpass 2024 as the deadliest
and most violent year for children in
conflict since UN monitoring began in
2005. This year is on course, too, to be
the deadliest for humanitarian workers.

Yet as well as international aid and
human rights groups, there are others
still prepared to battle to protect civil-
ians. The International Court of Justice,
which adjudicates on treaty breaches
such as the 1948 Genocide Convention,
and the International Criminal Court,
which prosecutes individuals for war
crimes, are under immense pressure.
Trump’s US has imposed sanctions on
1CC prosecutors and judges over their
involvement in a case against Israel that
included an arrest warrant for Netan-
yahu. But the international courts are

Frump’s
secongd term
has brought

astriking

retreat froma
foreign policy
thixt espoased
adefence of
values, however
inconsistently it
was enforced

still , b
stature, and are emergmg asa bulwark
of arules-based system.

A surprising number of US lawmak-
ers from both parties, meanwhile, have
demanded investigations not just into
September’s “double-tap” boat strike
but the legality of using US military
forces against drug smuggling.

‘There were also glimpses of concern
among developing nations, which had
mostly failed to join western condemna-
tion of Russias invasion, over recent US
peace proposals that suggested recogni-
tion of some Russian-seized territories
in Ukraine. An African Union summit
with the EU in November pledged to
uphold sovereignty and territorial
integrity and called for a “just” peace.

Smaller global south countries under-
stand as well as Europe’s and Asia’s
wealthier democracies the dangers of
the might-is-right world that Trump
seems to embrace. But, for now, that is
the global order, however unthinkable it
might have seemed just a decade ago.

Opinion Society

Creativity thrives
with constraints

Ewan White

Stephen
Bush

harles Dickens’ A Christ-

mas Carol is a story about

the value of kindness and

Christian compassion.

Brian Henson's The Muppet
Christmas Carol is the same story, with
an added parable: about the risks of
excessive studio meddling.

The film’s cinematic cut is maligned
among cinephiles. Disney’s studio
chief at the time, Jeffrey Katzenberg,
asked Henson to excise the song
“When Love is Gone" after children
in test screenings grew bored during
it, The result is that Belle and Eben-
ezer Scrooge's split is startlingly
abrupt As a compromise, the song

for the film's rel
homevideo.

Asachild watching at home, I found
“When Love is Gone” boring, just as
the various jokes riffing off Dickens’

Even the most successful
directors benefit from
strong editors and
nervous producers

original went over my head. Now, 1
prefer the home release version to
the cinematic cut (and my favourite
gags are those that reference the origi-
naltext).

So who was right, Henson or
Katzenberg? I'm inclined to side with
the producer. A great family film —
like The Muppet Christmas Carol, Toy
Story, Frozen or KPop Demon Hunters —
should include enough in it for
viewing adults to enjoy, whether
they are watching it with their kids
or looking back to their past. But
its primary audience is children and
1 am therefore inclined to side with
‘my easily-bored younger incarnation
and Katzenberg and leave “When
Love is Gone” on the cutting room
floor.

Ultimately, there isn’t a right or a
wrong call. Among film lovers, it is
fashionable to side with the director
over the studio. But recent years
have, 1 Ihmk, shown us thal the wor-

mercial breaks, you don’t get a bigger
and better version of Girls — you get
the aptly named Too Much.

Absent a penny-pincher asking
whether the movie really needs that
third act fight or yet another show-
down involving lots of CGI, you get the
average Marvel movie. (And so many
of them are so very average. ) It's got
to a point where lly, when
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Headline homicide comparisons ignore London’s knife crime

Your editorial (“Don’t believe the fake
gloom about London”, December 20) is
right to note that London’s homicide
rate remains low by international
standards. But the editorial’s broader
assertion that London is “in most ways
far safer” rests on a selective reading of
crime indicators, and downplays a
category of violence in which
London is a clear international
outlier: knife crime.

Unlike most peer cities, England and
Wales systematically record and
publish “offences involving a knife or

inhabitants. On this official metric,
London is not merely worse than other
UK regions; it is exceptional by
international standards. In the year
ending March 2025, the Metropolitan
Police area recorded around 180 knife-
crime offences per 100,000 residents,
by far the highest rate in England and
‘Wales. This is not a marginal
phenomenon. Knife crime in London
includes robbery, serious assault and
homicide, and has risen structurally
over the past decade. The fact that
firearms are rare does not make the

weapon of violence, For victims, the
distinction is academic.
Comparisons with New York,
Washington or Paris also require
caution. Those cities do not pubhsh a

not equate to low everyday violence.

The absence of guns does not mean the
absence of serious harm. And London’s
knife-crime figures are not a sideshow;
they are a defining feature of its public-

directly
knife-crime rate per 100,000. Where
partial indicators exist (for example
hospital admissions or homicide by
weapon type), Lhey suggesl that

safety |

Recognising this does not mean
indulging in “fake gloom”. It means
avoiding the opposite error:
cnmphcency built on headline

London’s bled
street violence is unusua]ly high for
a wealthy western capital, even if its
murder rate remains lower.

isons while ignoring
the form of violence that London
actually experiences.
Juergen Schaufler
Blaubeuren, Germany

sharp instrument” per 100,000 streets benign: it merely shifts the Put simply: a low homicide rate does

Earth’s regenerative scale of muuiforrnmionl required. The | The winter solstice and the
: T imperative is not merely to capa . g

capacity has its limits temiperatita bift toadically fallacy that is often believed

Re: Pilita Clark’s column “Overshoot
will make climate politics even harder”
(December 19) aptly examines the
political strife of exceeding the Paris
temperature target. However
overshoot is one of those words that
has two meanings. In climate policy, it
means tempora.rﬂy breaching a
hreshold. But as defined

sent a preview link, I have the urge
to risk prison by hacking the file,
editing it down myself and sending it
back to whichever streamer — and
even the best of the crop, Apple TV, is
prone to flab — with a note saying
“there. I fixed it".

Nor is this problem confined to the
screen. With a handful of exceptions,
one of the modern horror stories of
our time is when a favourite writer

in William R Catton’s seminal 1980
work, Overshoot: The Ecological Basis of
Revolutionary Change it describes an
ecological process: the drawdown of
finite natural capital at rates faster
than regeneration, allowing a
population to live temporarily beyond
its environment’s long-term carrying
capacity.

The reshddde:

restructure our draw on Earth’s
regenerative capacity — to reduce our
throughput gradually, lest we force
nature’s sudden correction. Nature’s
limits cannot be negotiated.

David Jodrey

‘Montgomery Village, MD, US

From lobster boiling to the
chicken on your plate

1 was glad to read “Animal welfare: Live
lobster boiling ban among ‘ambitious
reforms” (December 23), as many FT
articles that discuss the economics of
animal “farming" fail to mention its

I really enjoyed Lia Leendertz’s opinion
column in FT Weekend on this year's
perverse weather and the winter
solstice, but can I correct her statement
that on the winter solstice “the sun will
rise at its latest and set at its earliest”
(December 20).

Unfortunately this is a fallacy
believed by most people. While
December 21 might be the shortest day,
as a result of the angle of the earth’s
axis, the time of sunset has actually
been getting later for the last 10 days,
and is almost three minutes later than
it was on December 12, while sunrise
continues to occur later in the

Animal farm: even a four-year-old
knows all too well the chicken’s fate

Tudi in
and suffenng, You only need to observe
y Id who, for the first time,

breach today is the product of this
Aecaiis) toitat N

leavesa “legacy™ togoatit
alone: the result is almost always that
their thoughts are less sharp, less well
edited and less readable than what
went before, when they worked with
collaborators and editors. (It's not a
coincidence, I think, that so many of
the best Substack writers pay for their
own ed.ltors, or have hada long career
writing f

that prize editing.)

It’s not to say that the suits are
always right: it was Warner Brothers
who wanted to stretch The Hobbit
films over eight hours, and Warner
Brothers again that wanted to contort
the seven Harry Potter books into
eight movies. When there is a demand
for more, both the corporate desire
for greater revenue and the creative
desire for greater expression can
form a doom loop of a kind. (Just look
at the incredibly lucrative changes
that George Lucas has made to the
original Star Wars films — while each
amendment made them flabbier and
sillier, each new release enjoyed
bumper sales on video, DVD or
BluRay.)

The demand that TV and films be
written to accommodate audiences
who are “second screening” — that is
tosay, theyare watching something on
one screen, and doing something else
on another — means that far too many
moviesreleased thisyear had dial

ith h heavy-handed
toserveasaradio play. No one appears
to have had the inclination, or the
internal clout, to cut back on bloated
running times.

Nevertheless, it is the case that crea-
uwty thrives with constraint and col-

ried the gin-cutting
suit, and indeed the editor, are the
unsung heroes of almost any creative
endeavour.

Very few “director’s cuts” are as
necessary or well-put together as
Blade Runner — most are flabby messes
like Donnie Darko. Without someone
demanding that Lena Dunham’s sto-
ries fit into neat slots between com-

that we work better within
constraints, and that everyone, even
the most successful of directors, bene-
fits from strong editors and nervous
producers. It isn't just my Christmas
viewing that would be improved if
2026 turns out to be the year in which
theeditors strike back.

stephen.bush@ft.com

g
through fossil carbon combustion, as
Clark points out. The “harder politics™
predicted is inevitable: overshoot
forces a brutal shift to zero-sum
conflicts over shrinking essentials. The

earth, sea and sky, and all life from
microbe to whale, are not
“externalities” — they are where we
live and move and have our being.
Explicitly recognising this ecological
process matters because it reveals the

afi
realises that the “chicken” on their
plate was indeed once the chicken they
know all too well from their picture
book. You know then that compassion
for animals is innate.

Elena Gibson

London W2, UK

until January 2.

‘This oddity is due to the fact that the
times of sunset and sunrise are
changing at different speeds, and only
on the solstice are those speeds equal
(and opposite). Needless to say, a
similar but reverse effect takes place in
mid-june.

Garfield Lewis
High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire, UK
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BRITAIN

twas difficult to read the news or
listen to a politician talk in 2025
without becoming dejected about
the UK economy. Unemploymen

UK business has an opportunity to defy the gloom

were very positive about the business
outlook and the country ranked firstin
the world for optimism, beating not
only Europe but the US.

This ding was not an

The notion that “things can only get
better,” in the words of the D:Ream song.
adopted by Labour’s election campaign
in1997, has been dly di dited.

with backing from private equity funds.
They are ambitious to expand, includ-
ing to international markets, and far
fromd d

But there is still truthtoit. The UK

other leadership surveys have also pro-
duced bullish results, and Lloyds Bank’s
barometer of UK business confidence
rose in December. While business lead-
ers tend to complain even more strongly
in private than in public about govern-
ment policy, many have confidence in
their own enterprises and expect to

rose, public services d
overstretched and companies faced
higher taxes from a government that
came to office pledging to boost growth,
only todampenit.

So what explains the high spirits of so
many entrepreneurs in Britain? They
are hopeful sorts by nature, but a recent
global survey of company founders by
HSBC’s private bank was still surprising.
Three quarters of those based in the UK

expand inthy ing year.

That may reflect survivorship bias,
given that British businesses have expe-
rienced a series of economic setbacks.
The Brexit vote in 2016 caused political
volatility and trade friction, and was fol-
lowed by the pandemic and higher infla-
tion. Then came an energy price shock
caused by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.
Those that are still solvent have learnt
financial resilience the hard way.

economy has endured destruction,
including the loss of 480,000 businesses
since 2020, but is growing modestly.
This could be the right time to invest.

Those companies that
are still solvent have
learnt financial resilience
the hard way

My visits to UK companies in the past
18 months have encouraged that view,
Many are family or privately owned,

rather than the public companies about
which one hears more. The best are very

‘There are rational reasons to worry
about the direction of economic policy,
of course. As Rain Newton-Smith, direc-
tor-general of the CBI, told me, “You

But the government is also doing
some positive things for the business
environment. The industrial strategy
that it unveiled last June correctly
focused on sectors in which the UK has
the greatest growth potential. Its
attempt to reset damaged trade rela-
tions with the EU, including rejoining

cannot just add costs to b
expect them to grow.” Employers are
still adjusting to higher national insur-
ance contributions set in 2024, along
‘with sharp rises in the level of minimum
wages, especially for under-20s.

British companies face the highest
electricity costs in the G7 group of coun-
tries, with only limited relief in the
November Budget. Productivity growth
has been poor for more than a decade
and business investment is expected to
remain subdued this year, despite the
Bank of England's interest rate cuts, The
new Employment Rights Act will add

P

d make hiring harder.

and  the Erasm student exch pro-
gramme, needs to go further but has
been astep inthe right direction.

The UK economy also has enduring
strengths. “Britain has fallen out of love
with the things it is good at,” the econo-
mists Andrew Sissons and John Spring-
ford wrote recently, but it is being
forced to reassess. Industries such as
financial and professional services, life
sciences, media and technology are not

south-east. The country’s road and rail
network can be patchy but it has a
strong corporate support structure: “L
don’t need to get on a plane if 1 want to
see a lawyer or accountant,” said one
executive.

In any case, leaders cannot wait for a
rising tide to lift all business boats: hav-
ing been heavily stress tested, the win-
ners canafford to take some risks. Many
have solid balance sheets and the
strength to invest in growth or acquire
competitors. Fintechs and energy start-
ups are already using technology to dis-
rupt largerincumbent companies.

‘This could be why so many UK entre-
preneurs are in a good mood. The econ-
omy has been quite resilient, and peri-
ods when many people are unhappy are

i

only p ive butattract i

‘This was reflected in HSBC's survey:
many entrepreneurs value Britain’s pro-
fessional resources, particularly in the
services cluster in London and the

oftena ity. They are look-
ing to the future and have not suc-
cumbed togloom.

john.gapper@ft.com

The events that defined world politics in 2025

LOBAL AFFAIRS

Rachman

nternational politics in 2025 was
dominated by the return of Donald
‘Trump to the White House. But the
US president generates such a bliz-
zard of news that it can be hard to
ber everything that h d
to gauge its importance. So, looking
back on the year, which events stand out
asgenuinely significant?

JD Vance's speech to the Munich secu-
rity conference on February 14 opened
up a deep split in the western alliance.
Vance'’s argument that alleged anti-
democratic tendencies in countries like
Britain and Germany are more of a
threat to freedom in Europe than Rus-

dhisaudi

sian

On February 28, the vice-president
played a central role in a televised con-
frontation with President Volodymyr
Zelenskyy in the Oval Office. Vance
chided the Ukrainian leader for alleged
ingratitude, while Trump accused him
of “gambling with world war three”. The
conversation immediately raised fears
that the US was poised to abandon
Ukraine and to side with Russia.
Although European leaders were able to
help repair the relationship between the
US and Zelenskyy, the Trump adminis-
tration did in effect end direct financial
and military support for Ukraine.

Any suggestions that Vance’s speech
or the Oval Office incident might have
been eccentric aberrations were put to
rest at the end of the year, with the issu-
ance of America’s new national security
strategy, which suggested that mass
‘migration had put Europe at risk of “civ-
ilisational erasure” — and called for the
US to support “patriotic” (ie far right)
parties in Europe.

“Liberation day™ on April 2 was when
Trump unveiled swingeing tariffs on
virtually the entire world, including
some uninhabited islands. Although the
tariffs were subsequently modified,
after a negative reaction in the bond
markets, they made it clear that the
Trump administration is intent on
blowing up the global trading system

Avin i

that itinherited. Any that US

The bombing of Iran in June finally

trade policy would be aimed, above all,
atisolating China, was ditched as Amer-
ica “tariffed” friend and foe alike.

The four-day conflict between India
and Pakistan in May was no border skir-
mish. Both countries conducted deep
strikes on each other’s territory raising
fears of what might happen the next
time these two nuclear-armed neigh-
bours clash. The aftermath of the con-
flict also served to sour relations
between the Trump administration and
New Delhi — largely because India's gov-
ernment, unlike Pakistan's, refused to
endorse Trump's claim that he had
ended the war (and th deserved

saw Israel carry through on many years
of threats to attack Tehran's nuclear
programme. The US initially stood
aside. But Israel’s early successes and
the lack of an effective Iranian response
encouraged Trump to order US bomb-
ers to go after three nuclear sites. He
later claimed that Iran’s nuclear pro-
gramme had been completely obliter-
ated. Many experts are sceptical.

The implementation of the initial
phase of the Gaza peace plan on October
10 tried to draw aline under the conflict
that began after the Hamas attacks on
Israel of October 72023. The war led to

i d 70,000 deaths in Gaza and

aNobel Peace Prize).

Trump generates such
a blizzard of news that
it can be hard to gauge
importance at the time

an international backlash against Israel.
By the end of the year, doubts about the
implementation of the accord were
mounting — with little sign that Hamas
was prepared todisband or that interna-
tional peacekeepers would indeed be
deployed to Gaza, as the plan foresaw.
The meeting between Trump and Xi
Jinpingin Seoul on October 30 marked a

de-escalation in the US-China trade war.
‘The true significance of the accord, how-
ever, was that China’s grip over the glo-
bal supply of rare earths and critical
minerals — inputs that are crucial for
western industry — had forced the USto
scale back its tariffs. The knowledge
that the rare earths card can be played
again, at any time, hands China asignifi-
cant advantage in the US-Chinarivalry.
Not everything significant that hap-
pened in 2025 involved Trump — at
least not directly. The arrest of Rodrigo
Duterte, the former president of the
Philippines, in March and the imprison-
mentof Jair Bolsonaro, the former presi-
dent of Brazil, in late November — dem-
onstrated that strongmen can still be
held to account for their actions. Brazil's
legal system was robust enough to
imprison a former president for encour-
aginganattempted coup, after losingan
election. Duterte’s extradition to The
Hague to stand trial for crimes against
humanity, committed during his “war
on drugs”, showed the International

Criminal Court still has teeth. The case

cockroaches

(plural noun) a common household pest
that has become shorthand for failing
and perhaps fraudulent companies that
havegorged on privatecredit

In the wake of the 2008 financial
crisis, financial watchdogs did
everything they could to discourage
banks from making risky loans
without setting aside enough capital
to protect depositors from losses. In
the process, they kick-started
anotherindustry. Private creditand
hedge funds stepped into the breach
and began using investor money to
lend torisky companies, usingoften
complicated financial structures.
While interest rates were low,
these funds made money hand over
fist. But 2025 saw the first cracksin
this market with the US
bankruptcies of subprime car lender
‘Tricolor and car parts maker First
Brands. Both companies had tapped
awidevariety of credit fundsand
loan providers to keep themselves
afloat. Accusations of fraud,
including double-pledging, have
been made regarding their finances.
Now global policymakers,
including the IMF and the Bank for
International Settlements, are

will no doubt register with
Netanyahu and Vladimir Putin, both of
whom have been charged by the ICC.
The ICC has also announced that it is
investigating possible war crimes car-
ried out by the Rapid Support Forces
militia in the Sudanese town of el-
Fasher in October. The RSF, which is
widely believed to be supplied by the
United Arab Emirates, is thought to

ringi m bells. Al private
credit providers contend that they
donot pose systemic risks because
they rely on locked-in investor
money, the regulators disagree. They
are particularly exercised by the
links between those funds and
traditional banking, which the IMF
putsat $4.5tn, and about the
potential for fire sales if more
defaults lead i 1

have massacred many th of
people when it over-ran the town.

The partial release of FBI files in the
Jeffrey Epstein case in December ended
the year on a bad note for Trump. The
US president had fought hard to prevent
the release of the files, before being
compelled to do so by Congress. The
mentions of Trump in the files — com-
bined with heavy redactions — have led
to cries of a cover-up and ensured that
the scandal will continue into 2026.
Could this be Trump’s Watergate?

gideon.rachman@fi.com

confidence in private credit.

But it took Jamie Dimon, chief
executive of JPMorgan, to explain the
concerns in terms alayman could
understand. Asked about the bank’s
Iosses on Tricolor onan earnings call,
hesaid: “My antenna goes up when
things like that happen. And 1
probably shouldn’t say this, but
when you see one cockroach, there
are probably more . . . Everyone
should be forewarned on thisone.”
Brooke Masters

he label “neurotic” isn’t

normally viewed as a com-
pliment. But when Univer-
sity of Chicago researchers
tested earlier this year how
people reacted to robots pretending to
be restaurant greeters, they found that
folks liked a dash of neuroticism in their
artificial intelligence — saying it made
the robot more “human-like™.

But these days there is increasing con-
troversy over just how “human” our Al
helpersshould pretend to be — and what
personalities they should be given, if
any. Critics argue that humanlike emo-

tional attributes can trick people into
treating them less like tools and more

Why people love neurotic robots

Notably, OpenAl didn’t offer me a
“neurotic” option — which makes the
University of Chi tudy all the more

like friends or th with some-

Overall, participants enjoyed the out-
going robot more — but expressed sur-
prise at how well the neurotic one could

OpenAl had to give ChatGPT a per-
sonality overhaul in April after backlash
against an earlier version, which was
criticised as too sycophantic. The com-
pany acknowledged that interacting
with an overly obsequious chatbot “can
be table i d
distress” —and threaten trust.

This month ChatGPT invited me to
choase how I would like to be spoken to:
it offered “friendly”, “candid”, “profes-
sional”, “efficient”, “nerdy”, “cynical” or
“quirky”, and also allowed me to adjust
characteristics such as “warmth”,
“enthusiasm” and “emoji use”. We are
getting along much better now that I've
chosen minimum warmth, enthusiasm
and emojis, plus a “quirky” tone — and
instructed it to “stop praising me for
everythinglsay”.

Here, b used a

d d deep “the robot

humanoid robot pretending to be a res-
taurant greeter, and gave it three per-
sonalities: extroverted, neurotic, or

A world where we prefer
custom Al personalities
to engaging with
humans would be a loss

emotionless (ie, robotic). It was asked
what three things it was grateful for. The
extrovert enthused about how it was
“super grateful” for all the “amazing”
people it got to meet. The neurotic one
peppered its speech with hmm’s and
ha's, and seemed much more humanly
hesitant.

seemed like a person who was trying to
get by in the world”, one participant told
the researchers, “People are not expect-
ing robots to be anxious and thinking
about what other people think of it,”
Sarah Sebo, director of University of
Chicago’s Human-Robot Interaction
lab, told me. “Neuroticism seemed to
humanise and make the robot more
relatable”,

Some memorable fictional robots —
like The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy’s
famously depressed robot Marvin the
Paranoid Android — have been trou-
bled. But Lionel Robert, a University of
Michigan robotics expert, tells me “if
you have a robot surgeon with a neu-
rotic personality, that might not instil
confidence”, nor would he want his
autonomous car fretting about “not

being very good at driving in snow”,

Robert is not against giving social
robots and AI chatbots a personality.
“That works incredibly well,” he says,
because “humans are used to interact-
ing with other humans, and you've
never interacted with a human without
a personality, so it disarms people and
makes them feel comfortable.”

But the risk, Gideon Futerman of the
Center for Al Safety tells me, is that “cer-
tain model personality traits, especially
sycophancy, seem to make Al psychosis

h devel B

it will be mean to me one day if I'm
rude”.

“That means you think it's human,”
warns Yvonne Rogers, an expert on
human-computer interaction at Uni-
versity College London. “That proves it
actually works: it acts likea human and
you respond like a human to it,” says
Robert. Another Al expert suggests I
train the bot to be more robust by insult-
ingit from time to time.

But we can get into trouble by focus-
ing too much on “crafting the perfect

Ty p P delu-
sion in connection with conversations
with chatbots — more likely".

Unhealthy interactions can take
many forms. 1, for example, always say
please and thank you to ChatGPT, and
never rebuke it directly, no matter how
many times it makes the same mistake.
1 want to say “don’t be $o stupid”, but
instead I craft a tactful reprimand.
Asked why, I've had to admit “I'm afraid

lity” for Al Sebo cautions. “I
can'’t fine tune my husband’s personal-
ity and thatis part of the beauty of being
human,” she says. A world where we
prefer custom-designed Al personali-
ties to engaging with real people would
be aloss. Three cheers for neuroticism
—it’sjustsovery human.

The writer isa contributing columnist,
basedin Chicago



