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IFFI is bigger than ever. So why hasn’t
it made a global impact yet?.

— By Alaka Sahani
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I'd take the awe of understanding over
the awe of ignorance any day.

— Douglas Adams
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Don’trushinto
prop up the rupee

N WEDNESDAY, the Indian rupee breached the 90

mark against the US dollar. Over the past year, it has

fallen by more than 6 per cent against the dollar, and

to a much greater extent against other major cur-
rencies such as the euro and the pound. This decline seems to
have raised concernsin some quarters. However, at the current
juncture, intervening heavily in the markets to artificially prop
up the rupee will not be an appropriate strategy. Exchange rates
are ashock absorber. A weaker currency will help boost exports
in a challenging global environment. The temptation to target
the rupee around a particular level should be avoided.

A growing trade deficit, coupled with portfolio outflows, is
exerting pressure on the rupee. India’s overall merchandise ex-
ports contracted by around 12 per cent in October, with those to
the US falling by 8.6 per cent as President Donald Trump’s tariffs
have impacted competitiveness. With imports surging, gold im-
ports also soared to $14.7 billion in October, as against $4.9 billion
a year before, and India’s trade deficit surged to a high of $41.7
billion. This widening goods trade deficit has come at a time
when capital flows into the country are coming under pressure.
In fact, since the beginning of this year, foreign portfolio inves-
tors have withdrawn around $17 billion from the markets, while
net inflow of foreign direct investment stood at $2.9 billion in
the second quarter. As per data from the RBI, in the first half of
the year, there was a depletion of $6.4 billion in the foreign ex-
change reserves. Market sentiment has also been weighed down
by the continuing uncertainty over the India-US trade deal.

The RBI’s Monetary Policy Committee is currently holding
itslast meeting of this year. Monetary policy should be used to
tackle inflation, not defend the currency. Moreover, in the cur-
rent environment of low price pressures — the consumer price
index was at 0.25 per cent in October — there is even less con-
cern over the impact of a weaker currency oninflation. Further,
any intervention in the currency market will also have impli-
cations for liquidity in the economy. The central bank should
allow for a calibrated depreciation of the currency, smoothen-
ing out the excess volatility. At the same time, the government
must firmly push ahead with policies to raise productivity and
improve export competitiveness. It must also seal the long-
pending trade deals, which will help improve market access.

An all-powertul general,
aweak state

HERELIS, in Pakistan, a curious contradiction, adisjunc-

tion that has flattened institutional checks and balances

on the one hand and, ironically, created more political

fragility in its wake on the other. Last month, a civilian
regime that all but reports to the army chief, Asim Munir, rammed
the 27th Constitutional Amendment through both Houses of the
country’slegislature, in what iswidely being termed a “constitu-
tional coup”. In effect, the amendment makes Munir a monarch
— appointed forlife and immune from prosecution. It also seeks
torestructure thejudiciary and make it more subservient. Mean-
while, the jailed leader of the largest Opposition party was re-
portedly denied visitors and kept in solitary confinement. After
rumours spread on social media that Imran Khan had died, his
supporters took to the streets. It was only after protests that the
former PM’s sister was allowed to visit him earlier this week, seek-
ing proof of life.

It could be argued that the sorry state of Pakistan’s civilian
rulers is of their own making. Khan and the Pakistan Tehreek-e-
Insaf (PTT) were propelled to power with the support of the army,
which viewed his predecessor, Nawaz Sharif, and his overtures
to India with suspicion. Now, it is the PML(N) that holds office
through the power of the army, while Khan, who openly attacked
the army in the 2024 election campaign, is imprisoned. This is
despite the PTT’s impressive performance in the elections, even
after its symbol was cancelled and its candidates were forced to
contest as Independents. The fact remains that Pakistan’s political
class, across parties, has been all too willing to use the army to
subvert elections and democratic practices to gain office.

Munir’s triumphalism, however, is hollow. For all the White
Housedinnersheisinvited to and his fawning Nobel Peace Prize
nomination ofthe US President, Pakistan today is far from secure.
The border with Afghanistan continues to be restive; a fragile
ceasefire has not addressed the fundamental dispute over the
Durand Line. Internal insurgencies in the North-west and Bal-
ochistan continue. Underpinning these challenges is an economy
that serves a garrison state, not the people. Democratic negoti-
ations and institutional maturity can help resolve many of these
internal issues. But Munir and the army prefer the jackboot.

Milky Way has a
long-lost twin

N THE study of the cosmos, exceptions play a curious role.

They start as challenges to established science, disruptions

to theories astronomers worked years to arrive at. They

push the frontiers of science, finding patterns behind the
non-sequitur, often uncovering ahidden facet of the universe.
Forexample, until 1998, scientists believed that cosmic expan-
sion would slow down. But, in a challenge to gravity, they found
out it was speeding up. The unknown force driving this abnor-
mal behaviour was named dark energy, a widely studied phe-
nomenon today. Even Earth, as NASA notes, is “a tiny, fragile
exception in the cosmos”.

Since its launch in 2021, the James Webb Space Telescope
(JWST) hasunearthed many such exceptions, the most notable
of which led scientists to the discovery that the universe formed
much quicker than they originally thought. Scientists expected
the earliest-formed galaxies to be irregularly shaped and un-
stable, turbulent. But in recent years, the JWST has recorded
the existence of galaxies formed within 1.5 billion years after
the Big Bang that were both stable and well-defined. This week,
one of the earliest of these galaxies, and a “twin” of the Milky
Way, was discovered by researchers in Pune, proving that
“sophisticated structures were being built... much earlier than
thought possible”. Alaknanda is a mature galaxy with two well-
defined spiral arms wrapping around a bright central bulge. It
is remarkably similar in structure to the Milky Way. These dis-
coveries have kicked off a rethink of how the universe evolved.

A challenge to the status quo, cosmic or otherwise, always
arrives as an inconvenience. But in that irregular variable lie
many answers. In trying to understand what stands out and
apart, human beings may be able to understand both the uni-
verse and themselves a little bit better.

MONTEK SINGH AHLUWALIA
& UTKARSH PATEL

E ARE required, under

the Paris Agreement, to

submit new NDCs cover-

ingthe period upto2035.

We have confirmed that
we will be doing so soon. Ideally, the new
NDCs should be part of an economy-wide
transition plan, but all parts of the plan
need not be included in the NDCs.

In thisarticle, we identify seven elements
for our energy transition strategy, which
would beimportant in the next 10 years and
should be reflected in our new NDCs.

First, we should set a higher target for
reducing the emissions intensity of GDP.
We will achieve the earlier target of reduc-
ingthe emissions intensity of GDPin 2030
by 45 per cent compared to the 2005 level.
The target for 2035 should aim toreduce it
by 65 per cent. The projected GDP growth
over this period is 7.6 per cent, which
implies that India’s total emissions will
continue to rise, albeit at a declining rate,
reachingapeak around 2035. Announcing
a date for peaking emissions will give
credibility to our commitment to decar-
bonise. It will also help counter the criti-
cismthatIndiaisthe third-largest emitter
and its emissions continue to grow.

Second, having met the earlier target of
non-fossil-fuel-based power generation ca-
pacity being SO per cent of the total by 2030,
we should now aim to raise the share to 80
per cent by 2035. Since the economy is ex-
pected to grow fast and electrification is ex-

rapid growth of total electricity demand, tak-
ing the total generation capacity to around
1,600 GW by 2035. Of this, solar and wind,
which are subject to intermittency, would
be around 1,200 GW. The share of electricity
from these sourceswould therefore increase
from13.5 per cent currently to 50 per cent by
2035. Energy storage capacity, which is less
than1GW today, should reach pproximately
170 GW by 2035. The new solar and wind ca-
pacities would also require expansion of the
grid infrastructure.

Third, ournew NDCs shouldinclude an
explicit target for phasing down unabated
coal-based generation. Thishasbeen acon-
tentiousissue ininternational negotiations,
but we must recognise that net zero by 2070
means that coal-based thermal plants must
be phased out. The model results suggest
that to ensure peaking of total emissions
around 2035, no new unabated coal plants
should be commissioned post-2030. Coal
generation capacity could rise from 255 GW
at present, peak at 293 GW around 2030 and
then decline gradually to 230 GW by 2040.
Some coal capacity can be retained by 2070,
conditional on carbon capture and storage
systems becoming cost-competitive. Since
demand for domestic coal will begin to de-
cline only from 2040 onwards, coal-produc-
ing states such as Jharkhand, Odisha and
Chhattisgarh have ample time to adjust to
falling employment in the coal mining in-
dustry by introducing retraining
programmes for displaced
workers, economic diversification
strategies, and social protection
measures.

Fourth, electrification of major
sectors is an important part of de-
carbonisation, and the transport
sector will be critical. We have
achieved over 99 per cent railway
track electrification, but under 90

Announcing a date for
peaking emissions will give
credibility to our commitment
to decarbonise. It will also
help counter the criticism that
India is the third-largest
emitter and its emissions
continue to grow

per cent of the movement is cur-

should target achieving near-100 per cent
electrictraction by 2035, implying phasing
out diesel locomotives. We should aim to
achieve 50 per cent electric buses in city
bus fleets across the country. Electric three-
wheeler sales are already more than half of
total three-wheeler sales. This could be
pushed to 100 per cent within the next
years. EV sales targets can be set for other
categories of vehicles, in consultation with
auto manufacturers.

Fifth, the Carbon Credit Trading
Scheme (CCTS), which becomes oper-
ational in April 2026, is an important in-
itiative. We can include this in our NDCs,
indicating that the scheme will be re-
viewed at the end of two years based on ex-
perience. The scheme could be expanded
over time to cover sectors currently ex-
cluded, e.g. power, and its coverage deep-
ened to include medium-scale units. The
emission intensity targets for obligated
units are lax to begin with, but must be
tightened over time in line with the
country's net-zero objective.

Sixth, the higher share of renewables
will imply much greater intraday and sea-
sonal variability in electricity generation.
This poses problems for grid management.
While battery and pumped storage will
help, it will also necessitate more basic re-
forms in electricity pricing, including
frameworks that move away from fixed
power purchase agreements to ex-
change-based electricity trading
mechanisms that allow for greater
variability in prices at the whole-
sale level. This will imply corre-
sponding price reforms at the con-
sumer level via time-of-day tariffs.
A major effort will be needed to
create acceptance by the public.

Seventh, the proposed expan-
sioninrenewable generation and
storage capacity and the corre-

require additional investment. The model
we have used estimates this at approxi-
mately $62 billion annually during 2026-
2035 (or about 0.84 per cent of GDP per
annum). About 80 per cent of this amount
will have to come from domestic sources
through higher domestic savings, addi-
tional private investment, etc. The remain-
ing 20 per cent, roughly $12.5 billion an-
nually, will have to come from
international sources in the form of addi-
tional private debt and equity flows. This
canbe greatly helped by expanded lending
from MDBs aimed at risk mitigation. As
pointed outin Part1ofthearticle, ifthe In-
dian economy is seen as headed on the
path to Viksit Bharat, with necessary sup-
portive reforms being rolled out, it should
be possible to attract foreign capital at scale
to support this move.

The seven-point agenda outlined above
could be elaborated into an economy-wide
transition plan. Implementing such a strat-
egy would involve acombination of action
by the Centre, the states, and the private
sector. There is a strong case to revive the
Prime Minister’s Council on Climate
Change as the central body to approve the
national action plan, coordinate its imple-
mentation with different stakeholders,
review its progress periodically, and modify
itinthelight of experience and technologi-
cal developments.

Some of these elements, in appropriate
form, could be submitted as our new NDCs.
It will send a strong signal of India remain-
ing committed to decarbonisation. They
could be made subject to satisfactory res-
olution of the financing issue.

Ahluwalia is former deputy chairman of the
erstwhile Planning Commission, and
distinguished fellow at Centre for Social &
Economic Progress (CSEP). Patel is fellow at
CSEP. Views are personal

A half story on Congress
isno story atall

DEAREDITOR
Idisagree

A fortnightly
columnin
which weinvite
readerstotell
us why, when
they differ with
theeditorial
positions or
news coverage
of TheIndian
Express

A serious
debate should
be able to say
that Congress
isright to
worry about
democratic
backsliding but
wrong if it
imagines this
alone will win
elections

RECENT INDIAN EXPRESS

editorial (‘Bihar to Karnataka,

Congress must ask why’, No-

vember 29) returns toafamiliar

narrative, portraying Rahul
Gandhi’s approach as too dark and “apoca-
lyptic”, suggesting the party isin denial and
seeing internal quarrels as signs of decay. I
disagree, not because Congress has no prob-
lems, but because this reading ignores how
power, money and institutions have re-
shaped Indian elections.

Rahul Gandhi’s warnings about demo-
cratic erosion are not justamelodramatic ex-
cuse to explain away defeat. International
and domestic observers have downgraded
India’s democratic standing in recent years,
citing pressure on media, civil society and
institutions. One can argue about his tone,
but to dismiss his concerns as “apocalyptic”
is to ignore evidence and the experience of
citizens who see agencies and rules being
used unevenly. An uneven field can still pro-
duce competition —the 2024 Lok Sabha re-
sults showed that — but it is still uneven. A
fair assessment of Congress has to hold two
truths. First, the party is organisationally
weak in many places, and second, the play-
ing field does favour the ruling party.

The Bihar election is then presented asa
simple morality tale: Congress contested 61
seats, won only six, and blamed the Election
Commission’s (EC) SIR and the NDA’s cash
transfers. This caricatures what happened
on the ground. On October 31and November
6, the Bihar government transferred Rs
10,000 each to the bank accounts of women
beneficiaries under the Mukhyamantri
Mahila Rojgar Yojana, along with a promise
of additional support of Rs 2 lakh to eligible
women. This was just days before the first
and second phases of polling on November
6 and 11. While the Model Code of Conduct
was in force, the EC then allowed “Jeevika
Didis” — who had just received these pay-
ments — to be deployed as “volunteers” at
polling stations. You may still feel Congress
ran a poor campaign, but to pretend these
factors areirrelevant is selective blindness.

Of course, Congress must introspect. It
has not built a robust cadre in large parts of
north India. It often appears confused about
itseconomic message. And itsalliance man-
agementis clumsy. But the call for introspec-
tion cannot be addressed to only one side.
When opaqueelectoral finance sendsahuge
share of anonymous funding to the ruling
party, when enforcement agencies open case
after case against Opposition politicians with
very few convictions, when voter lists and
welfare schemes intersect neatly with elec-
toral needs, then “the system istilted” isnot
analibi —itisadescription. Asking Congress
to stop talking about institutions and only
talkabout organisation islike askinga cricket
team to accept a doctored pitch in silence.

Karnataka is treated in the same one-
eyed way. Yes, there may be a tussle between
Siddaramaiah and D K Shivakumar, and yes,
itsometimes spills outin public. Butleader-
shiprivalries are part ofeverylarge party. The
differenceisin how they are narrated. What
is called “assertive regional leadership” and
“course correction” in one party is labelled
“infighting” in another. Congress does need
better discipline and more transparent deci-
sion-making, but turning every disagree-
ment into a morality play hides the fact that
competitioninside partiesis also a sign oflife.

Aseriousdebate should beabletosay that
Congress is right to worry about democratic
backsliding but wrong if it imagines this
alone will win elections; that the BJPisright
to showcase its welfare schemes but wrong
ifitnormalises a pattern of institutional cap-
ture; and that the media must scrutinise both
with equal sharpness. Voters can hold two
ideas at once. They want better governance
and development, and they also want a
democracy in which the rules are not con-
stantly bent by those in power. Any editorial
that blames only the Opposition, while treat-
ing the structures of power as neutral, ends
up telling only half the story.

The writer is professor of Political Science,
Maulana Azad National
Urdu University, Hyderabad
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Nandalal
Bose’s artwork
embodying
deities as
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document
undermines
the intention
of the
Constitution-
makers, who
avoided
referenceto
Godinthe
Preamble

tutionis confusing

LIPPING THROUGH the pages of my son’s new
NCERT social science book for Class VI, Iran into the
chapter, “The Constitution of India: An Introduction.”
It made me think about the clarity needed when in-
troducing any new concept to young minds.
First, the chapter mistakenly mentions January 26,1950, both
as the date of adoption and the coming into effect of the Consti-
tution. The Constitution is rightly described as “the rulebook for
the country,” entailing the basic framework of governance, rights
and duties of citizens aswell asgoals and aspirations of the nation.
Such a description captures the general understanding of the
Constitution, expressed by Glinter Frankenberg as “giving so-
cieties politico-legal form as an entity”.

It then includes Nandalal Bose’s illustrations from the pages
of the Constitution. Artistic representation may be viewed as an
innovative way of engaging students, but to title them as “Some
illustrations in the Constitution of India” is likely to confuse. It
implies that the illustrations are part of the formal legal docu-
ment. Presenting Bose’s artworkembodying deities as part of the
formallegal document, undermines the intention of the Consti-
tution-makers, who specifically avoided reference to God in the
Preamble to the Constitution.

The Constituent Assembly voted against the amendment pro-
posed by HV Kamath to add “in the name of God” at the begin-
ning ofthe Preamble. A Thanu Pillai, who proclaimed himself as
astaunchbeliever in God, argued that such an inclusion “affects
the fundamental right of freedom of faith” as the Constitution
guarantees liberty to “believe in God or not”. Reference to God,
accordingto Hridya Nath Kunzru, inappropriately imposes a col-
lective view on a matter that concerns every person individually.

Evenifonedoesn’t gobackto the original intent, the projection
of specific deities as being integral to the Constitution does not
align with the agreed text. This contradiction is further exacer-
bated by a marked absence of any reference to freedom of con-
science and cultural and educational rights of minorities in the
chapter. The teaching methods prevailing in schools, where the
prescribed book is not presented as the subject of deliberations
but as a sacrosanct text, are likely to perpetuate this confusion.

Further, the insertions made into the Constitution through
the42nd Amendment have been treated differentially. While Ar-
ticle 51A, delineating the fundamental duties of citizens, is part
of the chapter, the terms “socialist” and “secular” are missing
from the full-page picture of the Preamble.

Factual inconsistency, conflation of the law of the land with
theinformal artwork and differential treatment of two aspects of
the same amendment risk blurring the understanding of the Con-
stitution, which is central to our collective existence as a nation.

The writer is professor, National Law University, Delhi
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Citizenship bill

Parliament approved the Citizenship
Amendment Bill, with the Rajya Sabha pas-
sing it after an assurance by Minister of State
for Home P A Sangma that the government s
committed to the implementation of the
Assam Accord in letter and spirit. Respond-

sonal law of any religious group. He said
the existing laws had been framed to en-
sure they did not infringe on the personal
laws of any community. The government
was considering the demand for exclusion

han case. Madhu Dandavate (Janata) and K
P Unnikrishnan (Congress-S) had given the
notices drawing the Speaker’s attention to
the “deliberate and wilful” attack made by

Goenka against the ministerinanarticlein

of Muslims from Section 125 of the CrPC the Indian Express.
in view of the SC judgment in the Shah
Sl SriLankagasleak
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ing to criticism by Opposition members, the
minister said, “l want to make it very clear
that the bill does not deal with the minorities.
This bill deals with foreigners.”
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Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi said his gov-
ernment was not averse to reviewing any
law that came into conflict with the per-

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

Motions against Goenka

Lok Sabha Speaker Balram Jakhar, rejected
two privilege notices against Ramnath
Goenka, chairman, Indian Express group of
newspapers, while observing that Goenka
had “overreacted” to the reply of the Min-
ister of State for Law and Justice, H R Bhard-
waj, in Parliament over the Express-Jagmo-

A toxic white gas identified as chlorine es-
caped from a semi-mothballed fertiliser
factoryinasuburbantown near Colombo,
causing nausea and setting off a panic.
About 60 residents were rushed by ambu-
lances to the Colombo general hospital and
50 others sought treatment in their local
hospital. There were no reports of any
deathsinthe leakage.
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Even if the wisdom of releasing the
files is a nuanced issue, Mr Trump’s
behaviour has been indefensible.
— The New York Times
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Parliamentis trapped in a cycle of
disruption. Democracy is paying the price

! a .
(.
THAROORTHINK

BY SHASHI THAROOR

NOTHER SESSION of Parlia-

ment has begun, and with it,

the now-familiar spectacle of

disruption. The Opposition’s

refusal to allow proceedings
to continue without a debate on the Special
Intensive Revision of electoral rolls, and the
government’s adamant refusal to permit
such a discussion, cost the Lok Sabha its
first two days before a compromise was
reached. But thiswas not the first stalemate
to paralyse the institution meant to be the
nation’s highest forum for deliberation; nor
will it be the last.

This is not a new affliction. The tactics
of disruption have become institutional-
ised, with each side citing precedent tojus-
tify its conduct. During the decade of UPA
rule, the BJP disrupted Parliament with im-
punity, losing 68 per cent of the 15th Lok
Sabha’s time to protest. Now, in Opposition,
the INDIA bloc has adopted the same play-
book, arguing that the government’s re-
fusal to consult or debate justifies obstruc-
tion. The Golden Rule taught in missionary
schools — “do unto others as you would
have them do unto you” — has been re-
placed in Indian politics by a new maxim:
“Do unto them what they did unto you.”

This tit-for-tat logic has become en-
trenched. Where one sits determines where
one stands. Yesterday’s disruptors now
pose as guardians of parliamentary pro-
priety; today’s obstructionists will likely re-
discover the virtues of decorum if they re-
turn to power. The result is a Parliament
that lurches from one impasse to another,
its deliberative function steadily eroded.

I first engaged with this problem well
before entering politics, when Speaker
Somnath Chatterjee invited me to around
table of eminent citizens — including Na-
rayana Murthy and Shyam Benegal — to
discuss the functioning of Parliament. We
all called for stricter enforcement of rules
to uphold standards of debate and de-
corum. Speaker Chatterjee, however, dis-

LETTERS
ToTHE EDITOR

Surveillance fears

THIS REFERS to the editorial,
‘Forcing down app erodes privacy,
hurtsbusiness,’ (IE, December 3).
The government’s order mandat-
ingthat handset manufacturers
pre-install the Sanchar Saathi app
istroubling for its overreach and
disregard of basic principles of
consent. Cybersecurity is vital,
but coercion cannot be its founda-
tion. A government-backed app
that users cannot freely choose to
install — or uninstall without
doubt about what lingers — raises
fears of surveillance and an ero-
sion of digital autonomy. Forcing
manufacturers tocomply setsa
worrying precedent.

K Chidanand Kumar, Bengaluru

THISREFERS to the editorial
‘Forcing down app erodes
privacy, hurts business’ (IE, De-
cember 3). While the intent to
curb cybercrimeislaudable, the
method is invasive. Moreover,
the fear of “digital dust”— resid-
ual tracking — is not unfounded.
The timingisironic. While the
government replaces archaic co-
lonial laws to modernise our legal
framework, it simultaneously
introduces a digital “licence raj”
that forces manufacturers to alter
supply chains. This inevitably
hurts ease of doing business and
rattles global investors.

Krishan Kumar Chugh, New Delhi

For therightreasons

THIS REFERS to the article, ‘For
democracy’s sake, an index for
legislatures’ (IE, December 3).
Theidea of developing a
structured National Legislative
Index to measure the
performance of state legislatures
issound in conception. Butits
usefulness will be realised if the
state governments and Opposi-
tion parties commit together to
follow it. The NLI figures should
be analysed by a committee ap-
pointed by the government and
its suggestions should be decided
by consensus — the aim should
be performance enhancement
and not finding fault.

Y G Chouksey, Pune

abused us of our illusions. Disruptions, he
explained, were seen by the Opposition as
a democratic right. To thwart them by in-
voking the rulebook would be condemned
by all parties — including the ruling Con-
gress — as undemocratic. Suspension or
expulsion of MPs was not a tool he could
wield without political consensus.

His successor, Meira Kumar, faced
even greater challenges. Her gentility and
decency were routinely abused by a bel-
ligerent BJP, yet she too echoed the Som-
nath line: Expelling unruly members
without all-party agreement would be
wrong. And so the disruptions continued,
becoming a feature rather than a flaw of
parliamentary life.

The tragedy is that both sides are culp-
able. The BJPgovernment refusestoreach
out to the Opposition, preferring to bull-
doze legislation through without consulta-
tion. It treats Parliament as a no-
ticeboard for announcements and
a rubber stamp for decisions al-
ready taken. The Prime Minister’s
disdain is palpable: Unlike Jawa-
harlal Nehru, who attended Par-
liament daily, Narendra Modi
rarely graces the House with his
presence. The ruling party seems
to regard Parliament as a necess-
ary nuisance — useful for forming
a government and passing laws,

RAKESH SINHA

AT THE sixth Ramnath Goenka Memorial
Lecture, Prime Minister Narendra Modi out-
lined an agenda of decolonisation, aggres-
sively targeting Macaulay’s doctrine. The
doctrine’s continuation post-Independence
resulted in abiggap between our intellectual
heritage and the ideas produced today. Modi
has positioned himself against the political
and intellectual classes who have argued
that India derived benefits from colonial
rule. Their belief in continuity with change
isa carryover of the colonial mindset.

Modi’s speech was historic for another
reason. Radical reforms in cultural, educa-
tional, and linguistic policies in less than a
decade require new pedagogies and re-
search. They also call for the state to reach
out to people. Modi has an advantage:
People respect local wisdom and expect
education to draw on our traditions. The
RSS’s grassroots activism also helps state
agencies counter academically influential
counter-reformists who often have the
West’s intellectual patronage.

There is a fundamental differ-
ence between the nation-making

During the decade of UPA rule,
the BJP disrupted Parliament
with impunity, losing 68 per
cent of the 15th Lok Sabha’s
time to protest. Now, in
Opposition, the INDIA bloc
has adopted the
same playbook

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

butinconvenient when it comes to answer-
ing questions or listening to dissent.

The Opposition, meanwhile, has aban-
doned its legislative responsibilities.
Rather than using Parliament to challenge
the government through debate, it prefers
disruption. In doing so, it forfeits the very
tools Parliament offers: Question Hour to
hold ministers accountable, Zero Hour
and Rule 377 to raise urgent matters, and
the opportunity to register its views on gov-
ernment bills. The government passes its
legislation amid the din; it is the Opposi-
tion that loses out.

This mutual contempt for parliamen-
tary norms has had a corrosive effect. Par-
liament, as the nation’s principal forum
for debate and deliberation, has been re-
duced to a farce. The duration of sittings
has declined steadily, and disruptions
have become more frequent. Parliamen-
tary standards have been in free
fall for a generation. Each side
sees itself as the embodiment of
virtue and the other asirredeem-
ably evil. The ruling party brands
the Opposition “anti-national”;
the Opposition in turn imagine
themselves as doughty outnum-
bered Pandavas facing the might
(and the unfair means) of the
Kauravas in powetr. In this politi-
cal climate, government and Op-

publications on history and culture.

A few instances illustrate the difference
between Modi’s and Nehru’sapproaches. In
1955, the Portuguese arrested Mohan Ra-
nade, a freedom fighter in Goa’s liberation
movement, and deported him to Lisbon. He
was sentenced to 25 years in prison. After
Goa’s liberation in 1961, some 3,500 Portu-
guese prisoners were sent back to Portugal,
without demanding Ranade’s repatriation.
Ranade’s mother, Ramabai Apte, waslosing
her sight and wanted to see her son, but she
was denied. Foreign minister M C Chagla
was apologetic when Atal Bihari Vajpayee
raised this sad story in the Rajya Sabha.

Contrast this with a step taken by Modi.
The revolutionary nationalist Shyamji
Krishna Varma, who founded India House
in London and edited Indian Sociologist, was
pursued by the imperialists and died in
Genevain1930. After becoming Gujarat CM,
Modi brought Varma’s ashes back to India.
In 1965, G Ramachandran, aGandhian and
Rajya Sabha member, wanted to know why

the country still had statues of Brit-
ishrulers. The government had no

perspectives of the first PM, Jawa- Any difference convincing reply. Modi renamed
hgrlal Nehyg, and PM Mod1: Dg— with the Nehruvian regime public places that .re.mlndec! t.he
spite opposition even from within , people of the atrocities of British
Congress, Nehru’s project gave little shouldn’t be branded as rule. This aligns with French
emphasis to traditions and culture saffron and every act thinker Frantz Fanon’s critique of
and equated modernity with west- of critical thinking colonial symbols.

ernisation. This led to the decline shouldn’t be dismissed As a result of India’s social
of the Vidya Bhawan, founded by as leftism scientists’ surrender to Western

Nehru’s cabinet colleague K M
Munshi to promote research and

ideas, we have ended up as inter-

preters and textbook writers; our

position see each other as enemies, not
mere adversaries;
becomes impossible.

What is needed is a collective reset — a
new consensus on acceptable parliamen-
tary conduct. I have long spoken out
against disruption — throughout my 16.5-
year-long Parliamentary career, in both
government and Opposition — so what I
am saying is not, as some will be quick to
allege, some new-found appeasement of
the government. The best solution would
be an all-party meeting to agree on a fair
and binding code of conduct. Other
democracies offer useful models: In the
UK, forinstance, the Opposition is allotted
aday each week toraise issues of its choos-
ing.India could adopt asimilar rule, ensur-
ing that the Opposition has space to voice
its concerns. In return, disruption should
be outlawed by mutual agreement. Parlia-
ment could then focus on the nation’s busi-
ness, rather than partisan theatrics.

The diminishing role of Parliament in
our political life is deeply damaging to our
democracy. This is not just a procedural
concern;itis a constitutional crisis in slow
motion. Parliament is meant to be the cru-
cible of democratic debate, the arena
where laws are scrutinised, policies con-
tested, and the executive held to account.
When it is reduced to a theatre of dis-
ruption or a rubber stamp for executive
fiat, the very idea of representative democ-
racy is imperilled.

The custodians of Parliament — its pre-
siding officers, its members, and its politi-
cal leadership in government and in Op-
position —must act beforeitistoolate. The
institution must be preserved, not merely
as an unavoidable hand-me-down of con-
stitutional design, but as a living forum for
democratic engagement. The lifeblood of
our democracy flows through its debates,
its questions, its deliberations. If Parlia-
ment goes down the drain, so too does the
vitality of our democratic experiment.

India deserves better. Our citizens de-
serve a Parliament that reflects their aspir-
ations, grapples with their concerns, and
legislates with wisdom and care. Our democ-
racy deservesalegislature thatisnotabattle-
ground of egos but a workshop of ideas. The
time to restore Parliament’s dignity is now.

civilised debate

The writer is MP, Thiruvananthapuram, Lok
Sabha, and chairman, Parliamentary Standing
Committee on External Affairs

Critics of Modi’s cultural
swaraj don’tget the irony

contribution to world literature and social
scienceislimited. Today, when the state pur-
suesthe cause of the Indian knowledge sys-
tem with great zeal, counter-reformists at-
tack this project as narrow nationalism.

Modi’s project has interesting affinities
with two opposite ends of the ideological
spectrum. In a lecture in 1931, the philos-
opher K C Bhattacharya underlined that
withoutattainingswarajinideasand culture,
no country can claim complete indepen-
dence. Subaltern historians oppose Modi.
However, post-colonial theorists have a vis-
ceral discomfort with the vestiges of colonial-
ism. Modi’s mission of decolonisation, there-
fore, doesn’t go against their hypotheses.

Indianscholarswhohadlongacclaimed
“subalterns” are discardingtheideawhen it
is being translated into reality. This carries
a cautionary note. The comforts of power
encourage sloganeering, even amongst aca-
demics, rather than intellectually rigorous
engagement with their counterparts.

Any difference with the Nehruvian re-
gime shouldn’t be branded as saffron and
every act of critical thinking shouldn’t be
dismissed asleftism. The objective of the In-
dian knowledge system should be toimpact
world literature and social sciences. To para-
phrase R V Dhulekar’s words in the Consti-
tuent Assembly, “What will the ghost of Lord
Macaulay say” if we fail this system? He will
laugh and say, “Old Johnnie Walker is still
going strong.”

The writer is a former Rajya Sabha MP

Russia has
shown econoniic
resilience. Butis

it sustainable?

<

UrtAM KUMAR SINHA

HEN US President Donald Trump unveiled

“tremendous” new sanctions on Russia’s two

major oil firms, the aim was clear — to

squeeze Moscow’s war economy and force a

rethink on Ukraine. Yet history shows that ex-
ternal pressure rarely compels Russia toretreat. Instead, it often
becomes the catalyst for reinvention.

The Russian economy today is a hybrid of Soviet-era endur-
ance and post-Soviet capitalism. Fittingly, the State Duma
meets in the former headquarters of Gosplan, the Soviet plan-
ning agency that set the five-year plans. Where commissars
onceissued production quotas, today’s legislators debate mar-
ket regulations, tax codes, and investment incentives. This
fusion of old and new is most evident in sectors forced to make
rapid adjustments.

Construction and urban infrastructure are clear examples.
Sanctions meant to stall investment have spurred innovation.
Moscow’s crane-filled skyline reflects a construction boom now
driven largely by domestic suppliers. Contractors once reliant
on Western engineering and materials have shifted tolocal pro-
duction or Asian intermediaries. What began as an emergency
substitution has evolved into de facto industrial policy.

Yet, this apparent resilience carries its own strains. Local
substitutes often cost more, take longer, and deliver uneven
quality. The shift to Asian — especially Chinese — supply
chainsdiversifies partners but creates new dependencies. Tour-
ismreflects the same duality. With Europe off-limits, Russians
have turned to Sochi, Altai, Baikal, and Karelia, helped by sub-
sidies and new regional airports. The sector is thriving, but its
revival stems from constrained mobility.

The broader picture is similarly uneven. Military-linked in-
dustries and resource sectors are expanding, but civilian firms
face high borrowing costs and scarce credit. Interest rates above
15 per cent have tamed inflation while stifling private invest-
ment, and a VAT hike in early 2026 will likely squeeze con-
sumers further. The economy is functioning, but largely
through state-driven redistribution rather than genuine, broad-
based growth.

Adeeper layer of adaptation is emerging in science and tech-
nology. Drawing on its Soviet-era intellectual base, Russia is
pushing for advancesin semi-
conductors, Al, and digital in-
frastructure. Institutions are
collaborating to build do-

The Kremlin sets
strategic priorities such
as financial stability

mestic innovation eco-
and technological systems. Import-substitution
sovereignty, while has gxpandeq into microelec-
. . tronics, robotics, and cyberse-
private enteypr.lse curity. Yet without access to
operates within advanced Western machinery
managed boundaries.  and expertise, the gap with
Cultural narratives cast ~ globalleadersendures.
. d At the core of Russia’s en-
economiC enAUranceas  q,rance is its vast resource
amoral duty base. Stretchingacross eleven

time zones, its oil, gas, metals,
and rare earths continue to
anchor export revenue and fiscal stability. Even under sanc-
tions, redirected energy flows to China and India have sus-
tained earnings, albeit at discounts. This resource backbone
funds military spending, supports social programmes, and
cushions external shocks. But it also entrenches an extractive
model of resilience rather than diversified growth.

These dynamics are most pronounced in the Arctic and Far
East. Climate change has opened new maritime routes and re-
source opportunities. The Northern Sea Route — once passable
only by icebreakers — is being developed as a commercial corri-
dorbetween Europe and Asia. Moscow is investing heavily in Arc-
tic ports, LNG terminals, and mining projects, drawing develop-
ment into Siberia and the Far East. The strategy widens export
routes and strengthens Russia’s geopolitical position in a region
of rising competition. But environmental risks, logistical chal-
lenges, and limited foreign capital complicate these ambitions.

Russia’s hybrid economic model — defined by a state-busi-
ness partnership — underpins this overall adjustment. The
Kremlin sets strategic priorities such as financial stability and
technological sovereignty, while private enterprise operates
within managed boundaries. Cultural narratives, reinforced
by the Russian Orthodox Church, cast economic endurance as
amoral duty, blending nationalism with pragmatism and nar-
rowing space for dissent.

Russia’srecord of emerging from crises — the post-Soviet col-
lapse, the 2008 financial shock, and the 2014 sanctions — has
refined its capacity for fiscal discipline and strategic redirection.
Over time, the effectiveness of sanctions erodes as economic
links diminish. As economic ties with the West shrink, so too
does Washington’s ability to exert pressure.

Designed to cripple Russia, the sanctions have instead driven
a economic recalibration — rooted in resource wealth, institu-
tional memory, and a deeply ingrained instinct for endurance.

The writer is senior fellow, Manohar Parrikar
Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses, New Delhi

(EX L L ™

DEV NATH PATHAK

ON WORLD Children’s Day, celebrated an-
nually on November 20, the Air Quality
Index (AQI) in Delhi-NCR showed shocking
levels of particulate matter. On this occa-
sion, a question should have haunted us all:
How can we violate our children’s right to
health and well-being? Unfortunately,
there is a fatalistic and grudging accept-
ance of air pollution as part of everyday liv-
ing. Thelogic that the show mustgoonand
business must remain uninterrupted isre-

When we give up hope for our children

vealing. Our idea of what constitutes prog-
ress and prosperity is playing havoc with
children’s minds and bodies.

Every year, from Delhi in India to La-
hore in Pakistan, the situation worsens in
winter. Children are forced to endure par-
ticulate matter-laden smog in order to get
to school. The Commission for Air Quality
Management issues advisories and directs
the implementation of the Graded Re-
sponse Action Plan in Delhi amidst the an-
nual blame game. Warnings about how
worsening AQI increases the respiratory
vulnerability of children and the elderly
come like clockwork, but everything seems
to be mere lip service.

According to a World Health Organisa-
tion report, billions of children in low- and
middle-income countries are adversely im-
pacted by PM 2.5 and PM10. Nitrogen oxide
and other pollutants also contribute to wor-
sening air quality. It’s not just stubble and

The logic that whatever the AQI
the show must go on, business
must be uninterrupted is
revealing. Our idea of progress
and prosperity is playing havoc
with children’s minds and bodies

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

waste burning or construction dust — ve-
hicular pollution is also a significant con-
tributing factor tobad air. Exposure to am-
bient and household air pollution leads to
the death of one in 10 children worldwide,
and variousillnesses have beenlinked to it.
Studies have also revealed that long-term
exposure to polluted air impairs the cogni-
tive abilities in children.

In their prescriptions for children af-
fected by bad air, pulmonologists and pedi-
atricians have started writing, “leave the
city” or “use anair purifier” or “stay home”.
Schools conduct classes in hybrid mode
and a claim of compliance with the pollu-
tion advisory is officially made.

Citizens’ protests and judicial interven-
tions have so far yielded little beyond pal-
liatives from the state. Meanwhile, the adult
imagination continues to calculate pros-
perity interms of conspicuous consumption.
In addition to reminding ourselves of the
rights of children as part of an annual ritual,
we must ask ourselves: How are adult ideas
and practices responsible for diminished
and damaged childhoods? A childhood at
riskis an anticipation of humanity at risk.

The writer is associate dean, Faculty of Social

Sciences & Centre for Inspiring Rights of
Children for Learning and Empowerment,

South Asian University
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Putin’s visit: The
long arc of India’s
ties with Russia,
theroad ahead

P,
ol
SHUBHAJIT ROy

Russian President Vladimir Putin first came to India for asum-
mit with Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee in October 2000.

Putin was then new to the President’s job — having been
elected earlier in 2000 — and Vajpayee was also in the early
years of his Prime Ministership.

New Delhi was under sanctions from the West for the
Pokhran-II nuclear tests, while Russia was a pale shadow of
the erstwhile Soviet Union. After the Soviet Union’s collapse,
the US dominated the scene in a unipolar world.

India and Pakistan were in a bitter relationship, after the
Kargil war and the IC-814 hijackin 1999. In fact, Putin’s visit took
place months before the Red Fort attack in December 2000.

In short, Russia was weak and India was facing the brunt
of Western sanctions.

Now, 25 years later, Putin will come to India on December
4-5 for the 23rd annual summit between India and Russia.

This is his first visit to India after Russia invaded Ukraine
in February 2022. Putin’s Russia is facing sanctions from the
Western world, while India is also at the receiving end of sec-
ondary sanctions and high tariffs from the US. India and Pak-
istan have once again seen conflict in May, and Delhi just wit-
nessed a blast near the Red Fort.

There are too many similarities in the global and regional
context in the quarter century, but India and Russia have
evolved notjustin their bilateral relationship but also in terms
of their place in the world.

India has built a strong and robust relationship with the
West, including the US, forging security, defence, economic
and people-centric partnerships.

With Russia, it has maintained a strong defence partner-
ship — alegacy from the Soviet Union era — but has also di-
versified to other sources for technology.

Defenceties

Over time, India has reduced its defence import depend-
ence on Russia. But there is legacy equipment that needs
spares and servicing from Russia, and thus, about 60 % of the
defence equipment is still from the country. India has bought
SN T = the S-400 air defence system

{ ‘H— ' from Russia. Moscow hasbeen

' able to deliver 3 out of 5 bat-

? B teries, and now there is a de-
mand for another 5 of them.
But mired in the Ukraine war,
Russiahasnotbeen abletode-
liver the entire equipment on
time.

European analysts say the
sanctions on Russia have also
slowed down its capacity to
manufacture cutting-edge de-
fence equipment — some-
thing that Moscow rejects.

Narendra Modi and Vladimir
Putinin Delhiin 2018. ap

The oil question

Delhi started buying oil

from Russia at discounted

prices once the Ukraine war began. That helped India keep
fuel prices in check.

Bilateral trade between India and Russia reached a record
high of $68.7 billion in FY 2024-25. But this has been lopsided,
asIndia’s exports are worth $4.9 billion and imports from Russia
(mainly oil) amount to $63.8 billion. Last year, the two countries
set an ambitious target of trade worth $100 billion by 2030.

Now, with US President Donald Trump throwing a tariff
curveball onIndia— New Delhiisin abind. The US and Europe
have also put secondary sanctions on Indian oil companies for
buying Russian energy. Thus, since the cost advantage has
evaporated, Indian companies will reduce their oil purchases
from Russia. This throws into question the $100-billion target.

What’s likely to happen

With India under pressure from the US and Europe over its
Russia ties, the conversations between Putin and Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi will be watched very closely. Delhi pre-
pares to host Putin with a private dinner, a state banquet, bi-
lateral meetings, and an address to CEOs. The visit is expected
tobe high on optics and pageantry associated with a State visit.

The West had raised eyebrows at Modi hugging and hold-
ing hands with Putin earlier this year in Tianjin on the side-
lines of the SCO leaders’ summit. All that is expected to be re-
peated in Delhi over December 4 and 5.

Thereislikely to progress on alabour mobility pact, negoti-
ations for a trade deal with the Eurasian Economic Union, new
defence purchases, including the S-400 and the latest Sukhoi
aircraft, and access to Indian goodslike perishables (fruits, veg-
etables) to pharmaceuticals for the Russian market.

Balancing act

India wants strong ties with the US and Europe, asthey are
the source of technology and capital and remain the aspir-
ational destination for ambitious Indians. It is in the process
of negotiating trade deals with both these powerhouses.

But Russia remains a strategic partner because of long-
term defence needs. Delhi is also concerned about Moscow’s
no-limits partnership with China. With 50,000 Indian troops
still stationed at the India-China border, Beijing remains
Delhi’s biggest strategic challenge.
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Rupeebreaches 90-mark:
slide

GEORGE MATHEW &
SANDEEP SINGH

INDIA'S CURRENCY slipped below the psy-
chologically critical 90-per-dollar level on
Wednesday, jolting the financial marketsand
amplifying concerns about the broader mac-
roeconomic landscape.

On the surface, the macro backdrop ap-
pears supportive: crude oil prices have sof-
tened, offering relief on the import bill; infla-
tion has cooled to below 1%, easing
household and corporate cost pressures; and
GDP growth saw an impressive 8.2% expan-
sion in the September quarter. However,
while these factors should ideally bolster a
country’s currency, the Indian rupee is wit-
nessing sustained pressure.

And that has been driven by forces such
as persistent dollar outflows, particularly
from foreign portfolio investors booking
profits and reallocating to more attractive
markets abroad. While the outflow has
heightened demand for the greenback, at the
sametime, the prolonged delay in finalising
atrade deal with the US has injected uncer-
tainty into India’s external position.

As exports have come under pressure
and experts say that the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) too has not actively intervened
to provide strength to the rupee. Mean-
while, asharpjump inthe value of gold im-
ports this festive season has put further
pressure on the rupee.

TheRBIappearstobefavouringagradual
depreciation to keep exports competitive in
the wake of the 50% tariff imposed by US
President Donald Trump. While a depreci-
ationin currency may provide some support
toexporters, many say that the RBI'sdecision
tostay away frominterventionisawiseone,
as it is not something they can artificially
control. If they do, they will end up dwind-
lingtheir reserves, without achievingmuch.

Trade deficit

A trade deficit is a situation when a
country buys more (imports) thanit sells (ex-
ports). Risein trade deficitleads tothe rupee’s
depreciation, as India needs more dollarsto
pay for the imports as against what it earns
from exports.

India’strade position appearstobeunder
renewed strain, with early signs suggesting
that the deficit may be widening. A sharp
drop in exports to the US, one of India’s lar-
gest markets, has been a major contributor
tothisshift. Merchandise exports contracted

e GLOBAL

The RBI has refused to intervene to provide strength to the rupee, favouring a gradual depreciation. reuTers

by 11.8% year-on-year this October, slipping
toaneleven-month low of $34 4 billion. This
came against the backdrop of higher tariffs
and an unfavourable base, as exports had
grown a strong 16.6 % in October 2024.

Oil exports dropped by 10.5%, fallingtoa
nine-month low of $3.9 billion as global
crude pricesdeclined. Non-oil exports fared
no better, shrinking12% to $30.4 billion, also
an 11-month low. Aside from electronic
goods — which managed to expand by 19%
— every major export category registered
year-on-year declines. Engineering goods,
gems and jewellery, chemicals, and ready-
made garments saw sizeable contractions.
Together, these segments accounted for
nearly 90% of the fall in non-oil exports.

While exports faltered, merchandise im-
ports surged 16.6% year-on-year to a record
$76.1billion in October, up from $65.2 billion
a year earlier. Gold import witnessed an
extraordinary surgein Octobet, triplingtoan
unprecedented $14.7 billion from $4.9 billion
ayear earlier. If these trends persist, India’s
trade deficit could widen, adding additional
stress to the currency.

Dealwith US still not done

Market participants are growing increas-
ingly uneasy as the long-anticipated India-
US trade deal remains unannounced.

“The concern now is not just about the
timing,” one analyst said. “The bigger ques-
tion is whether the absence of a deal will
eventually widen the trade deficit.”

For investors and policymakers alike,
the worry isthat prolonged ambiguity could
affect currency stability, export planning,
and the broader sentiment around bilateral
economic ties.

Dollar outflows

The lacklustre performance of India’s
equity markets over the last 14 months has

Key Points

The depreciation
isdrivenbya
growing trade
deficit caused by
asharpfallin
exports tothe US.

The failure toink
atrade deal with
the US has been

the cause of
further
ambiguity and
concern.
]

also prompted foreign portfolio investors
(FPIs) to scale back their exposure. NSDL
datashows that FPIs have withdrawn Rs1.52
lakh crore from domestic equities since Ja-
nuary. What makes this trend particularly
strikingisthat it has occurred despite India’s
broadly stable macroeconomic backdrop.

Yet, numbers on the ground tell a differ-
ent story from headline optimism. Over the
pastyear, Indiahasranked among the weak-
est performers within the major global equity
markets. The occasional record highs in
benchmark indices obscure the fact that re-
turns have materially lagged those in several
other markets that have posted outsized
gains. This stark divergence has led FPIs to
treatIndiaalmost like aconvenient liquidity
source, from where funds are repeatedly
withdrawn to pursue more lucrative oppor-
tunities elsewhere, say market participants.

The persistent outflows have also made
their presence feltin the country’s external
buffers. India’s foreign exchange reserves
have declined by $12.1billion between end-
September and November 21, 2025, landing
at $688.1billion. Much of this decline stems
from afall in foreign currency assets, which
have shrunk by $21.2 billion during the
period. The drop has been partly offset by
anincrease of $9.2 billion in the value of gold
reserves, but not enough to prevent an over-
all erosion.

Goldimports, prices a driver

A major driver of the import surge in Oc-
tober was the jump in gold purchases. This
spike was fuelled by two powerful forces: ro-
bust festive-season buying and speculative
demand triggered by the relentless climb in
gold prices. Domestic gold prices have shot
past Rs 128,000 per 10 grams.

Beyond gold, import momentum re-
mained firm. Non-oil, non-gold importsrose
12.4 % year-on-year to $46.5 billion, driven

The rupee is under sustained
pressure due to persistent dollar
outflows and prolonged delay in
finalising a trade deal with US

by strong demand for silver, electronic
goods, fertilisers, and both electrical and
non-electrical machinery—reflectingacom-
bination of festive consumption, industrial
requirements, and inventory rebuilding. In
contrast, oil imports provided some relief,
falling sharply by 21.7 % to $14.8 billion as glo-
bal prices softened.

RBIrole

The question in the market right now is
whether the RBI is allowing the rupee to
weaken.

Radhika Rao, Executive Director and
Senior Economist at DBS Bank, said the
authorities are likely to keep the rupee at
competitive levelsand inundervalued terri-
tory, assignalled by the correctionin the real
effective exchange rate to sub-100 levels.
“The recent intervention bias suggests that
the currency will be allowed to find its equi-
librium, to better reflect underlying macro
shifts,” Rao said.

Even so, the RBI’s relatively restrained
intervention in recent weeks has contributed
to the speed of the rupee’s decline. With the
policy review scheduled for Friday, traders
are eagerly awaiting signals on whether the
central bankintendstodraw a firmerlinein
defence of the currency.

Madan Sabnavis, Chief Economist at
Bank of Baroda, highlights abehavioural pat-
tern: importers are rushing in while ex-
porters are holding back. “The dollar index
isless than 100 and hence the rupee should
be firm. The RBI appearstobe apparently si-
lent onintervention. All thisisaddingtothe
sentiment which is driving the rupee down.
This will help exporters at the margin but is
not good for importers or inflation. Any sale
of dollars will also mean pressure on liquid-
ity. Remember, the IMF also had something
tosay about the rupee movement sometime
back,” said Sabnavis.

While a softer rupee does offer some mar-
ginal benefit to exporters, it simultaneously
hurts importers and raises the risk of im-
ported inflation.

Itappearsthat the RBIischoosingamore
measured, “soft-touch” approach to inter-
vention. With its forward book already sig-
nificantly drawn down—including in off-
shore non-deliverable forwards—it may be
conserving its firepower for when volatility
threatens to become disorderly.

Sowhatlies ahead

Experts say the dollar should get weaker
in2026ifthe Fed continues with itsrate cuts.
But will the rupee strengthen? That will de-
pend upon multiple factors, including con-
clusion of a trade deal with the US, the tra-
jectory of gold imports, and global crude oil
prices. India’s domestic equity market per-
formance will also play arole.

National security concerns & Trump’s immigration crackdown

AFTER USPresident Donald Trumpsaid he
will “permanently pause migration from all
Third World Countries” last week, his ad-
ministration on Tuesday paused all immi-
gration applications from 19 countriesit de-
termined to be “high-risk”. This comes days
after an Afghan national shot two National
Guard members in Washington.

Extension of previous travel ban

Citing national security concerns, the
Trump administration in June banned
travel tothe US by citizens of 12 of these coun-
triesand restricted access for those from the
seven others.

The ban applied to citizens of Afghanis-
tan, Myanmar, Chad, the Republic of Congo,
Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, Haiti, Iran, Libya,
Somalia, Sudan and Yemen while the re-
stricted access applied to people from Bu-
rundi, Cuba, Laos, Sierra Leone, Togo, Turk-
menistan and Venezuela.

Atthetime, however, noaction wastaken

against immigrants from those countries
who were already in the US before the travel
ban wentinto effect. That has now changed.

“USCIS has determined that a compre-
hensive re-review, potential interview, and
re-interview of all aliens from high-risk coun-
tries of concern who entered the United
States on or after January 20, 2021 (the date
on which former President Joe Biden took
office) is necessary,” a memo from the US
Citizenship and Immigration Services
(USCIS) on Tuesday stated.

Pending this comprehensive review, the
US will “place a hold on pending benefit re-
quests” for allimmigrants from these “high-
risk” countries. Benefit requests include
forms I-485 (application to register perma-
nent residence or adjust status), I-90 (appli-
cation to replace Green Card), N-470 (appli-
cation to preserve residence for
naturalisation purposes), I-751, (petition to
remove conditions on residence), and I-131
(application for travel documents, parole

How LandSpace has emerged as SpaceX’s

biggest Chinese challenger

THE MAIDEN test of LandSpace’s
next-generation Zhuque-3 rocket
failed on Wednesday, dashing the Chi-
nese firm's hopes of becoming the
third company, after Elon Musk’s Spa-
ceXand Jeff Bezos’ Blue Origin, to suc-
cessfully test areusable spacecraft.
While the test may have failed,
LandSpace has emerged as the most
advanced private rocket companyin
China and the country’s closest equiv-
alent to SpaceX and Blue Origin.
Founded in 2015 and based in Beij-
ing, LandSpace was one of the first
startupsto enter the industry after
China opened parts of its space sector
to private moneyin2014.
In July 2023, LandSpace became
the first companyin the
world tolaunch arocket,
called Zhuque-2, powered by
methane and liquid oxygen.
LandSpace is now focused on
Zhuque-3, which is made of stainless

| SCIENCE}

LandSpace’s Zhuque-3 rocket after launch on

Wednesday. x/@LANDSPACE_TECH

steel and designed to carry about 20 to
25tonnestolow-Earth orbit, several
times more than Zhuque-2.
LandSpace’s ambition to
make this rocket take off, re-
turn, and land intact has put
the company at the forefront of
China's private efforts to make rockets
cheaper and reusable. REUTERS
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Questions

remain

® Experts say that
Trump’s latest deci-
sion amountsto col-
lective punishment
for communities or
countries for the ac-
tions of afew.

® Many also ques-
tion the economic ra-
tionale of the move:
estimates suggest
that curbing immi-
gration could signifi-
cantly harmthe US’s
economic output.

1 2THINGS TO KNOW
-~ Dizzying popularity of Spotity Wrapped,

documents, and arrival/departure records).

The USCIS memo states that the agency
would create a prioritised list of immigrants
forreview and if necessary, referral toimmi-
gration enforcement or other law enforce-
ment agencies, within 90 days.

Targetinglegal immigration

Since returning to power in January,
Trump has cracked down on illegal immi-
gration ashe had promised on the campaign
trail. Meanwhile, he has also made attempts
to throttle legal immigration into the US,
promising amendments to existinglegal pol-
icies due to both economic and national se-
curity reasons.

The H-1B visa, which allows American
companies to acquire skilled talent from
abroad, hasbeen criticised for disadvantag-
ing American workers who would be more
expensive to hire. Immigrants have alsobeen
accused, mostly wrongfully, by Trump of
cornering government benefits.

Meanwhile, the national security argu-
ment has been used to step up screening of
visa applications, and create additional de-
terrentstoimmigration, especially from cer-
tain countries.

Both the economic and national security
themes were reflected in Trump’s message
on Truth Social last week. He wrote: “Immi-
gration Policy haseroded those gainsand liv-
ing conditions for many. I will permanently
pause migration from all Third World Coun-
triestoallowthe US system to fully recover...
remove anyone who is not a net asset to the
United States, or is incapable of loving our
Country, end all Federal benefits and sub-
sidies tononcitizens of our Country, denatu-
ralize migrants who undermine domestic
tranquility, and deport any Foreign National
whois a public charge, security risk, or non-
compatible with Western Civilization...”.

The latest USCIS memois seemingly the
first step in this direction.

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE

and why it has set off criticism

Spotify began rolling out Wrapped on
Wednesday. Launched in
2016 asamarketing
campaign, Wrapped provides
users with acompilation of data about
their activity on the platform over the
preceding year, and invites themto
share a colourful pictorial representa-
tion of it on social media.

Wrapped was first launched in 2016. spoTiFy

| CULTURE |

The campaign hasbeen wildly suc-
cessful: Wrapped’srelease
hashistorically correlated
with aboost to Spotify’s app
store rankings. “It’s a masterclass on
fan advocacy,” Guillaume Huin, social
mediadirector of McDonald’s, had told
Adweekin2021.

But the campaign also has its
critics, whoraise data privacy
concerns and how Spotify’s algorithm
itself shapes users’ listening habits.
Users have also pointed out how Spo-
tify has historically mistreated artists.
Asone2021opinion piece on The
Guardian said, Wrapped is “little more
than free advertising for acompany
that... has [been widely] condemned
for not extending a fair share of its
profits and power to artists™.

Nonetheless, Wrapped’s popularity
has forced Spotify’s competitors to
come up with their own versions of the
product. ENS
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‘NEED TO UP OUR GAME’ TO COURT FDI, GLOBAL SUPPLY-CHAIN COMPANIES

‘Notlosing sleep’ over rupee’s fall,

says Chief Economic Advisor

Siddharth Upasani
New Delhi, December 3

THE GOVERNMENT’S top
economist is “not losing sleep”
over the rupee’s sharp fall in re-
centdaysand the currency’s ex-
change rate breaking past the
90-per-dollar mark for the first
time, with Chief Economic Ad-
visor V Anantha Nageswaran
expressing confidence of a re-
versal in fortunes next year. He
also said the foreign direct in-
vestment (FDI) “terrain” had
become much harder since
2024 and “we need to up our
game” to attract FDI and global
supply-chain companies.

“I am not losing sleep over
it,” hetold reporters on the side-
lines of the Confederation of In-
dian Industry’s India Edge
summit on Wednesday when
asked about the rupee’s weak-
ness. “It (rupee) will come back
next year. Right now, it is not
impactinginflation or exports,”
Nageswaran added.

After flirting with the 90-
per-dollar mark on Tuesday, the
rupee finally crossed the key
psychological level on Wednes-
daytohitanother fresh all-time
low. So far this calendar year,
the rupee has fallen by over 5
per cent against the US dollar

JSW Steelin
50:50 JV with

JapansJFE
for BPSL unit

Urvi Malvania
Mumbai, December 3

JSW STEEL has entered into a
50:50joint venture with Japan’s
JFE Steel Corporation, restruc-
turing the ownership of Bhu-
shan Power and Steel (BPSL)
and creating a separate platform
for its future expansion.

As part of the transaction,
the BPSL steel business will be
transferred to JSW Sambalpur
Steel through a slump sale
valued at Rs 24,483 crore. JSW
Sambalpur is wholly owned by
JSW Kalinga Steel, which will
become the actual joint venture
vehicle. JFE will acquire a 50 per
centstakein JSWKalinga forRs
15,750 crore, invested in two
equal tranches, resulting in joint
control of the asset once all
transactions are completed.

JSW Steel’s management
said the deal would reduce its
consolidated net debt by Rs
37,250 crore by June 2026. This
will be achieved through three
components: the slump sale
proceeds of Rs 24,483 crore
(wWhichinclude the first tranche
of JFE’s investment); the
transfer of approximately Rs
4,900 crore of existing BPSL
debtintothejoint venture struc-
ture and the receipt of Rs 7,875
crore from JFE’s second-
tranche equity infusion.

Swayam Saurabh, chief fi-
nancial officer, JSW Steel said
with the reduction in debt, the
company’s net debt to EBITDA
ratio will also decline in the
coming quarters.

JSW Steel emphasised that
the joint venture is intended to
support the next phase of BPSL's
development. The company ac-
quired the asset in 2021 under
the insolvency process. FE

Iam notlosing sleep
overit... It (rupee) will

come back next year. Right
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and is the worst-performing
Asian currency.

Nageswaran’s comments
come after the Finance Ministry
said in its Monthly Economic
Review report last week that the
fall in the rupee has been grad-

ual and in line with emerging
market trends.

Explainingrupee’s fall
Several factors have driven
the rupee lower this year, with
market experts citing the con-
tinued delay in the conclusion
of a free trade agreement with
the US as the primary reason.
Sincelate August, Indian goods
have faced acumulative tariff of
50 per cent while entering the
world’s largest economy. This
hasdented exports. As per latest
data, India’s merchandise ex-
ports were down 12 per cent
year-on-year in October and the
trade deficit ballooned toan all-

now, itis notimpacting
inflation or exports”

VANANTHANAGESWARAN,
CHIEF ECONOMIC ADVISOR

time high of $41.7 billion.

The Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) has also seemingly loo-
seneditsgrip over the exchange
rate over the last year or so and
intervened to a lesser extent in
the foreign exchange market to
stem the rupee’s decline. After
selling almost $400 billion of
foreign currency on agross basis
in2024-25toshore up therupee,
the central bank sold only $44
billion in the first half of2025-26.
Meanwhile, foreign investors
have been exiting domestic
equity markets, with outflows so
far in 2025 totalling more than
$17 billion. This comes on the
back of $21 billion of net inflows
in 2023, which then slumped to
$124 million in 2024.

The FDIchallenge

At the same time, FDI in-
flows have been weak. In 2024-
25, net FDI inflows into India

stood at a mere $959 million.
This hasincreased to $7.6 billion
in the first half of 2025-26. Net
FDI s calculated after adjusting
for investments that are repat-
riated by foreign companies
and overseas investments
made by Indian companies.

Speaking at the CII summit
on Wednesday, Nageswaran
said it was important for inves-
tor confidence that capital
could easily enter and exit
India. “That is why the net FDI
numbers have been under
pressure.”

“At the margin, what has
changed in the last three years
has been, of course, the abrupt
increase in developed country
interest rates from O per cent to
4-5 per cent — depending on
the region you look at — from
2022 onwards, which hasraised
not only the cost of capital in
those countries for investing
overseas, but also incentivised
some of those monies to stay
back,” Nageswaran said.

The localisation of supply
chains around the world has
also altered the dynamic of net
FDI, with India having to com-
pete not just with other emerg-
ing economies but also devel-
oped countries who want to
onshore their production. This,

Nageswaran said, is one of the
reasons why Indian entities’
overseas investments have
goneup “becausein ordertosell
into those markets, you have to
be present there these days
rather than beingable to export
there”. While previously rising
foreign investments have run
into geopolitical and geoeco-
nomic challenges, Nageswaran
said he agreed that “we need to
up our game with respect to
courting FDI, courting global
supply chain companies to
come here”. This requires ad-
dressing tax and infrastructure-
related issues as well as last-
mile connectivity issues in
terms of local governments
being able to step in.

Given India’s growth aspir-
ations, Nageswaran said the
country will continue to need
higher imports and they will
have to be financed with ex-
ports and portfolio and direct
investments.

“Even for exports to take off,
you need investments coming
in, both in terms of financial re-
sources and technology, includ-
ing in areas of energy suffi-
ciency, etc. So, there is no
question, therefore, that we do
have to crank up the efforts in
respect to FDL,” he said.

IBC resolution: House panel raises
concerns over ‘haircuts’, asset valuation

Dheeraj Mishra
New Delhi, December 3

WHILE NOTING that the Insol-
vency and Bankruptcy Code
(IBC) has strengthened the con-
fidence of creditorsand encour-
aged foreign investmentsin the
last eight years of itsimplemen-
tation, a parliamentary panel
has identified multiple chal-
lenges that are hampering the
law’s potential.

It has flagged delays stem-
ming from inadequate judicial
infrastructure, the uncertainty
regarding the finality of resol-
ution plans — primarily because
ofjjudicial reversals,and alack of
accountability among resol-
ution professionals (RPs) as key
hurdlestotheefficacy of the law.
The committee recommended
adopting an enterprise-level
pricediscovery mechanism, be-
sides suggesting cross-borderin-
solvency to strengthen IBC.

The Parliamentary Standing
Committee on Finance said the
government should take a hol-
istic approach towards reforms
through the IBC Amendment

EXPLAINED

Whatisa
‘haircut’?

A ‘haircut’ refers to the differ-
encebetweenthe amounta
lenderis owed and the actual
amountitisabletorecover
through the resolution pro-
cessundertheInsolvency
and Bankruptcy Code.

Bill, 2025, which is being exam-
ined by the Lok Sabha’s Select
Commmittee, to safeguard stake-
holders’ interest. It raised con-
cerns over the ‘haircuts’ and
valuation of the assets, flagging
alack of transparency and ac-
countability in the process,
which sometimes results in a
distress sale.

Putsimply, ahaircutrefersto
the difference between the
amountalenderisowed and the
actual amount it is able to re-
cover through the resolution
process under the IBC.

Recovery in IBC is con-
strained since assets are valued
merely based on liquidation po-
tential instead of enterprise
value, and by a limited pool of
quality resolution applicants,
according to the report. The
average overall recovery under
the law is 32.8 per cent of the
total admitted claims and 170.1
per centof theliquidation value.

“...the system (should) be
evolved tovalue assetsbased on
enterprise valuetobetter reflect
the corporate debtor’s potential.
The Committee further recom-
mends that to reduce ‘haircuts’,
the process for competitive bid-
ding be expanded through glo-
bal outreach to enhance com-
petition,” said the committee in
itsreport on Tuesday, alongwith
arecommendation tointroduce
standard operating procedures
(SOPs) to clearly define the role
of liquidators and registered
valuers, audit trails, and post-
resolution valuation reviews.

As of March 31, 2025, a total
of1,194 companies have been re-
solved under the IBC frame-
work. Through these cases,

creditors have realised an
amount of Rs 3.89 lakh crore
against the total admitted claims
of over Rs111akh crore.

The committee deliberated
on 16 broad issues related to the
code, while assessing its impact
over the last eight years, includ-
ing creditor realisation and asset
valuation, post-resolution chal-
lenges, homebuyers’ rights,
cross-border insolvency frame-
work, and diversion or siphon-
ing of funds.

The committee highlighted
that even after the resolution,
companies are facing problems
starting with a clean slate. They
face hurdlessuch asdelaysinob-
taining necessary clearances
from government agencies, and
difficulty in obtaining fresh
bank financing due to the cor-
porate debtor being labelled a
defaulter, said the report. It rec-
ommended that the govern-
ment should establish a trans-
parent online mechanism to
issue ‘no dues’ certificates to
such companies.

FULLREPORTON
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

Rise above ditterences within while seeking
deregulation: DPIIT Secretary to industry

Ravi Dutta Mishra
New Delhi, December 3

URGING THE industry to keep
national interest in mind while
seeking deregulation, Depart-
ment for Promotion of Industry
and Internal Trade of India
(DPIIT) Secretary Amardeep
Singh Bhatia said on Wednes-
day that the government is
working to boost the ease of
doing business in the country,
but some regulations are
required, Kkeeping orderly

growth and public safety in
mind.

Bhatia said the DPIIT is
working under a clear mandate
to reduce compliance burden
and that several bodies, includ-
ing two high-level committees,
are going into the details of de-
regulationsrequired, butthein-
dustry needstolookat theentire
sectoral growth rather than pur-
suing self-interest while provid-
inginputs, he said.

“I'would also like to add a
cautionary note that let us see

realistically... while industry
wants certain regulations to go
away, there is also the larger
public purpose which has to be
kept in mind, like safety and
orderly development. That pur-
pose should notbelost sight of,”
Bhatia cautioned.

Often the suggestions that
are critical for the overall growth
of the sector are not received as
there are differences within the
industry, Bhatia said at CII’s
India Edge event.

“These (inputs) get hidden

because there are various group-
ings, which have their different
interests. So, keeping the larger
national interestin mind...ifwe
canrise above these differences
and look at how do we get the
entire sector to grow... keeping
in mind the entire value chain
world... the large and the
smaller enterprises... the up-
stream and the downstream
players...atrader and the manu-
facturers,” he said.
FULLREPORTON
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

‘Weakening rupee the
perfect medicine for
problem of elevated taritfs’

A WEAKENING rupee is the
“perfect medicine” to counter
the problem of elevated tariffs
currently, according to
PRANJUL BHANDARI, HSBC'’s
ChiefIndia Economist/Strategist
and ASEAN Economist. In an
interview with SIDDHARTH
UPASANI after the rupee
breached the 90-per-dollar mark
for the first time on Wednesday,
Bhandarisaid the shockfromUS’
50 per cent tariff on India is re-
flectingin the trade deficitand a
combination of a widening cur-
rent account deficit and weak
capital inflows is exerting press-
ureonthe Indian currency. How-
ever,atradedeal withtheUSand
the Indian government becom-
ing “very serious about multiple
reforms” could be important
catalysts and provide positive
triggers for inflows and the
rupee. Edited excerpts:

Therupee crossed 80-per-
dollarin July2022. What
hasdrivenitto90?

There are alot of factors and
a lot of them have had to come
together, but what’s different
right now is the trade deficit. In
Octobet, it was $42 billion and it
was not very low before that; it
has been north of $30 billion for
afewmonths. So, the currentac-
count deficit widening after a
very long time has played a big
role. On the capital flows side,
net foreign direct investment
(FDI) has been weak and port-
folio inflows haven’t been very
exciting. So, you have both — a
wideningtrade deficit and capi-
tal flows that have been weaker
than people would have liked.
This has made the balance of
payments a little more fragile
and that’s what’s really bearing
on the rupee right now.

You havesaid agradually
weakening rupeeisthebest
shock absorber for high tar-
iffs. Could you elaborate?
The 50 per cent tariff is more
than double of whathasbeen put
on ASEAN countries, which puts
India at a relative disadvantage
and thetrade deficitis reflecting

Labour codes
likely to be fully
operational
from April 1

New Delhi: The four labour
codes, notified on November
21, are likely to be fully oper-
ational from April 1,2026 asthe
ministry has begun the process
for enforcing rules under the
notified law. The four labour
codes are — Code on Wages,
2019, Industrial Relations Code,
2020, Code on Social Security,
2020 and the Occupational
Safety, Health and Working
Conditions Code, 2020.

Addressing CII IndiaEdge
2025 here, Labour & Employ-
ment Minister Mansukh Man-
daviya on Wednesday said draft
rules will be pre-published
shortly.

He said that earlier the
Centre aswell as states had pre-
published draft rules, but that
was along time ago.

A senior official explained
that after pre-publishing the
draft rules, the government will
give 45 days time for public
comments before firming up
those for final notification. PTI

-o SMARTPHONE MAKERS WARN OF PRICE RISES DUE TO SOARING MEMORY COSTS

Reuters
Seoul, December 3

AN ACUTE global shortage of
memory chipsis forcingartificial
intelligence and consumer-elec-
tronics companies to fight for
dwindling supplies, as prices
soar forthe unglamorousbutes-
sential components that allow
devices to store data.

Japanese electronics stores
have begun limiting how many
hard-disk drives shoppers can
buy. Chinese smartphone
makers are warning of price in-
creases. Tech giants including
Microsoft, Google and Byte-
Dance are scrambling to secure
supplies from memory-chip
makers such as Micron, Sam-

sung Electronics and SK Hynix,
according to three people fam-
iliar with the discussions.

The squeeze spans almost
every type of memory, from flash
chips used in USB drives and
smartphones to advanced high-
bandwidth memory (HBM) that
feeds Al chips in data centres.
Prices in some segments have
more than doubled since Febru-
ary, according to market-re-
search firm TrendForce, drawing
in traders betting that the rally
has further torun.

The fallout could reach
beyond tech. Many economists
and executives warn the pro-
tracted shortage risks slowing Al-
based productivity gainsand de-
laying hundreds of billions of

FILE
dollars in digital infrastructure.
It could also add inflationary
pressurejustas many economies
aretryingtotamepricerisesand
navigate US tariffs.

“The memory shortage has
now graduated from a compo-
nent-level concern to a macro-
economic risk,” said Sanchit Vir
Gogia, CEO of Greyhound Re-

search, a technology advisory
firm. The Al build-out “is collid-
ingwith asupply chainthatcan-
not meet its physical require-
ments.”

This Reuters examination of
the spiraling supply crisis is
based oninterviewswith almost
40 people, including 17 execu-
tivesat chipmakers and distribu-
tors. It shows industry efforts to
meet voracious appetite for ad-
vanced chips —driven by Nvidia
and tech giants like Google,
Microsoft and Alibaba—created
a dual bind: Chipmakers still
can’t produce enough high-end
semiconductors for the Al race,
yet their tilt away from tradi-
tional memory productsis chok-
ing supply to smartphones, PCs

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

and consumer electronics. Some
are now hurrying to course-cor-
rect. Average inventory levels at
suppliers of dynamic random-
access memory (DRAM) — the
main type used in computers
and phones — fell to two to four
weeks in October from three to
eight weeks in July and 13 to 17
weeks in late 2024, according to
TrendForce.

Thecrunchisunfoldingasin-
vestors question whether the bil-
lionsof dollars poured into Alin-
frastructure have inflated a
bubble. Some analysts predict a
shakeout, with only the biggest
and financially strongest com-
panies able to stomach the price
increases.

One memory-chip executive

The Al frenzy is triggering a new global supply chain crisis

told Reuters the shortage would
delay future data-center projects.
New capacity takes at least two
years to build but memory-chip
makersarewary of overbuilding
for fear it could end up idle
should the demand surge pass,
the person said.

Samsungand SKHynix have
announced investments in new
capacitybuthaven’tdetailed the
production split between HBM
and conventional memory.

SK Hynix has told analysts
that the memory shortfallwould
lastthrough late 2027, Citisaid in
November. Samsung told
Reutersitis monitoring the mar-
ket but wouldn’t comment on
pricing or customer relation-
ships.
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CHIEF INDIAECONOMIST/STRATEGIST
AND ASEAN ECONOMIST, HSBC

that as our exports are weaken-
ing quite alot. This has been a
global exogenous tariff shock.

Whenever you have such
shocks, they need to be ad-
dressed. I think the best way to
addressitistoallowthe currency
to depreciate. When the cur-
rency depreciates, exports be-
come more competitive. Tariffs
make your exports uncompeti-
tive and your currency depreci-
ating countersthat. So, in away,
it’s the perfect answer to the
problem.

In all the work that we have
done in the past, we have no-
ticed that exports of both goods
and services react positively to
currency depreciation; in fact,
services exports respond even
more than goods exports. Given
that services exports have been
our comparative advantage
lately and we are not seeing pro-
tectionism in services trade the
way we are seeing in goods, let-
ting the currency depreciate
could also be quite good for our
services exports going forward.
In away, thisis the perfect medi-
cine to the problem of elevated
tariffs at this point of time. From
that perspective, I would agree
with Chief Economic Advisor V
Anantha Nageswaran, in that I
am not overtly worried about a
gradual depreciation.

Whatis the way forward?Is

* BRIEFLY

atradedeal withthe USthe
onlytrigger?

We would have to see when
the deal happens and its details.
Butifit’sannounced one month
down the line and the tariff rate
falls from SO per cent to, say, 15
per cent, that would be a bigger
reduction than markets have
priced inatthis point oftimeand
couldlead toastep appreciation
in the currency for both direct
and indirect reasons.

But there are other things
that can also go right — for
example, if the government
suddenly becomes very serious
about multiple reforms. We
have already seen the labour
codes being announced. If that
is followed up by other reforms
— there is a deregulation drive
that’sgoingon —and ifthereis
some impact from them, they
would also be a positive trigger
for inflows and therefore the
currency.

Doyouhave aforecast for
therupeeforend-2026 oris
ittoodifficult to make pre-
dictionsrightnow?

I can’t comment about the
end of next year because there
are so many moving parts. If
thereisnotradedeal, then grad-
ual depreciation could continue
from these levels. If thereis a
deal, the rupee could quite easily
come below 90-per-dollar again.

Insuchsituations, people get
very carried away. But the truth
isthatthere’salot of meanrever-
sion. If you were to take the real
effective exchange rate and plot
it, you'll see that it mean-reverts
in a major way. And that is the
beauty of why we call the cur-
rency a shock absorber or auto-
matic stabiliser.

For the last 20 years, if there
is something that has not failed
me, it is the mean reversion of
the real effective exchange rate.
It gives me the confidence that
the currency never movesinone
direction and it successfully
plays the role of an automatic
stabiliset.

FULLINTERVIEW ON
WWW.INDIANEXPRESS.COM

Reserve Bank’s
MPCbegins
deliberations

Mumbai: The Reserve
Bank’s Monetary Policy
Committee commenced its
three-day deliberations
amid expectations of 25
basis point rate cut, but
some experts believe that
the RBI may settle for status
quo. The decision of the RBI
Governor Sanjay Malhotra-
headed six-member rate-
setting panel will be
announced onFriday. PTI

‘Single window
for low-risk

foreign investors’

New Delhi: Markets regula-
tor Sebi has made it easier
for low-risk foreign inves-
torsto participate in the In-
dian securities market with
the introduction of asingle
window access, a move
aimed at simplifying com-
pliance and enhancingthe
country’s attractiveness as
aninvestment destination.
The new framework —
Single Window Automatic &
Generalised Access for

Trusted Foreign Investors
(SWAGAT-FI) — would pro-
vide easierinvestmentac-
cesstolowrisk foreignin-
vestors, enable a unified
registration process across
multiple investment routes
and reducerepeated com-
pliance and documentation
for such entities. PTI

New biz intakes
drive services
sector growth

New Delhi: India’s services
sector growth accelerated
during November, after los-
ingsome momentum in Oc-
tober, driven by a faster up-
turnin new business
intakes and subdued price
pressures, amonthly survey
said on Wednesday. The
seasonally adjusted HSBC
India Services PMI Business
Activity Indexroseto59.8in
November, from 58.9in Oc-
tober, supported by new
business growth. In the Pur-
chasing Managers’ Index
(PMI) parlance, a print
above 50 means expansion,
while ascore below 50 de-
notes contraction. Interna-
tional sales continued to
improve. PTI
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Sting in the tail
Ditwah devastated Sri Lanka, and
exposed infrastructure gaps in India

uring its slow crawl over Sri Lanka in No-
]) vember, Cyclone Ditwah was a rain ma-

chine that repeatedly swept over the
same areas for days, eventually precipitating a
national disaster with widespread flooding. Four-
teen lakh people were affected, and at least 474
were killed. After crossing Sri Lanka, the system
re-entered the Bay of Bengal and briefly reintensi-
fied, bringing heavy rains to north Tamil Nadu
and south Andhra Pradesh. By December 1, the
storm’s remnant parked itself off Chennai’s coast
as a deep depression. The next day, after around
18 cm of rain over 24 hours, the city woke to
flooded streets and widespread waterlogging.
While that much rain would test any urban drain-
age system, public frustration has mounted. That
Ditwah was tricky to predict made matters
worse. Chennai’s storm water network has been
rebuilt and extended after the 2015 floods, and
again since 2023, but it cannot be flood-proof. In-
tegrated projects in local basins are designed to
handle intense bursts rather than hours of heavy
rain. The GCC has said that it has spent 5,200
crore over four years to add around 1,100 km of
new drains, with three-fourths of the work done.
A separate endeavour to fix smaller broken links
is incomplete, leaving many streets waterlogged.
Chennai’s flat layout, increasing paved area, and
the three rivers running through it from catch-
ments in Tiruvallur and Kancheepuram also
mean that when a storm system inundates those
basins and Chennai together, water levels will
rise quickly. Recent floods in north Chennai ex-
posed the encroachment and shoddy desilting of
the Kosasthalaiyar. With its ability to tolerate
flooding diminished, the GCC had to shut some
drains and pump stagnant waters against reverse
flow. By lingering near Chennai, the new storm
had similar effects.

The Thiruppugazh Committee appointed after
the 2021 floods produced a 600-page report with
basin-wise recommendations and numerous
measures. The State government has cited this
report while justifying design changes and drain
upgrades, building artificial water bodies, and
seeking central funds for an ‘Integrated Urban
Flood Management’ project, yet the report re-
mains out of public view. There is also no verifia-
ble consolidated implementation plan with a
deadline. Flood maps and elevation models exist
for the Chennai basin but they are not a shared
reference for enforcement and relief efforts,
while proper zoning and limits on construction
continue to elude residents. Thus, the rains un-
derline an unresolved story while spotlighting
gaps in infrastructure and transparency. As the
upgrades take shape, the State must publish the
report and ensure hazard maps and basin-wide
coordination efforts as well as temporary solu-
tions such as pumps keep pace with the storms
that routinely test them.

Taking the leap

Discriminatory provisions that impede
lives of those with leprosy must go
s ystematic efforts are required to eliminate

stigma, that are often seeded by fear, mis-
information or ancient beliefs, and to re-
move the discriminatory attitudes towards those
affected. The Supreme Court of India’s interven-
tion to battle stigma and discrimination in the
case of leprosy is a corrective action that could
not have been delayed any further. On a direction
from the Court, the NHRC recently submitted
that 97 central and State laws continue to contain
provisions that discriminate against persons with
leprosy. In sum and substance, these provisions
deny access to things as basic as public transport
and public spaces, right to run for elected office,
and access to employment, or running a business
venture. The Court was hearing a batch of peti-
tions contending that there were a number of
provisions across central and State statutes that
discriminate against persons with leprosy.
Caused mainly by the bacterium, Mycobacterium
leprae, leprosy is among the earliest known infec-
tions to affect humans, with skeletal evidence
dating back to 2000 BCE. Today, India continues
to report about 57 % of leprosy cases worldwide,
with genetic predisposition and living in unsani-
tary conditions raising the susceptibility. The
NHRC, which has been in pursuit of this issue
since 2021, first put out a comprehensive docu-
ment that recommended early identification,
timely treatment, rehabilitation, and removing
discriminatory practices to ensure dignity and
equal access to fundamental rights for persons
with leprosy. This includes a plea to the Centre to
enact a law to replace derogatory terminology
that persists in the laws of the land, and a pointed
recommendation to the Unique Identification
Authority of India to promote the use of iris scans
for Aadhaar enrolment, as leprosy primarily af-
fects the fingertips, through nerve damage.
Given that a plethora of medical advance-
ments have enabled leprosy to be a non-infec-
tious condition, and be fully curable with the
right interventions, it will be a shame to allow
these discriminatory, antediluvian provisions to
continue to be in force. The judges directed all
States and Union Territories to submit reports de-
tailing the steps that they have initiated in this re-
gard. In fact, armed with the evidence that the
NHRC has provided, the Centre and States must
set themselves the urgent task of removing these
provisions, and launching remedial action. In
this day and age, it is unfathomable that the state
continues to trap a group of citizens in the dark
ages based on laws written by humans who did
not know better.

CM
K

A dismantling of the base of environmental regulation

n November 18, 2025, in CREDAI vs

Vanashakti, through a 2:1 majority, the

Supreme Court of India reviewed and

recalled its judgment from May this
year, where it had declared notifications
permitting persons to secure ex post facto
environmental clearances (ECs) as illegal. The
original judgment was hailed as a landmark
moment, as a rare instance of the Court
grounding its rhetoric in enforceable discipline.
But the Court has now asserted, with a strong
dissent from Justice Ujjal Bhuyan, that its earlier
ruling misinterpreted binding precedents and
failed to appreciate that retrospective ECs may, in
some situations, further the cause of public
interest.

Our immediate reaction might well be to ask
how? To answer this, the Court employs a wholly
circular logic. As the then Chief Justice of India,
Justice B.R. Gavai put it, to entirely deny
retrospective clearances undermines public
welfare because it could well compel authorities
to halt or tear down completed projects that had
begun without prior permission. Thus, the illegal
act is, by itself, turned into a justification. The fact
of a violation — of a project unlawfully
commenced without an EC — winds up forming
the rationale for granting the very clearance that
the law requires in advance. In other words, the
rules become fungible, to accommodate a fait
accompli.

An undoing of a reasoned judgment

For somewhere nearing half a century, the
Supreme Court has spoken in soaring terms
about the right to a clean and healthy
environment. Through numerous judgments, it
has located this promise within Article 21 of the
Constitution of India’s guarantee of a right to life.
It has cited the precautionary principle — which
requires the state to adopt protective measures
even when scientific evidence about an
environmental risk is uncertain — as a binding
norm. It has also acknowledged that ecological
degradation burdens both the present and future
generations. It has enunciated a right against the
harms of climate change, and it has appealed to
principles of intergenerational equity and
sustainable development as constitutional goals.

So grandiose have these pronouncements
often been that this body of law is seen as one of
the Court’s more progressive feats. But abstract
doctrines take us only so far. They serve little
purpose if they are not meaningfully applied to
real world violations.

Worse still, they collapse entirely when the
Court undoes its own carefully reasoned
judgments. That is precisely the worry with the
judgment in CREDAL. It turns non-compliance
from an offence into an argument, and
dismantles, in the process, the foundations of
environmental regulation.

Suhrith
Parthasarathy

is an advocate
practising in the
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For an
institution that
has pioneered
environmental
protection, the
top court’s
review of
Vanashakti
marks a
disquieting
step backward

At its core, India’s environmental laws
mandate prior EC for certain industrial and
development projects of specified sizes and
types.

This requirement, instilled through the
Environment Impact Assessment (Notification) of
2006 has been watered down at least twice over.
In 2017, the Ministry of Environment, Forest and
Climate Change issued a notification permitting
those who had commenced work on site without
an EC or expanded production beyond the limit
of the EC, to apply for and secure a retrospective
licence within six months from March 14, 2017. In
2021, the Ministry issued what it described as an
“Office Memorandum” and instituted a “Standard
Operating Procedure” allowing projects in
violation of the law, where the window available
under the 2017 order to apply could not be
availed, to be regularised, by paying penalties
and costs.

The basis of the original ruling

The Court’s original ruling, authored by Justice
A.S. Oka, struck down both the 2017 and 2021
notifications. In doing so, the judgment returned
to first principles and situated the controversy
within the long arc of India’s environmental
jurisprudence. It traced the trajectory from the
Stockholm Conference of 1972 to the enactment
of the Environment (Protection) Act, 1986, and
then to the Environmental Impact Assessment
(EIA) frameworks of 1994 and 2006, each
measure constituting a building block in a regime
that aims at preventing harm rather than
condoning and regularising violations.

The verdict saw the insistence on a prior EC as
no procedural formality. On the other hand, it
insisted that this formed a central pillar in our
statutory design. The EIA regime requires public
hearings, scientific studies, expert appraisal and
conditional approvals before a project begins,
because the idea is to prevent irreversible harm.
A prior EC ensures that project viability is
assessed considering ecological limits. It ensures
that economic momentum does not
predetermine environmental outcomes.

The original judgment also drew upon
long-standing decisions, including the verdict in
Common Cause vs Union of India (2017), where
the Court held unequivocally that retrospective
clearances are “detrimental to the environment
and could lead to irreparable degradation of the
environment,” and the M.C. Mehta cases, which
asserted that even the renewal of a mining lease
required previous approval. The logic was clear: if
the law demands scientific scrutiny first, but
construction proceeds sans such examination,
the consequence cannot be a backdated
validation of the illegality.

Equally significant was Justice Oka’s account of
the Union Government’s own conduct. Before the
Madras High Court, the State’s lawyers gave a

categorical undertaking that the 2017 notification
allowing ex post facto clearances was a one-time
measure. That assurance was recorded and relied
upon by a constitutional forum. Therefore, one
would think the government would bind itself to
its solemn commitment. But as the 2021
memorandum demonstrated, it was only too
keen to liberalise compliance even further,
allowing even those who had not submitted
applications during the allotted time to seek
retrospective validation.

Regrettably, the review judgment looks beyond
all this. It frames for itself a narrow question:
would enforcing prior scrutiny inconvenience
those who have already violated the law? In so
asking, it shifts the goalposts from principle to
expediency, marking, as Justice Bhuyan points
out, a clear retrograde step.

The dissenting opinion also lays bare the
various other inconsistencies in the majority’s
approach. It points to the chief justification for
repelling predated ECs: the idea that our laws are
built to anticipate harm rather than
accommodate it. Replacing prior scrutiny with
backdated lenience dismantles the guardrails that
the Court itself helped construct over decades.

If the fact of a violation becomes grounds for
erasing its consequences, any incentive to comply
disappears. Project proponents will be happy to
proceed without an EC, secure in the knowledge
that the government, aided by the court, will help
normalise their lapses through the payment of
fines rather than the imposition of any serious
consequences. In effect, what is rewarded is
unlawful conduct with a declaration that the
sheer scale of the wrongdoing compels the law to
bend.

A further weakening of accountability

The review judgment’s implications for
environmental governance are stark. First, it
hollows out the EIA process. A sense of fait
accompli attaches itself to the requirements of
public participation, expert appraisal and
scientific evaluation. Scrutiny becomes
ceremonial. Second, compliance is treated as
voluntary. The state’s regulatory hand weakens,
and enforcement loses its deterrent force.

But, ultimately, the most troubling
consequence of the judgment is the signal it
sends. We are living in a time of intensifying
climate change and ecological fragility. But India’s
top court wants to dilute the already-flailing tools
to ensure accountability. For an institution that
has long prided itself on pioneering
environmental protection, the review marks a
decidedly disquieting step backwards.

The Court will now have to reassemble to hear
the challenges anew. When it does so, it will do
well to remember that the validity of the two
notifications is not the only thing at stake here,
but also the credibility of India’s rule of law.

The climate is breaching the wall of urban meitrics

they belong to the same category.

Mumbai, Delhi, Kolkata and Chennai are
similar in age, scale and cultural importance and
all four appear in rankings of “global” or
“liveable” cities. Yet, anyone who has lived in
them knows how much the security that they
offer their residents during cyclones or extreme
monsoon days differs. That divergence is not just
an Indian curiosity but points to a deeper
problem with how we define and measure
“modern” urban life, and which recent floods
across Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Thailand, and the
Philippines made clear.

The UN-Habitat City Prosperity Index
combines productivity, infrastructure, quality of
life, equity, environmental sustainability and
urban governance into a single picture. The
Global Liveability Index scores cities on stability,
health care, culture and environment, education
and infrastructure. The City Resilience Index
focuses on how well cities withstand and recover
from shocks, including extreme weather, across
health and well-being, economy and society,
infrastructure and environment, and leadership
and strategy.

While these approaches acknowledge that
economic output, public services, social inclusion
and environment all matter to urban welfare,
they do not yet add up to a coherent way to judge
whether a city actually affords its residents a
“developed” life in a world in which the climate
regularly breaches new extremes.

P eople often discuss India’s big metros as if

The Asia floods

Cyclone Ditwah brought intense rain to Sri Lanka,
triggering flooding and landslides that killed over
400 people and displaced tens of thousands in
Colombo and in densely populated countryside
settlements. In Indonesia, cyclonic storms
triggered floods and landslides across Sumatra,
killing hundreds and destroying villages in river
valleys and on steep slopes. Southern Thailand,

:
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The impact of
extreme natural
events in Asia
points to a
deeper problem
of how ‘modern’
urban life is
being defined
and measured

including the city of Hat Yai, experienced rainfall
reported to be the heaviest in centuries. The
resulting floodwaters were several metres deep
while national leaders also acknowledged failures
in warning. In the Philippines, Typhoon Kalmaegi
inundated parts of the Visayas region, including
Cebu, leaving dozens dead and lakhs displaced.

Hat Yai and Cebu are secondary cities
integrated into national economies. Hill towns
near Colombo are similarly linked to the capital’s
labour and commodity markets. Yet, many of the
affected settlements do not appear on the major
indices. This is because liveability rankings
typically cover capital regions and a small set of
global hubs while global city indices focus on
financial and research functions. The first flaw is
that the places that absorb much of the real risk
of rapid urbanisation due to a changing climate
are often excluded from the systems by which
“modern” urban life is assessed.

Shortcomings in liveability indices

Where data does exist, the floods reveal a more
structural problem. The grey infrastructure in the
most affected places was designed for weaker
storms and was quickly overwhelmed by more
than 300 mm of rain in 24 hours. Early warning
and evacuations were only partial, leaving
families in south Thailand reportedly trapped on
upper floors for two days. Landslides in Sri Lanka
also struck at night.

However, liveability indices record whether a
city has hospitals, schools, parks, and public
transport but are nearly silent on whether
drainage networks can handle 21st century
cloudbursts, whether hillsides are free of
construction, and whether there are safe and
accessible alternatives to informal housing.
Prosperity indices may measure the share of
households in “durable” housing, yet rarely
differentiate between a brick house on a stable
terrace and one cut into an unstable slope.

These gaps matter because the assessment

paradigms have become part of the way States
and investors decide where to deploy capital. A
city that scores well on connectivity and business
climate may also pay scant attention to drainage
or slope stability, yet still attract more
investment, even if that investment deepens
exposure in floodplains or unstable hillsides.
Public officials who are aware of what “moves the
needle” prioritise airports, metro lines, and
waterfront promenades, all of which signal
modernity, while the less visible work of desilting
canals, maintaining culverts, enforcing building
codes and relocating people towards sites of
lower risk remains politically thankless.

The inequity

Because most indices use city-wide averages, they
misprice risk and shift it to those with the lowest
capacity to bear it. Rising land values and
expanded infrastructure in flood-prone areas
show up as higher prosperity and better access.
When extreme rain arrives, wealthier residents
benefit from better mobility and services and can
often protect themselves with insurance while
peri-urban settlers scramble in structures that
crumble or flood first, even though they too live
in a city assessed to be “modern”.

International funds and technical assistance
programmes often require cities to produce
certain plans and indicators; cities that can
already do this, which are typically larger and
more prosperous, become the main recipients of
adaptation support. Projects are then designed to
satisfy reporting requirements, not necessarily to
address the most acute local hazards. Eventually,
the media and urban elites adopt the vocabulary
of “top-10 most liveable”, “world-class” or
“smart” cities while planning curricula and
engineering standards adopt global indices as
reference points, embedding their biases into the
next generation of urban professionals.

mukunth.v@thehindu.co.in
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Sanchar Saathi app

The most secretive manner
in which the government
mandated the preloading of
the Sanchar Saathi app in
smartphones raises
questions. It is stunning
now that the Department of
Telecommunications has
withdrawn its directive after
an uproar. Why this hanky-
panky by the government?
It has become a habit of the

intentions.
Chennai

Kochi and pollution

government of the day to
bring in such instruments
that are detrimental to the
privacy of the people and
make a somersault once
there is a hue and cry,
which exposes the real

Tharcius S. Fernando,

| write this letter as a former

Member of Parliament.
Kochi, the commercial
capital of Kerala, is
increasingly being engulfed
by a dangerous blanket of
smog, triggering
widespread respiratory
ailments. No one will forget
the Brahmapuram waste
plant fire of 2023. It is
imperative that the
authorities consult experts
in environmental

management to identify the
root causes behind this
persistent smog. One of the
likely contributors to Kochi’s
worsening air quality is the
burning of waste —
including plastic — across
various parts of the city.
Reducing air pollution
requires institutional action
and civic responsibility.
Richard Hay,

Maradu, Kerala

Website issue

The Centralized Public
Grievance Redress and
Monitoring System site
(https://pgportal.gov.in/),
the official platform for
filing grievances against
government departments,
does not work. For several
weeks now, the site has
been unresponsive, the
login (via OTP and
password) does not work,

and even the official
support email address
freezes. The government
must ensure that the
grievance system meant to
serve the people works at
all times.

Prakash N.,
Vellore, Tamil Nadu

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the full postal
address.
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A missing link in India’s mineral mission

he Union Cabinet’s new

%7,280 crore rare-earth

magnet scheme

acknowledges a simple
truth: digging without processing
is just exporting prosperity. The
new G-20 framework on critical
minerals also makes value
creation through refining and
manufacturing its centrepiece. For
India, which has reformed its
mining laws but still lacks
large-scale processing, this is a
timely reminder. Every solar
panel, electric vehicle, and wind
turbine begins not on an assembly
line but in a refinery, where ores
are turned into battery-grade
graphite, magnet-ready rare
earths, or ultra-pure polysilicon.
Yet almost all this processing
happens outside India, increasing
the vulnerability of domestic
supply chains. That exposure has
grown as U.S.-China trade
frictions trigger new tariffs and
export restrictions.

In recent years, the Mines and
Minerals (Development and
Regulation) Act has been amended
to support domestic mining
through exploration licences,
national auctions,
mining-associated minerals, and a
national mineral exchange. These
reforms help us dig, but they do
not help us refine. India imports
almost the entire amount of its
lithium, nickel and cobalt. And the
stakes extend far beyond clean
energy. High-purity materials are
also critical for semiconductors,
telecommunications, automobiles,
pharmaceuticals, and defence
systems.

The midstream segment of the
critical minerals value chain —
processing and refining — is a
global chokepoint. China still
controls over 90% of global rare
earths and graphite refining.
Citing national security, China
tightened export controls on rare
earth and battery technologies
earlier this year and has since
expanded them even further in
recent weeks. Without domestic
processing, India will stay exposed
to such shocks.

Hence, India must scale up its
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is Research Analyst at
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There’s a
pressing need to
strengthen
India’s critical
minerals sector
but more focus
needs to go into
the often
overlooked part
of the value
chain —
processing and
refining

processing and refining capacity,
starting with the minerals it
already produces or recycles. The
recently approved 1,500 crore
critical minerals recycling scheme
is a promising start. A recent study
by the Council on Energy,
Environment and Water (CEEW)
shows India already mines and
processes seven critical minerals —
coppet, graphite, silicon, tin,
titanium, rare earths, and
zirconium. But in each case, our
refining lags behind either in scale
or quality.

India can take five steps to
develop critical mineral
processing. First, turn Centres of
Excellence into innovation
engines. The nine Centres of
Excellence under the National
Critical Mineral Mission must drive
applied research, specifically for
producing high-purity compounds
and materials aligned to industry
needs. In the short term, their
primary focus should be to
develop processing technologies
that can be implemented and
operationalised at a commercial
scale. Academic institutes such as
IITs, NITs, industry and think
tanks should work on life-cycle
modelling and cost-benefit
analysis for rapid technology
adoption by the processing
industry. What matters now is
momentum to push innovative
technologies from labs to
commercial scale.

Second, unlock secondary
resources to recover critical
minerals. India generates more
than 250 million tonnes of coal fly
ash annually, containing both light
and heavy rare earths. Red mud
from aluminium plants holds
gallium; zinc residues contain
cobalt; steel slag carries
vanadium. Pilot projects at CSIR
and IITs show recovery is possible
from fly ash and red mud.
Embedding such recovery units in
the proposed Critical Minerals
Processing Parks would enable
scale.

Third, train and upskill a
new generation of process
metallurgists and technicians.
Critical minerals require

specialised hydrometallurgical
and advanced refining techniques.
The 100 crore allocation under
the NCMM for skilled workforce
should fund train-the-trainer
programmes for existing workers,
diploma-level courses, and new
curricula at academic and CSIR
labs. Developing such a workforce
could create thousands of skilled
jobs.

Fourth, de-risk investment
through demand assurance and
financing tools. The U.S.
Department of Defence’s deal with
the U.S.-based MP Materials, rare
earth minerals and magnetic
producers, combining
government offtake commitments
and price guarantees, offers a
model. India could adapt this by
turning its proposed stockpiling of
critical minerals under the Mission
into an active market-maker,
buying from domestic producers
during downturns and releasing
during demand surges. Key
sectors such as defence,
pharmaceuticals, and electronics
should be mandated to source
part of their inputs domestically,
while processors should be
encouraged to meet stringent
quality standards.

Fifth, link mineral diplomacy
to processing capacity. India’s
recent overseas acquisitions are
significant but focus mainly on
getting access to raw ores. If India
can demonstrate consistent
high-purity refining across the
seven minerals it already handles,
it could shift global partnerships
from buyer-seller deals to
co-investment alliances. Critical
mineral parks could serve as
collaboration hubs where foreign
firms co-invest and co-process.

With China tightening mineral
and technology exports, the real
question isn’t whether India has
enough mines, but whether it can
master the art of turning ores into
materials. Processing is the
missing link that will determine if
India remains a supplier of raw
resources or becomes a builder of
resilient and clean industries.
(With inputs by Vibhuti Chandhok.
Views are personal)

Smaller districts, bigger questions

Andhra’s administrative boundaries have been redrawn twice, but to what end?

STATE OF PLAY

G.V.R. Subba Rao
subbarao.gavaravarapu@thehindu.co.in

rom poll promises to
F present-day gover-

nance, Andhra Pra-
desh’s political map has
changed dramatically, reshap-
ing priorities and public ex-
pectations. The State’s admi-
nistrative boundaries were
redrawn in 2022 and once
again in 2025, each time dri-
ven more by electoral commit-
ments and political impera-
tives than by long-term
administrative strategy.

The first major restructur-
ing was undertaken by the
YSR Congress government led
by former Chief Minister Y.S.
Jagan Mohan Reddy, who,
ahead of the 2019 elections,
promised that each Lok Sabha
constituency would be con-
verted into a district. Fulfilling
that pledge, his government
reorganised the State in April
2022, increasing the number
of districts from 13 to 26. The
present administration, led by
Chief Minister and Telugu De-
sam Party national president
N. Chandrababu Naidu, cam-
paigned in the 2024 elections
on a pledge to correct that
reshuffle. Less than two years
after the earlier overhaul, the
new NDA government ap-
proved another round of reor-
ganisation in November 2025,
taking the total to 29.

This latest announcement
has reignited a State-wide de-
bate: is rapid territorial decen-
tralisation driving meaningful
governance reform, or is it
merely adding layers to politi-
cal cartography? Critics argue
that the restructuring lacks co-
herence and appears political-
ly motivated, fragmenting As-
sembly segments across two
or three districts, shrinking
district sizes, and distorting

Andhra
Pradesh

earlier geographical and admi-
nistrative structures.

One major flashpoint is the
reshaping of Annamayya dis-
trict. The carving out of the
new Madanapalle district
strips Annamayya of key As-
sembly segments, leaving it
dramatically reduced in size
and administrative relevance.
Similarly, Prakasam district’s
disfigurement stems from
splitting four important seg-
ments to form Markapuram
district. However, the most
contentious move is the crea-
tion of Polavaram district
without Polavaram.

Defending its earlier reor-
ganisation, the YSRCP argues
that it adopted a structured
model based on parliamen-
tary constituencies, ensuring
minimum population thresh-
olds of 15 to 20 lakh, at least
two revenue divisions per dis-
trict, and no fragmentation of
Assembly seats. Through this
exercise, revenue divisions
rose from 51 to 76, and ba-
lanced development was
claimed as the central objec-
tive. Critics, however, argued
that the Lok Sabha-based mo-
del was fundamentally flawed,
lacked geographical logic, ig-
nored historical and cultural
linkages, and placed many ad-
ministrative units unreasona-
bly far from district headquar-
ters (in one case, 277 km
away).

Announcing the 2025 ex-
pansion, Mr. Naidu said the
restructuring would empower

local governance, par-
ticularly in tribal and
drought-prone belts, and
prepare the ground for future
Assembly delimitation.

Yet critics caution that the
earlier restructuring pro-
mised similar outcomes but
faced significant implementa-
tion challenges. The 2025 an-
nouncement presents itself as
both expansion and correc-
tion, responding to long-
standing demands for im-
proved accessibility. It also re-
flects a political recalibration
under the current govern-
ment, emphasising regional
inclusion and administrative
rationalisation. Yet a recurring
criticism is that governments
seldom provide clear criteria
when forming new districts.

Creating districts is also fi-
nancially and institutionally
demanding. It requires esta-
blishing new collectorates,
police headquarters, zilla par-
ishad offices, and courts; hir-
ing additional administrative
personnel; separating land,
revenue, and welfare records;
and building supporting in-
frastructure. Without parallel
strengthening of local self-go-
vernance bodies, the creation
of smaller districts risks be-
coming a substitute for real
decentralisation.

This raises a broader ques-
tion: in an era of digital gover-
nance, is the proliferation of
smaller districts still necessary
for efficiency?

Ultimately, the success of
Andhra’s restructuring will
depend on whether political
commitment is matched by
administrative capacity, realis-
tic financial planning, adeg-
uate staffing, transparent digi-
tal systems, and stakeholder
participation. If these founda-
tions are established, smaller
districts could enhance ser-
vice delivery, improve respon-
siveness, and strengthen par-
ticipatory governance.

Economic offenders who fled India owe 339,000 crores

Just nine Fugitive Economic Offenders owed 358,000 crore, of which 19,000 crore was recovered

DATA POINT

Sambavi Parthasarathy

ust nine Fugitive Economic
J Offenders (FEOs) owed In-

dian banks over 58,000
crore in principal and interest.
Despite having arrest warrants is-
sued against them, these FEOs
have left India and refuse to return
to avoid criminal prosecution. Of
this, the principal amount owed is
326,645 crore, while interest ac-
counts for ¥31,437 crore. To date,
banks have recovered just over
19,000 crore — roughly 33% of the
total dues (Chart 1).

Earlier this week, the Ministry
of Finance informed Parliament
that 15 individuals had been de-
clared FEOs as of October 31. Nine
of them are involved in large-scale
financial fraud, and the amounts
they owe have been made public.

State Bank of India (SBI) is owed
over 322,000 crore, followed by
Punjab National Bank and Bank of
India (Chart 2). Notably, the SBI
has achieved the highest recovery
rate among these lenders, retriev-
ing close to 52%. This is largely at-
tributed to effective recovery mea-
sures, including liquidation, in
Vijay Mallya’s account. In contrast,
the recovery rate for other banks
remains below 40%.

In terms of total dues owed in-
itially (principal plus interest), bu-
sinessman Mallya tops the list with
nearly 327,000 crore (Chart 3). He
is followed by the Sandesara fami-
ly (Sterling Group) and Nirav Modi.
Over 56% of amount owed by Mal-
laya has been recovered till date,
date show, while for others, the
rate is much lower at 17% for the
Sandesara family and 7% in the
case of Modi.

Charts 4, 5, and 6 detail the
loan exposure and recovered
amount for the top offenders. SBI
led in exposure to Mallya, whereas
PNB bore the brunt of Modi’s de-
faults. For the Sandesara family,
the exposure was shared among
multiple banks.
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FROM THE ARCHIVES

Amounts owed

by and recovered

from fugitives

The data for the charts were sourced from Parliament Questions

and Answers

CHART 1: Amount owed and recovered by Indian
banks from select FEOs. Figures in Xcrore

Amount owed (principal + interest)

Total amount recovered

58,082

Bank of India
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This analysis includes the two
fugitive economic offenders who
have negotiated loan settlement
under One Time Settlement (OTS).

In the graphs, members of the
Sandesara family refers to amount
borrowed by/recovered from Nitin

J. Sandesara, Chetan J. Sandesara,
and Dipti C. Sandesara as mentioned
in the parliament document

*In chart 2, others include Bank of

Maharashtra, Punjab and Sind Bank,
and Central Bank of india
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CHART 2: Amount owed to the banks and amount
recovered. Figures in Xcrore
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Malaria

FIFTY YEARS AGO DECEMBER 4, 1975

A Fish to Control

NEW DELHI, Dec. 3: A three-inch long fish may
hold the key to the problem of controlling
malaria which has come back with a vengeance.

Called “Gambusia Affinis Halbrooki”, it is a
voracious eater of the larvae of anopheles
Stephensi, the mosquito which spreads malaria
in towns and cities.

The possibility of using this fish to control

CHART 3: Amount owed by the offenders and amount
recovered. Figures in Xcrore
Vijay Mallaya

Sandesara family

Nirav Modi

M Principal + interest
M Recovered

Ramanujam Sesharathnam, Sudarsan Venkatraman
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CHART 4: Loan exposure of various banks and the
recovered amount in accounts related to Vijay Mallya
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CHART 5: Loan exposure and the recovered amount
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CHART 6: Loan exposure and the recovered
amount in accounts related Nirav Modi
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malaria has been successfully demonstrated in a
two-year study in Hyderabad city.

The little publicised experiment which might
change the strategy of the National Malaria
Eradication Programme (NMEP) was performed
by Dr. N. L. Sitaraman of the NMEP Regional
Co-ordinating Organisation in Bangalore and Dr.
M. A. Karim and Dr. G. Venkata Reddy of the
Andhra Pradesh Health Department.

They released the fish Gambusia in all the 3,
800 wells in Hyderabad city. Immediately after
release, the density of mosquito larvae in the
wells was reduced by half. After six months,
they found only 18 pupae in all the wells and as
long as there were fish, the wells remained free
of mosquito breeding. The malaria cases
continued to be low or nil.

The cost of controlling malaria by keeping the
wells breeding-free was only 315 a month.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO DECEMBER 4, 1925
Lac Plantations in Bihar

(ASSOCIATED PRESS OF INDIA)

PATNA, Dec. 3.

An interesting feature of the official report on
the Forest Administration in Bihar and Orissa for
1925 is the undertaking of research work and
experiments, particularly with regard to lac
plantation. Very valuable results are
foreshadowed, which are to be achieved by the
close co-operation of the Forest Department
with the new Indian Lac Research Institute,
opened in Naukum, by the Association of
Shellac Manufacturers last year. A start has been
made with lac nurseries in Singhbum and
Palamau districts, and, since the conclusion of
the year under review, the Government have
given their sanction to a comprehensive scheme
for the establishment of eight lac plantations, of
750 acres each, to be opened in the more
important lac districts. The capital outlay,
involved in the scheme, is about ¥90,000.
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NEWS IN NUMBERS
The European Union’s

Death toll of Maoist

proposed funding plan

insurgents in

for Ukraine

In billion euros. The
90 European Commission has

proposed a 90-billion-euro
funding package for Ukraine to help the
country “lead peace negotiations from a
position of strength,” EU chief Ursula von
der Leyen said. The plan aims to cover
Ukraine’s needs through 2027. arp

Chhattisgarh in 2025

THE3

Kolkata metro area
held up due to land
acquisition issues

Twelve Naxalites and
27 three personnel of the

District Reserve Guard
(DRG), a specialised unit of the State
police, were killed in a fierce encounter in
Chhattisgarh’s Bijapur district. The gun
battle broke out in a forest along the
border of Bijapur-Dantewada districts. e

in kilometres. A 52-km
20 stretch under four metro

corridors is under
construction in and around Kolkata, of
which 20 km has been held up due to land
acquisition and utility shifting issues
pertaining to the State government,
Railway Minister Ashwini Vaishnaw said. e

Illegal occupants to be  Number of private
defended in the SCby sector jobs lost in the
Himachal government U.S. last month

in lakh. The The
1024 B oo lamyers 1 329000 orvate

seek relief from the High Court’s decision.
On August 5, the Himachal Pradesh High
Court had ordered the State to start
eviction proceedings against all
encroachments on government land. emi

sector shed 32,000 jobs in November,
payroll firm ADP said on Wednesday,
surprising markets that had forecast net
growth in employment. arp
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Why has Airbus ordered upgrades to its aircraft?

What happened on a JetBlue flight, which left some of the passengers injured? Are elevator aileron computers of the Airbus A320 family of aircraft susceptible to

solar radiation? How many aircraft were affected in India? How long does it take to upgrade the software and hardware?

EXPLAINER

Murali N. Krishnaswamy

The story so far:
irbus ordered software and
hardware upgrades to an
estimated 6,000 of its widely
flown Airbus A320 family of
aircraft across the world. This followed
from an investigation of an inflight
incident, on October 30, 2025, involving
JetBlue flight B61230 from Cancun Mexico
to Newark in the U.S., a distance of about
2,500 kilometres with a flight time of
about three hours 30 minutes. The airline
is a U.S.-based low-cost airline.

What happened to the Jetblue flight?
Flight B6-1230 was in U.S. airspace at
about 35,000 feet when the aircraft
experienced what was termed as an
inflight upset that left some of the

passengers injured and in need of medical

aid on the ground. The crew, who
reported flight control issues, decided to
land in Tampa, Florida about 25 minutes
after the incident, which was identified as
an “uncommanded pitch-down event
even as the autopilot was engaged”.

In investigations in the U.S., involving
the Federal Aviation Administration as
well as the National Transportation Safety
Board, one of the aircraft’s two elevator
aileron computers (ELAC) was identified
to have been faulty.

What does the ELAC do?

The Airbus A320 family (like in the other
Airbus aircraft families) has a fly-by-wire
system, where flight crew moves/inputs
through the sidesticks are converted to

electronic signals. These are processed by

the aircraft’s flight control computers. Of
these, the ELACs control the elevator and
aileron controls which make the aircraft
pitch up or down or bank left or right.

What was the issue?
David Kaminski-Morrow, Air Transport
Editor, FlightGlobal, told The Hindu that

the issue relates to a possible vulnerability

in a relatively new software update
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A revamp: An Airbus A320 aircraft at IGl Airport, in New Delhi in 2016. FILE PHOTO

specifically developed for the A320
aircraft family. This software version is
intended for the ELAC. The software
upgrade incorporates new protective
features for the aircraft's ‘flight envelope’,
which is intended to assist the pilot
during abnormal situations.

Airbus believes that this system is
susceptible to solar radiation where
energetic particles entering the earth’s
atmosphere can alter digital data and
affect the avionics of aircraft, which, in
turn, could corrupt information being
transmitted by the ELAC flight-control
computer and cause unexpected
consequences. The nature of the
suspected vulnerability in this case has
not been disclosed, he said.

He said that Airbus feels that the
software needs to be more resilient to
such risks. The A320 operators affected

have been instructed to ensure that the
ELAC is in a particular configuration
which, in most cases, involves
uninstalling the new software and going
back to using a previous version. On
November 28, Airbus, through an Alert
Operators Transmission, advised airlines
operating the Airbus A320 family with
ELAC B hardware (software version L104)
to replace it with software version L103+.

The European Union Aviation Safety
Agency (EASA) also issued an emergency
Airworthiness Directive highlighting the
issue and recommendation.

What has happened in India?

India’s regulator, the Directorate General
of Civil Aviation (DGCA), moved quickly to
ensure that Airbus operators in India —
Indigo, Air India and its low-cost
subsidiary Air India Express — complied

with the directive. In a stringent order, it
said that no aircraft should continue in
service without meeting the required
safety standards. The DGCA circular of
November 29, put the number of affected
aircraft in India at 338 jets: Indigo (200),
Air India (113), Air India Express (25).

In the case of Indigo, the upgrade was
done at the airline’s base stations in Delhi,
Bengaluru, Mumbai, Chennai, Hyderabad
and Kolkata. For Air India, the aircraft
affected were a mix of new and older
Airbus A320 variants and the upgrade
was done at its base stations in New Delhi,
Bengaluru, Mumbai, Hyderabad, Kolkata
and Chennai. Air India Express had the
“precautionary safety upgrade” done at
base stations in Delhi, Bengaluru and
Chennai. Contrary to expectations of
major flight disruptions in India, the three
operators completed the work quickly,
with hardly any impact on schedules.

How has it been globally?

Aerospace firm Thales, the supplier of the
ELAC, said that its hardware “complied
fully with Airbus specifications and
regulatory certifications, and that the
vulnerable functionality involves software
outside the company’s responsibility”.

Globally, most airlines have completed
the work, with estimates of the number of
aircraft left to be 100 or less. Several
airlines revised the number of planes
impacted as well as the time it would take
for the work to be completed, which
Airbus had estimated to be between two
to three hours an aircraft. One operator,
Colombia’s Avianca, stopped flight
bookings until December 8, but has
revised the date to December 5, after
receiving software support from France
for its Airbus fleet.

A media report said that the fix
involved uploading the previous software
version with a cable from a device called a
data loader. In some instances, the delays
to the upgrade have been due to airlines
not having enough data loaders. In some
older aircraft, the report said that new
hardware would have to be installed,
which would cause delays. An additional
issue was airline maintenance capabilities
as well as global supply chain issues.
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Flight B6-1230 was in U.S.
airspace at about 35,000 feet
when the aircraft experienced
what was termed as an inflight
upset that left some of the
passengers injured and in need
of medical aid on the ground.
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In investigations in the U.S.,
one of the aircraft’s two
elevator aileron computers
(ELAC) was identified to have
been faulty.

v

Aerospace firm Thales, the
supplier of the ELAC, said that
its hardware “complied fully
with Airbus specifications and
regulatory certifications, and
that the vulnerable
functionality involves software
outside the company’s
responsibility”.

Why is volcanic ash a safety
concern for flights?

How has the eruption of the Hayli Gubbi volcano in northern Ethiopia affected flights? What has the Director

General of Civil Aviation ordered? How does the ash affect the engines of aircraft?

Jagriti Chandra

The story so far:
ast week, the Director General
of Civil Aviation (DGCA), India’s
aviation regulator, ordered
airlines to brace for the impact
of volcanic ash travelling from Ethiopia
after volcano Hayli Gubbi erupted for the
first time in 12,000 years.

How did it travel?

Hayli Gubbi volcano in northern Ethiopia
erupted on November 23 for the first time
in nearly 12,000 years, sending thick
plumes of ash up to 14 km into the sky,
and across the Red Sea towards Yemen
and Oman. It even drifted towards Iran.
The volcanic ash reached India’s western
border on November 24 at 5.50pm and
moved out of the country’s airspace by

it »

10.30pm on November 25. Moving at
around 100-120 km/hour at an altitude of
15,000 to 25,000 feet the plume carried
volcanic ash, sulphur dioxide and tiny
particles of glass and rock, travelling over
Rajasthan, parts of Gujarat, Delhi-NCR,
Punjab and Uttar Pradesh before crossing
over to China.

How does it impact aircraft?

A jet engine works by sucking in air,
squeezing it, mixing it with fuel, burning
it, and pushing hot gases out the back to
produce thrust.

The engine runs extremely hot at
temperatures of 1,600 degrees Celsius
while turning very fast, with air racing
through it at 600 mph. When volcanic ash
gets into this environment, the silicate
components melt and re-solidify at high
temperatures creating a glassy deposit on

hot parts, which blocks tiny cooling holes
choking off flow within the engine. This
can lead to engines losing power or
shutting down.

What did the DCGA order state?

The DGCA issued an advisory urging
airlines to steer clear of affected altitudes
and regions to ensure safety. Airlines were
also advised to report any suspected
impact of ash on engine performance or
cabin smoke or odour. Airports were
ordered to inspect runways for
contamination and suspend or restrict
flight operations, if need be.

Air India cancelled at least nine flights
on November 24 and 25, including those
originating from Dubai, Doha and
Dammam and said it was carrying out
precautionary checks on aircraft.

Akasa also cancelled flights to and from

Jeddah, Kuwait and Abu Dhabi.

How have flights been affected?

In 1982, a British Airways Boeing 747
flying at 37,000 ft enroute from London to
Auckland flew through a volcanic ash
cloud from Mount Galunggung near
Jakarta. All four engines failed one after
another due to the ash. As engines
control the pressurisation system, the
oxygen levels in the passenger cabin
started to drop and passenger oxygen
masks were deployed. With mountains
blocking the way to the emergency
airport, it seemed like the plane would
have to ditch in the Indian Ocean. Luckily,
after descending more than 25,000 feet,
the pilots managed to restart one engine
and then the other three, although one
engine had to be shut down again. With
enough power to reach the airport safely,
the crew still faced the difficult task of
landing with windscreens clouded almost
completely by volcanic ash.

In 1989, a KLM Boeing 747-400 flying to
Anchorage, Alaska, hit ash from the
nearby Mount Redoubt eruption. All four
engines shut down suddenly at 24,000 ft.
The crew descended 14,000 ft and had to
perform the engine restart procedure a
number of times before it was able to
successfully land the plane safely. But the
engines worth $80 million were severely
damaged and had to be scrapped.
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Hayli Gubbi volcano in
northern Ethiopia erupted on
November 23 for the first time
in nearly 12,000 years, sending
thick plumes of ash up to 14
km into the sky.
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The DGCA issued an advisory
urging airlines to steer clear of
affected altitudes and regions
to ensure safety.

v

In 1989, a KLM Boeing 747-400
flying to Anchorage, Alaska, hit
ash from the nearby Mount
Redoubt eruption. All four
engines shut down suddenly at
24,000 ft.
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Always relevant: Monsoon clouds gather over the Dr. B. R. Ambedkar statue in front of the Vidhana Soudha, in Bengaluru on October 18. MURALI KUMAR. K

Understanding Ambedkar: why reading
his work carefully is important today

A new book by Valerian Rodrigues argues that B. R. Ambedkar is not just a political leader but also a moral philosopher. His ideas on representation,

power, democracy, nationalism speak to the marginalised in any society

Arpan Acharya

he appropriation of B.R.

Ambedkar remains central to

the project of the current

regime trying to make inroads
into the Dalit electorate. His intellectual
legacy is sought to be decontextualised
and refashioned to suit current political
agendas. Ambedkar’s Political Philosophy:
A Grammar of Public Life from the Social
Margins by political philosopher Prof.
Valerian Rodrigues seeks to (re)situate
Ambedkarite thought in its socio-political,
and more importantly, moral context.
The book takes the position that
Ambedkar cannot be reduced to a
political leader; he is a philosopher and
thinker whose work speaks to the
marginalised in any society. Rodrigues
foregrounds the political frame that
makes Ambedkar ask the difficult
questions that the Congress party often
expediently overlooked in the name of
anti-colonial unity and then post-colonial
consensus.

The work stands alongside recent
works on Ambedkar, both biographical
and analytical. V. Geetha’s Bhimrao Ramji
Ambedkar and the Question of Socialism in
India explains Ambedkar’s contentious
relationship with communists in India
(both within the Congress and without).
He thought that socialism had immense
emancipatory potential and proposed a
parliamentary socialist structure for
independent India in States and
Minorities. At the same time, he thought
that Indian communists, owing to
ignorance about caste, did not
understand that Brahmanism is not just a
historical relic but an ever-evolving
reactionary socio-intellectual force.

Aakash Singh Rathore’s Becoming
Babasaheb is a biography (until 1929)
which wants to do away with the
‘bloodlessness’ and inaccuracies of

previous biographers; in that sense it’s a
‘full length, personality-driven narrative’,
without the slew of misinformation that
has crept in over the years (sometimes
thanks to Ambedkar’s disregard of dates
in his own writings). Militating against the
hagiographical tradition is Anand
Teltumbde’s Iconoclast, where he
supplements the already existing sources
with his reflections to get people to
‘rethink their state of devotional
inebriation’ with respect to Ambedkar.
The irony lies in making the iconoclast an
icon. But, as Rodrigues clarifies in his
introduction, the focus of this work is its
exposition of (and engagement with)
concepts that Ambedkar regards as
‘political’; in that sense, the book is not
biographical.

Comprehensive overview

One of the other contributions of the
book is that the author makes Ambedkar
accessible. This is not because Ambedkar
is difficult to read but because he wrote so
much over his lifetime. The author draws
upon a variety of sources within
Ambedkar’s own works as well as works
about Ambedkar to give a comprehensive
overview on Ambedkar’s take on political
concepts like representation, power,
untouchability, democracy, religion,
nationalism, etc. All of this is undergirded
by his moral view of human nature; that,
given the right kind of sociality, even the
worst of us are capable of reform and
even the most wretched can improve
their conditions.

In a world obsessed with nationalism,
Rodrigues shows us that Ambedkar’s idea
of nationalism was connected to larger
questions of justice and fraternity and
was irreducible to mere markers of
essentialised identity like race, religion,
territory, etc. The institutional
architecture of operationalising
nationalism has to be carefully thought

through, especially when it comes to the
question of representation. Otherwise, all
that nationalism and electoral democracy
yield is brute majoritarianism which
reinscribes dominant narratives as the
norm. In other words, it is important to
have a politico-moral idea of politics
which understands that strategic moves
do not necessarily mean corrosive
instrumentalism.

A rigged system

Rodrigues underlines the Ambedkarite
point that the mandate to speak for a
community should never be with other
communities which have traditionally
been their oppressors. If the form of
representation does not account for this,
the oppressed will have to perforce
compromise with the oppressors. During
the Second Round Table conference he
wanted separate electorates for the
Untouchables so that a system of common
electorates would not be hijacked by caste
Hindus. Eventually, he had to come to
terms with Gandhi on this and accept
reservations in common electorates. His
fears were not unfounded; the 1937
elections showed that even in reserved
constituencies, Congress candidates won.
To the Congress that was proof of their
pan-India appeal; for Ambedkar it was the
demonstration of a system rigged against
effective Dalit representation. Electorally
speaking, the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP)
has been the only significant party in
India with an explicit Dalit agenda to have
won an election, but even they had to
compromise to be electorally viable in a
common electorate.

In his conclusion, Rodrigues flags the
burden that Ambedkar brings to bear on
the state and the fact that it fails because
it needs the consent of the people it is
trying to fight against. The capture of
Parliament by the entrenched
socio-economic elite post-Independence

meant that the only way to get a seat at
the table was to build electoral heft
through numbers. But if there is no space
for universality within the main
representative institution, it becomes a
conduit for partisan electoral jostling
which starts essentialising group
identities.

That will happen in a polity which does
not aspire to idealism and whose only
value is using the electorate to win a
mandate.

Political Hinduism

Ambedkar is celebrated as a
constitutionalist, but mainstream political
narratives overlook the complex history
of his relationship with the Congress
party, the Constituent Assembly, and the
Constitution itself.

The current political project also
overlooks the hostile relationship he had
with Hinduism which ultimately results in
the conviction that there is no
emancipation, material or transcendent,
for anyone within Hinduism; and thus his
conversion to Buddhism. Reading
Ambedkar carefully, as Rodrigues helps
us to do, allows us to understand the
continuing project of political Hinduism.

Gandbhi’s offer to Dalits and the current
political regime’s outreach project have
certain similarities, namely that caste is
seen as a social problem (thus internal to
Hinduism); and that symbolic acts
(cleaning toilets, touching the feet of
people engaged in manual scavenging)
will always be prioritised over structural
change.

As philosopher Michel Foucault says,
we don’t write a history of the past simply
because we are interested in the past; we
write a history of the past to write a
history of the present.

Arpan Acharya is Assistant Professor at
Jindal Global Law School, OP Jindal Global
University. Views expressed are personal.
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The Indian healthcare system has been shaped and sculpted by several luminaries.
Let’s look at a few of them from pre-Independence India

Ramya Kannan

A

QUESTION 1

In a sense, he is the architect of the modern
healthcare system in India. As part of a report
he submitted in 1946, he recommended
merging curative treatment with preventive
care, building medical colleges to train
human resources, and stressed on
strengthening the primary healthcare system.
Who are we taking about?

A

QUESTION 2

A close associate of Mahatma Gandhi, this
highly respected physician was a freedom
fighter who went on to serve in government
as well. His birth anniversary is very

Joshi were the first Indian women to obtain
degrees in Western medicine in 1886. Dr.
Kadambini was the first practising female
doctor of modern medicine in India, but she
also held another historic role. What was it?
A

QUESTION 4

An unsung hero, this Indian physician and
scientist made a monumental contribution
by discovering effective treatment for
kala-azar, a deadly protozoa infection also
known as visceral leishmaniasis. Who was
he?

A

QUESTION 5

In 1959, the Union government set up a
Health Survey and Planning Committee to
evaluate the progress made in the field of

Visual question:

Questions and Answers to the previous
day’s daily quiz: 1. India ratified the UN
Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities on this day. Ans: October 1,
2007

2. The number of categories of disabilities
identified under the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities Act, 2016. Ans: 21

3. The name of this iconic civil
disobedience event that took place on
March 12, 1990 in Washington D.C. Ans:
The Capitol Crawl

4. ‘More | believe in myself, my strength
multiplies, my will power gives the
confidence that | can do it’ This is one of
the three point oath for persons with
disabilities suggested by this President of
India. Ans: Dr. A.P.J. Abdul Kalam

Language in
conversation

Vaishali R. Venkat

“Dear, Moon. You appear rather
crestfallen, and your cute little face has its
own sad story. Did someone rain on your
parade?”

“Genie, don’t get on my nerves right
now. I’'m already upset. And for the
record, there was no parade. I couldn’t
take part in the running race at our
annual sports day because I wasn’t well.
On top of that, it was raining heavily, so
my mother didn’t let me step outside.”

“Oh, Moon, I’'ve told you this before:
when a phrase makes no sense literally,
it’s usually an idiom. ‘Rain on someone’s
parade’ is one such expression. It means
doing something that spoils another
person’s plans. Example: I didn’t mean to
rain on her parade, but somehow she
missed out on the promotion.”

“So, Genie, in my case, the rain itself
rained on my parade.”

“Don’t worry, Moon. Next year you’ll
‘be as right as rain’, and youw’ll win cups in
all the matches, even if it rains that day.”

“Genie, there you go again. What
exactly does ‘right as rain’ mean?”

“Moon, it simply means to feel well and
healthy.”

“Genie, it’s not just about the sports
event. I can’t write my mathematics exam
either. I prepared so well, but I keep
forgetting the formulas. And my father
had promised to take me to Ooty for three
days, but he cancelled the plan. So my
fever, coupled with the rain, has triggered
a cascade of problems and feels like a run
of bad luck.”

“Moon, ‘When it rains, it pours’.”

“Wonderful, and yet it’s a pity [ don’t
understand a thing. Your words are a
mystery to me, Genie.”

“Moon, ‘when it rains, it pours’ is an
idiom. People use it to mean that when
one bad thing happens, many more
follow, making the situation worse. That
is, troubles often arrive one after
another.”

“Fantastic, Genie. When I go back to
school after the vacation, I’ll be the first to
tell my English teacher all the idioms I've
learnt from you, even before my friend
steals the moment.”

“Moon, that would mean ‘stealing your
friend’s thunder’.”

“Genie, now you sound like a monster.
My friend doesn’t own any thunder. And
even if she did, how could anyone steal
thunder? It sounds terribly dangerous and
painful”

“Moon, it means preventing someone
from getting credit, praise or attention by
doing what they were planning to do. It
can also mean using someone else’s idea
for one’s own advantage.”

“Interesting, Genie. Could you come to
my school sometime next week? I’d love
to introduce you to my English teacher.”

“Moon, would you mind if I ‘take a rain
check’ on your invitation? Some imps
wandering through snow-laced woods
have whisked away my lamp to light up
their igloos, and I have to rush across the
snow to sort things out.”

“Genie, I think you’ve mixed it up.
When it’s raining, you take a raincoat, not
arain check.”

“Moon, all I meant was that I can’t
accept your invitation right now. ‘Rain
check’ has another meaning as well, and
I'll explain it to you later. For now, don’t
dwell on the missed match.”

“Sure, Genie. Just make sure the imps
don’t whisk you away as well.”

Word of the day

Schadenfreude:
delight in another person’s misfortune

Usage: His business thrives on schadenfreude.

Pronunciation:
newsth.live/schadenfreudepro

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /fa:den.fior.ds/, /fa:.don.fiord/

Yy

Visual: Name this Paralympian from India.
Ans: Sumit Antil

Early Birds: Tamal Biswas| Vidyasagar
Reddy| M. Suresh Kumar| Gaurav
Deshmukh| Suchit Narottam

For feedback and suggestions for
Text & Context, please write to
letters@thehindu.co.in
with the subject ‘Text & Context’
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significant in India, for healthcare, and an health since Independence and make
award has been instituted in his name. recommendations for future course of

A action. A south Indian, who was also a Vice
QUESTION 3 Chancellor of a varsity, headed this

Dr. Kadambini Ganguly and Dr. Anandibai committee. Do you know who he was?

it »

In 1912, Madras Medical College celebrated as this young
girl who had come all the way from Pudukottai, to be a
doctor, scored 100% in surgery. She went on to set up a
distinguished institution in Madras that puts service before
profit while delivering specialised healthcare. Name her.
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Defining fake news:
What is it, after all?

Fake news erodes trust, distorts public perception
and threatens democratic stability, making a clear

legal definition essential to protect national interests

Winston Churchill once famously said, “A lie gets halfway
around the world before the truth has a chance to put its
pants on.” Today, in the age of social media, that lie may well
travel around the world ten times over. A lie packaged as fake
news has now become a major menace — an industry unto
itself. Savour this: between April 2020 and April 2025, in a
span of five years, the PIB Fact Check Unit received over 1.6
lakh queries and debunked more than 2,200 fake news
items. These numbers reveal the vast scale of the problem.
And this is just the tip of the iceberg, as it is only a small
fraction of the misinformation circulating each day. The rot
runs deep and is increasing with every passing day, thanks to
social media and Al-generated deepfakes that make it more
authentic and believable than ever before.

Now, at last, some headway is being made to understand it
and define it to put it into legal terms. The parliamentary
panel led by BJP MP Nishikant Dubey has rightly recognised
a central challenge: India still lacks a precise, legally
enforceable definition of fake news. This ambiguity makes
regulation inconsistent and largely ineffective. It is used to
describe everything from satirical content to state-sponsored
propaganda. This looseness allows harmful misinformation to
slip through the cracks while also enabling powerful actors to
misuse the label for news inconvenient to them.

Fake news should be understood as any content that is
wholly or partially false, presented as genuine news, and
created deliberately to mislead or manipulate public opinion.
The key element here is intent — not mere error or opinion,
but deliberate fabrication. The problem gets compounded
when celebrities and influencers - politicians, film stars,
sportsmen, Godmen - indulge in it, distorting perception
and creating confusion in the minds of the people.

For India to regulate fake news without compromising
constitutional freedoms, especially the freedom of speech,
the definition must be crafted with precision. It should be
narrow enough to prevent misuse, yet broad enough to
capture the spectrum of harmful, deceptive content. The
committee has rightly noted that striking this delicate
balance is essential.

Fake news is not a simple case of misinformation; it is
engineered deception. Once these falsehoods take root, they
distort public perception and poison democratic discourse. In
recent years, misinformation in India has fuelled mob
violence, stoked communal tensions, undermined faith in
public health measures, and intensified political polarisation.
A nation can survive disagreements, but it cannot function
amid disorientation and distrust. In this sense, fake news
behaves like cancer: spreading silently, affecting vital
systems, and weakening the entire democratic body.

If India does not act now - by defining fake news clearly,
ensuring checks against misuse, and strengthening
accountability — misinformation could grow into a threat far
beyond regulatory control.
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Artists dressed as Lord Hanuman during the ‘Hanuman Jayanti’

celebrations in Bengaluru.
PHOTO: PTI
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INDIA FACES RISING THREAT
FROM ANTIBIOTIC RESISTANCE CRISIS

Around 83 per cent of patients in
India are now found to have
Multidrug-Resistant Organisms
(MDROSs), meaning bacteria that
no longer respond to multiple
antibiotics. As a result, many
patients fail to recover even after
taking commonly prescribed
medicines. Across the country, a
widespread lack of seriousness
regarding health is clearly visible.
Medicines continue to be easily
obtained at chemists without a
doctor’s prescription. Numerous
individuals take antibiotics on
their own or rely on the advice of
pharmacists instead of consulting
qualified medical practitioners.

Even for minor ailments, the
routine use of antibiotics is
causing harm. Increasingly,
bacteria are developing
resistance to these medicines.
This concern has been highlighted
by researchers in a study

published in The Lancet eClinical
Medicine. Consequently,
questions are being raised about
the nation’s disease-fighting
capacity. Researchers warn that
once bacteria stop responding to
low-intensity antibiotics, stronger
medicines are administered, yet
microbes are gradually becoming
resistant to those as well.

If this situation persists, the
health of citizens — as well as
their overall immunity, may face
serious risk. Misuse of antibiotics,
easy availability of medicines
without prescriptions, incomplete
treatment courses, the habit of
stopping medication midway, and
self-medication remain major
contributors. Although medical
science has advanced remarkably
in recent years, the excessive and
unregulated use of antibiotics will
undoubtedly harm public health.

DATTAPRASAD SHIRODKAR | MUMBAI

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

Between Washington and Moscow,
India chooses itself

For India, the message is equally blunt: it will not be pressured into choosing sides in a conflict that it did not create,
and it will not sacrifice its own strategic autonomy at the altar of Western expectations

UTTAM
KUMAR SINHA

In a world splintering into rival blocs, Russian
President Vladimir Putin’s visit to New Delhi
today is far more than diplomatic theatre. In an
era when sanctions, tariffs and coercive align-
ments are redrawing the global order, the optics
and outcomes of this trip will resonate well
beyond the India-Russia relationship.

This is Putin’s first trip to India since the
Ukraine war began. For Moscow, which has
endured unprecedented sanctions and isolation
from the West, the visit signals something fun-
damental: Russia refuses to be trapped in a
binary world where its only strategic anchor is
China. For India, the message is equally blunt:
it will not be pressured into choosing sides in
a conflict that it did not create, and it will not
sacrifice its own strategic autonomy at the altar
of Western expectations.

Breaking Out of the China Corner

Since 2022, Western policy has had an unintend-
ed, though entirely predictable, consequence.
By weaponising SWIFT, imposing a record
number of sanctions and seeking to expel Russia
from global markets, the US and Europe have
pushed Moscow into Beijing’s strategic embrace.
The irony is stark; Stalin once dismissed Mao Tse-
tung as a “caveman Marxist”, yet today Russia
finds itself leaning heavily on a China whose eco-
nomic weight far exceeds its own. The partner-
ship has deepened, especially in energy and
defence, but it remains asymmetrical. Beijing’s
dominance in trade, finance and technology
risks reducing Moscow to the status of a ‘junior
partner’, a role the Kremlin is acutely aware of
and eager to avoid.

Putin’s trip to New Delhi must be read in that
context. India, till recently the leading purchas-
er of discounted Russian oil, has seen its
imports fall by nearly a third in the wake of strin-
gent US sanctions.

But more importantly, India offers Russia
strategic diversification — a way to balance
Chinese influence without needing to confront
it. For Moscow, the symbolism matters. In the
middle of a grinding war and near-total Western
hostility, India is one of the few major powers
willing to host Putin without apology or hesi-
tation. The optics of a warm and public welcome
from the world’s largest democracy undermine
the narrative of global isolation that Washington
and its allies have sought to construct.

India’s Strategic Autonomy, Asserted
Yet Again

India’s message to the world is equally clear —

THE INDIA-RUSSIA
STRATEGIC
PARTNERSHIP
SIGNALS
SOMETHING
LARGER THAN THE
RENEWAL OF AN
OLD FRIENDSHIP; IT
TELLS THE WORLD
THAT NEW DELHI
WILL SHAPE ITS
FOREIGN POLICY BY
ITS OWN
INTERESTS, NOT BY
INHERITED
LOYALTIES,
IDEOLOGICAL
NOSTALGIA OR
EXTERNAL
PRESSURE

The author is a Senior
Fellow at the Manohar
Parrikar Institute for
Defence Studies and
Analyses, New Delhi

@ dailypioneer

@ @UKSinha_idsa

@ dailypioneer

and perhaps even more consequential. New
Delhi refuses to be confined by the West’s “with
us or against us” binary. It has never accept-
ed that global politics can be reduced to a
moralistic scoreboard curated in Washington
or Brussels. Instead, it has revived and mod-
ernised the credo of nonalignment, reframed
today as ‘multi-alignment’ and maintaining
simultaneously strong ties with the US, Europe,
Russia, Southeast Asia and West Asia, while
aligning fully with none.

Putin’s visitis a sharp reminder that India’s
choices are its own. And the timing could not
be more deliberate.

One of the most significant outcomes of the
visit is likely to be the creation of new
payment mechanisms that bypass
the Western-controlled financial

durable and technologically robust. If they
work, they will not just deepen India-Russia
trade; they will contribute to a slow but
steady erosion of the dollar's monopoly in
global finance.

A Relationship Driven by Interests,
Not Nostalgia

The India-Russia relationship is often explained
through history: the Soviet Union’s support on
Kashmir, military cooperation since the 1970s,
the memory of the 1971 veto. But this visit
shows something different. The relationship
endures today not because of nostalgia, but
because it serves current interests on both
sides.

For India, Russia remains central to defence
diversification. Despite Western hopes, India
cannot switch overnight from Russian-origin
platforms to NATO systems without jeopardis-
ing readiness. Moreover, Russia remains a
crucial supplier of discounted oil, helping India
maintain energy affordability at a time of global
volatility. For Russia, India represents a major
market, a diplomatic partner that refuses to
toe the Western line, and a counterweight to
China. The relationship allows Moscow breath-
ing space —politically, economically and
strategically.

What This Means for the Global Order

Putin’s visit is ultimately a reflection of a larger
transition. The post-Cold War order, built on
US financial primacy and Western political
norms, is no longer universally accepted.
Countries are carving out their own spheres
of autonomy, building parallel institutions and
hedging against the uncertainties of an increas-
ingly unpredictable superpower.

India sits at the centre of this transformation.
It is deeply engaged with the
West, but not dependenton it. It
maintains ties with Russia but is

order. India and Russia are expect-

the SWIFT system altogether, insu-

ners with China in multilateral

ed to finalise channels that avoid a’bc :pionetl’ not beholden to Moscow. It part-

lating bilateral trade from mforums even as it confronts it in

American and European sanc-
tions.

Such efforts are not new, but this time they
carry an unmistakable momentum. The
weaponisation of the dollar during the Ukraine
war — from freezing Russia’s foreign reserves
to blocking banks from SWIFT — has shaken
the world’s confidence in the neutrality of
global finance.

Countries across the Global South are
exploring alternatives, from local-currency set-
tlements to regional payment systems.

India, which imports billions of dollars’ worth
of Russian oil monthly, has already experiment-
ed with rupee settlements, though they have
limitations. The new mechanisms discussed
during the visit are expected to be more

the Himalayas.

This is not contradiction. It is
strategy. The India-Russia strategic partnership
signals something larger than the renewal of
an old friendship; it tells the world that New
Delhi will shape its foreign policy by its own
interests, not by inherited loyalties, ideologi-
cal nostalgia or external pressure. India is
neither retreating into Cold War alignments
nor succumbing to the new bipolarity imposed
by the West and China.

Instead, it is asserting a model of autonomy
that other mid-sized and emerging powers
increasingly find compelling — a refusal to be
drafted into somebody else’s conflict, some-
body else’s sanctions regime or somebody
else’s worldview.

Studying the Gita’s frameworks for today’s world

SAKSHI
SETHI

2ND OPINION
THE PIONEER

The Gita is regarded as one of the most respected and
insightful sacred texts, known for its ability to guide indi-
viduals toward a clearer and more purposeful life. Though
profound, the Gita is a layered scripture, composed of
‘shlokas’ that carry meanings requiring interpretation. Only
alimited number of scholars and spiritual teachers are able
to explain these nuances with precision. Among them is
Sudhanshu Ji Maharj, whose work focuses extensively on
the teachings of the Gita. His discourses present these ideas
in a manner accessible to a wide audience, combining scrip-
tural references with practical application.

Sudhanshu Ji Maharaj places particular emphasis on the
Gita’s principle of selfless action. For him, Karma Yog — the
path of performing one’s duties without attachment —

forms the core of meaningful living. He teaches that an indi-
vidual’s karma shapes both present circumstances and
future outcomes. According to his interpretation, trans-
formation occurs through the combined role of sustained
effort, prayer or meditation, and grace. He often states that
life is influenced by eighty percent ‘karma,’ ten percent
prayer or ‘dhyan,” and ten percent blessings (kripa) from
a Guru or the Divine, suggesting that disciplined action
remains central to progress. In his framework, karma (right-
eous action), prayer or meditation (inner discipline), and
kripa (divine support) operate together as
essential components of a balanced life. While

higher spiritual energy, and that meditation (dhyan) is a
key method for cultivating such awareness. Motivated by
concern for marginalised and underprivileged groups,
Sudhanshu |i Maharijj founded the Vishwa Jagriti Mission
in 1991. The Mission was created with the objective of sup-
porting vulnerable populations, including the elderly,
orphans, and economically disadvantaged individuals.
It works on 7s principles given by Sudhanshu Ji Maharj
drawn from Indian traditions namely: Seva- Serve, Simran
— Divine remembrance, Swadhyaya— Self-study, Satsang
— company of truth, Sadhana — Practice,
Samarpan — dedication; Santosh — con-

prayer and blessings contribute to emotional and

spiritual grounding, he maintains that commit- 4
ted action is necessary for walking the path of

‘Karma Yog’ and for contributing positively to

society. Another major aspect of Sudhanshu Ji

Maharj’s work is his effort to highlight the values of Sanatan
culture for contemporary times. His more than 8,000 dis-
courses draw from the Vedas, the Bhagavad Gita, and the
Upanishads, presenting traditional ideas in language
suitable for modern listeners. He frequently states that
service to humanity is a fundamental form of worship,
expressed in the idea that serving people is equivalent to
serving the Divine. On meditation, he explains that grace
(kripa)is understood to arise from a deeper connection with

> tentment. Through initiatives in education,

oneer healthcare, women’s empowerment, and
community support, the Mission aims to
address both immediate social needs
and long-term development goals.
Beyond its social programmes, the Mission also seeks
to encourage personal growth and ethical awareness
among individuals. His teachings emphasise introspection,
recognition of one’s inner potential, and acting in ways that
contribute to social welfare. Today, the VJM continues to
operate across various regions, and its work reflects the
ideas and values promoted by Sudhanshu Ji Maharaj.

( The writer is an educator )

L ETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Social media needs responsible use

Social media is undoubtedly the fastest means of com-
munication, yet the same speed has turned it into a pow-
erful instrument for spreading rumours and misinfor-
mation. Deepfake content, the circulation of old inci-
dents as if they were new, and the forwarding of unver-
ified posts have become increasingly common. These
irresponsible practices have created an environment
where falsehood spreads far more rapidly than truth.
Some individuals misuse these platforms to provoke
violence, generate animosity, and incite hatred between
groups or communities, which is extremely dangerous
and deeply damaging to social harmony. Therefore,
social media platforms must be monitored with care,
and fake news should be identified and removed
promptly to prevent harm. Equally important is public
awareness. People need to be trained and educated
about the responsible use of social media, including
understanding the impact of sharing unverified infor-
mation. Digital literacy should be promoted so that users
can recognise misleading content and avoid contribut-
ing to its spread. Every individual carries a responsibil-
ity to verify information before forwarding it to others.
Used wisely, social media strengthens communication;

misused, it undermines trust and social harmony.
MD ARSHAD | UTTAR PRADESH

Election promises rarely become reality

After the two major Assembly elections in Delhi and
Bihar, the nation is set for yet another major electoral
season in Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Assam and West Bengal
nextyear. Even before that, intense political activity is
already under way in Kerala and Maharashtra for the
local body polls. Whether in national, Assembly, or local
elections, candidates and their parties make numerous
promises in their manifestos. But are these promises
fulfilled? The answer is, unfortunately, a resounding no.
Election assurances remain confined to manifesto pages
and are rarely implemented by winning parties. For the
common people, long-standing issues persist
unchanged. We forget this pattern and fall for the same
promises during every election cycle. Politicians thrive
because of the gullibility and credulity of the electorate.

However, the public has begun to recognise this, and
changes are emerging. Recent election results show that
if people are ignored, they will certainly ignore those
who ignored them.

Citizens now expect action rather than rhetoric.
Politicians must understand that voters remember those
who stand by them during crises. People are increas-
ingly expressing their preferences and disapproval with
clarity when choosing their representatives.

M PRADYU | KANNUR

Mandatory app order raises concerns

Apropos “Sanchar Saathi app: Govt spells out the
mandate”, December 3. The government’s order direct-
ing mobile handset manufacturers to pre-install the
Sanchar Saathi application on every device made or
imported for use in India is not only poor governance
but also unsound economics. Though presented as an
effort to “strengthen cyber security and anti-spam mea-
sures”, such a diktat raises legitimate concerns regard-
ing surveillance and intrusion. The directive initially
specified that users would not be able to delete the app,
effectively making it a permanent fixture on all devices.

Following public backlash, Union Minister for
Communications Jyotiraditya Scindia clarified that
the app is “optional” and deletable. However, this reas-
surance is insufficient. Genuine consent must be
based on opting in, not opting out — a fundamental prin-
ciple underpinning the right to privacy.

Cybercrime is real, and Sanchar Saathi offers useful
services, but mass adoption must be built on trust, not
compulsion. India’s successful digital platforms thrive
because users choose them voluntarily. Instead of
imposing mandates, the government should
withdraw the order and focus on awareness and
voluntary participation.

N SADHASIVA REDDY | BENGALURU
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Colonised minds: Modi didn’t speak the whole truth

When, amid Vedic rituals on November 25, the PM raised the standard of Sanatan in Ayodhya, it was a definitive statement about India’s civilisational renaissance and its quest to

BALBIR
PUNJ

Recently, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
vowed to liberate India completely from the
Macaulayite mindset. In his words:
“Alongside pride in our heritage, one more
task is equally vital-and that is the complete
eradication of the mindset of servitude.
Nearly 190 years ago, in 1835, a Briton
named Macaulay sowed the seeds of uproot-
ing India from her civilisational roots. It was
Macaulay who laid the foundation of India’s
mental colonisation. Ten years from now,
in 2035, that unfortunate episode will com-
plete two hundred years. Only a few days
ago, at another event, I urged the nation to
adopt the coming decade as a mission-a
resolve thatin these ten years, we shall free
India entirely from this mindset of slavery.”

PM Modi hit the nail on the head, and what
better place than Ayodhya to do so. The
seven-decade delay in building the Shri Ram
Janmabhoomi Temple symbolises the linger-
ing scars of colonised mindsets. The temple
could have been constructed soon after
independence and marked the conclusion
of India’s struggle to reclaim its self-respect
and identity.

However, opposition driven by Macaulay-
Marxist influences turned it into a Hindu-
Muslim issue. Their colonial mindset created
misleading narratives, resulting in endless
litigation, damage to Hindu-Muslim rela-
tions, and the loss of many innocent lives
and properties. | have explored this topicin
detail in my book-"Tryst with Ayodhya:
Decolonisation of India’.

What Modi said about the Macaulay
mindset is true, but unfortunately not the
whole truth. India’s influential political, intel-
lectual, and social elite has long been influ-
enced not only by Macaulay but also by the
ideological legacy of Karl Marx. Since inde-
pendence, this powerful network has
worked tirelessly-both jointly and separate-
ly-to carry forward the unfinished agenda
of these two, who never met but shared a
hatred for India’s timeless civilisation.

Thomas Babington Macaulay was a
staunch capitalist and imperialist. In con-
trast, Karl Marx was the pioneer of Leftist ide-
ology, focusing on class struggle while
sharply criticising capitalism. Despite their

INDIA, YET MANY OF

THE COSMIC ORDER,

dismantle the colonial mindset. No wonder the Macaulay-Marxist pack is in a funk

MARX AUTHORED
THIS CARICATURE
WITHOUT VISITING

HIS IDEOLOGICAL
SUCCESSORS
SPREAD THIS

DISDAIN IN
INDEPENDENT
INDIA. SANATAN
PHILOSOPHY VIEWS
MAN AS PART OF

smaller pieces.

NOT ITS MASTER
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‘Tryst with Ayodhya:
Decolonisation of India’
and ‘Narrative ka Mayajaal’

@ dailypioneer
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European library”.

ideological differences, both shared a
common goal: to diminish India’s pres-
ence in the minds and hearts of its
people. As a result, when the British, in col-
lusion with the Muslim League, moved the
subcontinent towards an inevitable par-
tition, the contemporary Left intelligentsia
notonly justified it but also mused about
breaking India into more than fifteen

Macaulay’s 1835 education policy aimed
at shaping a class of Indians who would
be “Indian in blood and
colour, but English in taste, in : Y.
opinions, in morals and in @be %plﬂllttl’
intellect”-a group that would C
support British rule. His poli-
cies encouraged Indians to look down on
their own civilisational roots and to
detach mentally from their cultural foun-
dations. So strong was his disdain that he
famously claimed the entire “native liter-
ature of India” and learning was not
“worth” even a “single shelf of a good

Macaulay’s project was not merely
colonial; it was deeply evangelical. Writing
to his father on October 12, 1836, he

thirty years hence...”

declared: “...0Our English schools are flour-
ishing wonderfully... The effect of this edu-
cation on the Hindoos is prodigious. No
Hindoo who has received an English edu-
cation ever continues to be sincerely
attached to his religion. Some continue to
profess it as a matter of policy, and some
embrace Christianity... It is my firm belief
that, if our plans of education are followed
up, there will not be a single idolater
among the respectable classes in Bengal

Macaulay’s thoughts aligned
with the 1813 Charter Act of the
East India Company, which
{IETYI M encouraged European mis-

sionaries’ evangelical efforts in
India. From this colonial origin, divisive
ideas like the ‘Aryan Invasion Theory’, the
‘Dravidian Movement’, and the claim that
“India is not a nation” arose, still influenc-
ing Indian politics and academia.

British rule in India, ironically, fulfilled
Marx’s worldview, at least in one way. His
satisfaction is evident in his column — ‘The
Future Results of British Rule in India’-pub-
lished on 8 August 1853 in the ‘New York
Daily Tribune’, where he wrote: “The

society.”

.«

of British Rule in India’:

society in Asia.”

British were the first conquerors superi-
or, and therefore inaccessible to Hindoo
civilisation. They destroyed it by breaking
up the native communities, by uprooting
the native industry, and by levelling all that
was great and elevated in the native

Mark these words, “they destroyed it by
breaking up the native communities, by
uprooting the native industry...”. This
sentence by Marx, over 170 years old, sum-
marises how India was culturally and eco-
nomically destroyed by colonial powers.
Marx celebrated this destruction of Indian
culture and industry as necessary for rev-
olution, as culture and economics are
intertwined-destroying one kills the other.

He further added in ‘The Future Results
England has to
fulfil a double mission in India: one
destructive-the other regenerating-the
annihilation of old Asiatic society and
laying the material foundations of Western

Marx’s contempt for Indian traditions
was further exposed in another New
York Daily Tribune article, ‘The British Rule
in India’, dated 25 June 1853: “...We must

FIRST
olumn

not forget that these little communities
were contaminated by distinctions of
caste and by slavery, that they subjugat-
ed man to external circumstances instead
of elevating man the sovereign of circum-
stances, that they transformed a self-devel-
oping social state into never-changing
natural destiny, and thus brought about
a brutalising worship of nature, exhibit-
ing its degradation in the fact that man,
the sovereign of nature, fell down on his
knees in adoration of Hanuman, the
monkey, and Sabala, the cow...”

Marx authored this caricature without
visiting India, yet many of his ideological
successors spread this disdain in indepen-
dent India. Sanatan philosophy views
man as part of the cosmic order, not its
master. India’s Vedic culture, with deep
roots, supported a thriving economy
from the first to the seventeenth century,
acknowledged by global research.

The liberation from the colonial
Macaulay-Marx mindset-an emancipa-
tion that should have started immediate-
ly after independence-only gained
momentum after 2014, with some excep-
tions. The Guardian’s May 18, 2014 edito-
rial highlighted this shift-"Narendra Modi’s
victory in the elections marks the end of
along era in which the structures of power
did not differ greatly from those through
which Britain ruled the subcontinent.
India under the Congress party was in
many ways a continuation of the British
Raj by other means. The last of midnight’s
children are now a dwindling handful of
almost 70-year-olds, but it is not the
passing of the independence generation
that makes the difference.”

Post-independence, there was a unan-
imous demand in Ayodhya from civil
society, the political leadership of United
Provinces (as Uttar Pradesh was called
then), and the top echelons of state
bureaucracy for handing over the Shri Ram
Janmabhoomi site to Hindus, but the colo-
nialists led by the then Prime Minister
Nehru wouldn’t let that happen.

In this context, the Shri Ram
Janmabhoomi Temple in Ayodhya stands
as a living symbol of Sanatan resurgence
and a national resolve to break free from
colonial consciousness.

When, amid Vedic rituals on November
25, the PMraised the standard of Sanatan
in Ayodhya, it was a definitive statement
about India’s civilisational renaissance and
its quest to dismantle the colonial mindset.
No wonder the Macaulay-Marxist
pack s in a funk.

India-Russia 2025: A roadmap for
building a high-tech strategic partnership

AAKASH

ARVIND
GUGLANI

GUPTA

The forthcoming visit of President Vladimir Putin
marks a pivotal opportunity to redefine the
India-Russia partnership beyond its long-stand-
ing hydrocarbons and defence anchors. While
these pillars will remain relevant, they no longer
capture the strategic or economic imperatives
shaping the next decade. Both countries are
investing heavily in digital public infrastructure,
cyber-resilience, artificial intelligence and high-
technology R&D. India’s emerging IndiaAl
Mission, with its focus on compute capacity and
Al safety frameworks, and Russia’s deep
research base, demonstrate that both states
already possess significant building blocks.
At a moment when access to compute,
secure chips and Al model governance is
increasingly shaped by sanctions, export con-
trols and supply-chain chokepoints, both sides
have strong incentives to explore technology
cooperation that enhances strategic autonomy.
Financial interoperability is also evolving, with
the shift of nearly 95 per cent of

and strategic trade, including joint quantum
network testbed work and cooperation on
advanced materials. A comparable architecture
with Russia would allow both sides to converge
on Al governance, cyber norms, export controls
and IP-sharing frameworks-prerequisites for
responsible co-development in critical technolo-
gies. Institutionalising cooperation

bilateral trade into national-cur-
rency settlements reflecting a
structural adjustment and new
institutional channels, including
integration between Russia’s System for
Transfer of Financial Messages (SPFS) and
India’s Structured Financial Messaging System
(SFMS), and exploratory work on digital-rouble
and digital-rupee interoperability (TASS). This
moment therefore calls for a structured expan-
sion of the partnership into emerging technolo-
gies, supported by clear institutional mecha-
nisms that can guide, finance and sustain long-
term cooperation.

First, a bilateral Technology and Innovation
Commission should be established to coordi-
nate regulatory frameworks, identify priority
technologies and structure multi-year funding.
India already manages such frameworks with
other major partners. The EU-India Trade &
Technology Council works through joint
working groups on semiconductors, high-per-
formance computing, trustworthy Al and digital
governance, and has published outcomes on
coordinated semiconductor value-chain
mapping and High-Performance Computing
cooperation (EU-India TTC). The India-U.S.
TRUST (Transforming the Relationship Utilizing
Strategic Technology) Initiative has begun
aligning the two countries on Al governance,
quantum communication, space technologies

The Pioneer
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also insulates critical projects from
external geopolitical pressures and
cyclical fluctuations in bilateral trade.

Second, India and Russia need
joint technical programmes that demonstrate
immediate utility and build confidence.
Collaborative testbeds for Al safety, hardware
design and domain-specific models-especial-
ly disaster-response and low-resource lan-
guage tools-would allow both sides to pool
talent and accelerate applied research. India has
deployed Al systems for flood forecasting,
while Russia’s EMERCOM uses Al for wildfire pre-
diction and remote sensing, creating natural
entry points for shared geospatial and emer-
gency-response Al models. India’s Bhashini pro-
gramme on low-resource languages could be
coupled with Russia’s extensive work in Slavic,
Turkic and Eurasian languages to develop
multilingual models suited for governance
and public service delivery across linguistical-
ly diverse regions. Cooperative development of
secure-by-design telecom stacks and quantum-
safe encryption would address vulnerabilities
in critical networks, building on India’s indige-
nous 5G/6G research trajectory and Russia’s
established applied-cryptography ecosystem,
including research arms at Skolkovo. These ini-
tiatives would translate into verifiable metrics
and reproducible toolkits so that technical
ecosystems in both countries adopt shared

norms rather than isolated experiments.

Third, technology cooperation is sustainable
only when it scales into commercial capacity,
exports and employment. India and Russia
could establish co-investment vehicles that
blend public and private capital to support joint
ventures in secure chips, telecom hardware,
trusted cloud infrastructure and enterprise
cybersecurity products. In telecom and cloud
infrastructure, Indian manufacturers of 4G/5G
radios and Russian producers of secure network
appliances could collaborate to serve markets
in the Global South seeking sovereign digital-
infrastructure alternatives.

Creating mutually recognised certification
standards will help firms enter each other’s
markets and extend into other geographies.

Talent pipelines-through joint fellowships,
translational engineering programmes and
start-up incubators-would convert research pro-
totypes into manufacturable products and
deepen industrial interdependence in high-
innovation sectors. The innovation ecosys-
tems of Start-up India and the Skolkovo
Innovation Center, which houses hundreds of
deep-tech start-ups, provide platforms for
early-stage bilateral ventures.

Diversification into Al, cyber and R&D is a
strategic necessity. Reliance on oil and defence
hardware confines the relationship to sectors
exposed to price shocks, sanctions regimes and
procurement cycles. A broader technological
partnership builds resilience by embedding
cooperation in multiple layers of each economy.
It also leverages strong complementarities:
India’s scale in digital services, data governance
and software talent aligns with Russia’s
strengths in fundamental research, mathemat-
ical modelling, systems engineering and applied
cryptography. Together, these can generate
innovations that neither side can achieve
independently.

A three-stage roadmap-institutionalising
governance, operationalising joint programmes
and scaling industrial capacity-provides a
structured way into long-term capability. The
2025 Summit offers an inflexion point to
embed this approach in the broader strategic
partnership. If both countries act with sustained
commitment, India-Russia cooperation can
move decisively beyond legacy sectors and posi-
tion itself around the technologies that will
shape economic competitiveness and nation-
al security in the decade ahead.

Arvind Gupta is an Adjunct
Professor of data and digital
economy, and head, Digital India
Foundation, and Aakash Guglani
is Senior Policy Manager, Digital
India Foundation
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Bastar: Unfolding a new
chapter beyond Naxalism

NANDAN
JAIN

When leadership truly possesses the will to solve
a problem, even the toughest challenges even-
tually bow down. The remarkable decline of
Naxalism the country is witnessing today is a
direct outcome of the unwavering resolve dis-
played by both the Central and State govern-
ments. Permanent peace is now gaining ground
in Bastar, which was once known as the epicen-
tre of Naxalism.

Faced with relentless administrative and
strategic efforts, Naxal cadres are now surren-
dering or being eliminated in security opera-
tions. On the other side, villages that were cut
off from progress for decades are finally witness-
ing the presence of roads, electricity, healthcare,
education, and other essential facilities. The
same tribal population that past governments
and Maoists misled and kept away from democ-
racy is today stepping into the mainstream of
development. Even though Naxalism is now on
its last breath, its decades-old wounds are deep
and painful. The killing of hundreds of soldiers
and innocent civilians, the deprivation of entire
generations of development, and the

Ramaram Temple (Sukma), Rakashahara, and
Kanger Valley National Park in Bastar are also
associated with Lord Rama. Bastar is now
freeing itself from the ravages of Naxalism. The
glory of Lord Rama is being re-established here
once again. Under the guidance of Prime
Minister Shri Narendra Modi |i and Union Home
Minister Amit Shah Ji, the Vishnu Deo Sai gov-
ernment is committed to establishing Ram Rajya
here. That is the difference between governance
driven by intent and governance weakened by
indifference. But it is unfortunate that the
opposition of the country is also looking at this
success through negative lenses. Some politi-
cians are now promoting the idea that the fight
against Naxalism is only an excuse to acquire

land for industrial interests. Even

perpetuation of an atmosphere of fear
are all horrific legacies of Naxalism.
In the early 2000s, Naxalism had
reached its peak. Then Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh described it as the “most
serious internal security threat” to India, yet due
to political hesitation and lack of resolve, suc-
cessive Congress governments failed to take
decisive action.

During those years, Naxal terror spread
beyond Bastar to Rajnandgaon, Kawardha, and
Gariaband. Their goal was to hoist the red flag
from Dantewada to Delhi, which was actively
supported by an urban ideological network. But
the then governments ignored this serious
threat, as a result of which about 200 districts
came under the grip of Maoist terror and devel-
opment was badly affected. In contrast, the
current Modi government is moving forward
with the firm vision of making India a developed
nation by 2047. The government clearly under-
stood that the country could not achieve full
development by leaving Naxal-affected areas to
fend for themselves. The results of strong will
and firm action are evident today.

Today, not only Bastar but the entire
Dandakaranya region is eager to write a new
chapter of development. This region is linked to
Lord Rama’s exile. Rampal village in Bastar, the

The Zpioneev
[“SINCE 1865

more dangerous, some political
rhetoric portrays Naxalites as pro-
tectors of tribals and forest pre-
servers. This is a clear attempt to
keep alive a brutal, violent ideology-a very dan-
gerous sign for the future.

Nurturing violence in the

name of Hidma

Some people have emerged as sympathisers of
Hidma, the Naxalite commander recently killed
in an encounter. Some are even trying to
portray him as the protector of Bastar. But there
is a need to be cautious of this political move.
Hidma was not innocent; his hands were
stained with the blood of hundreds of people.
To glorify such a violent figure or portray him
asan ideal or a symbol is tantamount to foster-
ing Naxalism. How can this notorious killer be
a role model for Bastar?

Please read the complete article online at
https://www.dailypioneer.com

@dailypioneer
@@nandanjainbjp

@The Pioneer
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Finding his voice

ope Leo XIV’s first foreign trip was never going to be a
routine pastoral visit. The geographies he chose,
Turkey and Lebanon, are not only symbolic crossroads
of faiths but also corridors of conflict where diplomacy,
identity and history constantly collide. By stepping into
these spaces at this moment, the new pontiff revealed far more
about his emerging leadership style than any Vatican
communiqué could.

What stands out is the contrast between Pope Leo and his
predecessor. While the previous pontificate was animated by
urgency ~ a sense that time was limited and reforms had to be
initiated quickly ~ Leo appears to be charting an almost
contemplative path.

There is caution in his demeanour, and at times even the
emotional weight of a man still coming to terms with the scale
of the role he has inherited. Observers noted his eyes welling up
in Istanbul’'s Cathedral of the Holy Spirit, a small but telling
moment that suggested the deeply personal dimensions of his
new office.

Yet caution has not meant silence. In Turkey, standing
alongside the country’s powerful President, the Pope criticised
the dangerous swagger of nations that treat military and
economic might as first principles of global order. He warned
starkly that the future of humanity cannot be safeguarded by a
world endlessly sharpening its divisions.

And in invoking the need for a Palestinian state, while
simultaneously reaffirming friendship with Israel, he signaled a
willingness to articulate moral clarity in one of the planet’s most
entrenched disputes.

Lebanon, however, offered the fullest glimpse into Pope Leo’s
instincts. Despite its governance failures, sectarian fissures and
the aftermath of recent attacks, the country welcomed him with
an uncommon unity.

Christians, Muslims and Druze alike turned out, a reminder
that symbolic gestures still matter in a region fatigued by
geopolitical manoeuvres. Even groups whose relations
with the West are typically adversarial extended greetings,
underlining how the papal office remains a rare bridge across
ideological divides.

But every bridge has its limits. Critics in southern Lebanon,
especially those living closest to the fighting, felt overlooked.
Their resentment is a reminder that high-level diplomacy
cannot erase the lived realities of communities whose suffering
is ongoing. For Leo, this tension between symbolic presence
and tangible engagement will define many future journeys.

What this first trip ultimately revealed is a leader emerging
slowly but deliberately. Pope Leo seems less interested in
dramatic gestures and more in steadying a fractured global
conversation.

His approach is neither fiery nor withdrawn; it is a deliberate
search for common ground at a time when the world is running
out of it. If his early steps are any indication, Leo XIV is shaping
a papacy rooted in listening, humility and the quiet conviction
that dialogue, however imperfect, remains the only durable
path through conflict.

Equatorial Fury

he deadly floods sweeping through Indonesia since
last week mark a sobering moment for a region long
accustomed to the monsoon’s moods but rarely
prepared for nature’s most erratic turns.

With more than five hundred people confirmed dead, another
five hundred missing, and entire communities in Aceh, North
Sumatra, and West Sumatra cut off from the world, the scale of
the tragedy is staggering.

Yet what stands out most is not only the destruction itself,
but the disturbing pattern emerging across South and
Southeast Asia.

Indonesia’s disaster was triggered by an exceptionally rare
cyclone forming over the Malacca Strait ~ a place where
tropical storms almost never develop because of its proximity
to the equator. That anomaly alone should prompt
governments across the region to reassess their assumptions
about climate behaviour.

When a storm forms where it should not, moves slowly
enough to empty its reservoirs over land, and meets an
already vigorous northeast monsoon, the outcome is
devastation on a scale Indonesian officials are still struggling to
comprehend.

The images coming from Aceh and North Sumatra capture a
society pushed to the brink: people waiting days for food,
bridges swallowed by mud, and families trekking kilometres
just to find a mobile signal.

The tragedy of parents hoping their missing children might
be found alive speaks more powerfully than any statistic. But
numbers nonetheless underline the breadth of the disaster ~ 1.4
million people affected and vast stretches of terrain still
inaccessible.

This crisis does not stand alone. In Sri Lanka, over three
hundred and fifty people have died in floods and mudslides
after the cyclonic storm Ditwah stalled over the island, dumping
half a metre of rain in just a few days.

Thailand, too, has recorded at least 176 deaths after another
rare system intensified monsoon rains along the peninsula.
Taken together, more than eleven hundred people have been
killed in the span of a week across these three countries. These
events are geographically scattered yet meteorologically
connected ~ symptoms of a monsoon being distorted by
overlapping tropical systems.

No single storm can be blamed on climate change, but the
physics is clear: warmer oceans supercharge the rainfall carried
by cyclones and monsoons.

The storms may not be more frequent, but when they arrive,
they carry catastrophe. The rare emergence of cyclones near the
equator should, therefore, be treated not as an anomaly but
as a warning.

For countries in South Asia, including India, the lesson is
unmistakable. Early-warning systems, food reserves, and
emergency access routes must be strengthened not for
hypothetical threats but for fast-changing realities. Indonesia’s
suffering is a reminder that climate risk has already drawn its
own map ~ and governments must urgently redraw theirs to
match it.
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Prospects for Peace

Ukrainemaintainsthatitwill
notsurrenderterritory. This
year, Ukraineabandonedits
entirelyunrealisticdemandsfor
afull Russianwithdrawal and
reparationsinfavourofa
comprehensiveceasefirealong
thecurrentfrontlinesthough
thisstillreflectsthe absenceof
anyplanthat couldimprove
Ukraine’snegotiatingposition.
Trump hasnoleveragehere;
hecanthreatenweaker states,
butheexercisesnoinfluence
over Putin

t is no coincidence that a tsunami of

pro-Ukrainian propaganda, including

anop-ed by leading European pro-NATO

ambassadors who advocate pursuing
the war until the last Ukrainian, has hit our
mainstream media just prior to Russian
President Vladimir Putin’s visit to India. For
these Europeans evidently, security and
sovereignty are paramount for all countries
other than Russia; they raise no objection to
the exercise of the Monroe doctrine when it
comes to the USA.

Meanwhile, the Ukraine corruption
investigation is proceeding in a manner
which suggests acampaign aimed at political
outcomes representing a scandal that is a
blow to Ukrainian President Zelenskyy who
is emerging as a lame duck because he
cannot reject Washington’s mediation since
it drastically limits his scope for defiance.
The prospect for aUS President Trump-inspired
peace is more realistic now because a
scapegoat has emerged for Ukraine’s looming
defeat, namely Zelenskyy himself.

Significantly, the negotiation process for
peace has been taking place energetically
for weeks between the Europeans led by
UK, France and Germany, with the US, rather
than with Russia, while Moscow repeats
that it has not yet been shown any plan.

The talks initiated by Trump earlier this
year did not progress because nobody wished
to be responsible for an outcome that
contrasted with the expectations Western
war zealots had promoted, namely, that
Russia could be coerced into accepting
Western diktats.

That presumption underpinned Western
policy throughout the conflict,and was why
Kyiv refused an end to the war in April 2022
onterms that it can only dream about today.
Ukraine would have retained its formal
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sovereignty over the Donbas region, only a
part of which would have achieved
Russian-influenced autonomy and Ukraine
would have lost the Crimean Peninsula,
which in any case Russia occupied and
annexed in 2014.

The opportunity in 2022 having been
rejected, NATO members supplied Ukraine
military support and funding along with
nineteen packages of economic sanctions
against Moscow but have failed to stop
the advances by the Russian army,
which has grown stronger and more
technologically advanced than it was at
the start of the conflict.

Meanwhile, Ukraine’s population has
dropped from 50 million atindependence
toabout 31 million in territory controlled
by Kyiv as of early 2025. The Kiev
government has failed to motivate or
mobilise the country;in fact, the opposite.
Ukraineis struggling with draft dodging,
territorial and human losses; 255000
cases of unauthorised absence and more
than 56,000 for desertion since 2022. In
the first 10 months of 2025 alone, 162,500
AWOL cases and 21,600 desertion cases
have been registered. Desertion from the
army last October was the highest monthly
figure so far. Ukraine could run out of Western
funding by April 2026, and its close allies
Poland and Germany have indicated they
are unwilling to keep subsidising the large
numbers of Ukrainian refugees they are
currently hosting,.

NATO decided to support Ukraine with
weapons and training while avoiding steps
that could trigger any direct NATO-Russia
war, which remains its position, and Ukraine

is effectively fighting Russia alone even as
the Kremlin demands major territorial
concessions and withdrawal of Ukrainian
forces. Without this and other preconditions,
Russia says it will not halt its advance.
Ukraine, for its part, maintains that it will
not surrender territory. This year, Ukraine
abandoned its entirely unrealistic demands
for a full Russian withdrawal and reparations
infavour of acomprehensive ceasefire along
the current front lines though this still reflects
the absence of any plan that
could improve Ukraine’s
negotiating position. Trump
has noleverage here; he can
threaten weaker states, but
he exercises no influence
over Putin. Presently the
Ukrainian army is
under-supplied. USA has all

s';':;f"',':::" but ha_lted arms delwerles
to Ukraine; military assistance

The writer is has dwindled to a trickle,
India’s former  consisting mostly of supplies
Joreign approved by USAunder Joe
secretary Biden and Europe has not

filled the gap. The European

Union’s defence industry
and joint-procurement schemes have produced
promises but few results and while a few
billion euros have been formally committed,
far less has been delivered.

Member states prefer to rearm themselves
first and Ukraine later, although their own
programmes are moving slowly. The EU is
divided between governments willing to
take greater risks to support Kyiv and others
that fear provoking Russia or depleting their
own budgets. Brussels is now pushing for a

Be wary of those trying to exploit HK fire

he devastating fire at Wang Fuk

Court in Tai Po, Hong Kong, has

brought the whole country

together in grief. With 146 lives
lost, as of Sunday, this tragedy has become
one of the most painful moments the city
has faced in recent years. Yet it has also
revealed something enduring and powerful:
from the central government to the Hong
Kong Special Administrative Region, from
frontline firefighters to ordinary residents,
the entire nation stood united in its
response to the tragedy.

Except, that s, for ahandful of anti-China
and destabilizing elements who have
tried to exploit the tragedy. As a spokesperson
for the Office for Safeguarding National
Security of the Central People's Government
in the HKSAR said on Saturday, these
individuals have lost the most basic
humanity.

They are attempting to hijack grief for
the victims to advance their political ends,
revive the toxic atmosphere of the 2019
violence in the city, and plunge Hong
Kongbackinto chaos. Disregarding facts,
they have spread falsehoods, attacked
the SAR government's relief work, incited

confrontation and deliberately fueled
resentment toward the SAR chief executive
and the administration. Their behavior
is morally repugnant and will inevitably
face publiccondemnation as well aslegal
accountability. Contrary to their smears,
the SAR government has fulfilled its
responsibility.
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plan to use frozen Russian assets to back a
loan of up to $162bn for Ukraine, which
could support Kyiv’s budget and defence
spending over the next two years.

Ukraine will continue launching precision
drone strikes on Russian oil infrastructure
in the hope of grinding down the Kremlin’s
economy and waiting for Putin to concede,
but this is an illusion. A radical change in
approach is needed immediately, before
Ukraine’s strategic options narrow further.
Ukraine faces a vast budget deficit and
public debt that is likely to exceed 100 per
cent of GDP. Europe has failed to assemble
the necessary funds, while economic growth
across the continent remains weak. Any
significant increase in support to Ukraine
would require political courage at a time
when voters are acutely sensitive to the
recent surge in inflation.

Being blamed for a Ukraine defeat is no
big risk for Trump, who has for long dismissed
this conflict as ‘Biden’s war’, accusing his
predecessor of having started it. But it is
much harder for European NATO leaders
and Zelenskyy to accept it, given how invested
they have been in the belief that Russia
could be defeated on the battlefield and the
invasion turned back.

The war and foreign funding have helped
Zelenskyy to survive thus far. The crucial
question now is whether Trump is losing
patience with the negotiation process and
proposes to bear down on Zelenskyy to
accept US terms for an agreement with
Russia. If so, Zelenskyy faces a Hobson’s
choice; between survival though accepting
US terms for a peace, or a strategic and
military collapse.

stations, conveyors, blowers, protective
gear, lighting drones, reconnaissance
drones, and more. From Guangdong to
Guizhou, support poured in. Shenzhen
residents drove across the border with
blankets; communities in Rongjiang
county, Guizhou, held charity events,

recalling how the nation once helped

More than 2,300 firefighters
and paramedics and over 1,000
police officers were mobilized.

Of The
Twelve firefighters were injured,
and one lost his life in the AN N

rescue efforts. ottt e ot o
An interdepartmental
emergency mechanism was
activated immediately to coordinate the
firefighting and search and rescue efforts
and provide medical care, temporary
shelter and psychological support.
Assistance stations at hospitals and
transition centers ensured that those
displaced received blankets, food, power
banks, and all essential supplies without
even needing to ask. On the Chinese
mainland, the Ministry of Emergency
Management coordinated emergency
materials for Hong Kong: outdoor charging
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Spiritual truths

Sir, The two-part article “Our Invisible
Self” by Saumitra Mohan (29 and 30
November) is a refreshing contribution in
an age when our collective attention is
dominated by conflict, corruption and moral
uncertainty. It is heartening to see a senior
bureaucrat reminding society of the deeper
spiritual truths that liebeyond the anxieties
of everyday life.

Mr Mohan’s reflections on the supremacy
of the inner Self, and his emphasis on
meditation and detachment from transient
desires, evoke the timeless counsel of the
Bhagavad Gita: “The unreal has no existence;
the real never ceases to be” (Gita 2.16).

Inurging us tolookinward and rise above
mere material pursuits, he highlights what
our civilisational wisdom has always taught
~ that inner clarity ultimately strengthens
outer life.

India has along tradition of administrators
who were also thinkers and seekers in their

own right. This was particularly noticeable
in the early breed of ICS and IAS officers,
many of whom regarded public duty and
forthrightness as overriding factors in
governance, much above the self-seeking
desperation with which we see today’s
generation placating its political “masters”.
They were driven by an inner strength that
came from self-identity, in a higher sense of
the word.

Mr Mohan’s philosophical engagement
continues that legacy and offers a gentle
reminder to today’s policymakers and public
leaders that spiritual balance enhances
public duty.

As the Gita further states: “He who works
for the welfare of all beings attains perfection”
(Gita 5.25).

Inaworld increasingly at odds with itself,
such reflections help restore faith in values
that bind and uplift us. His article deserves
appreciation for bringing this much-needed
perspective into focus.

Yours, etc., Gautam Chakraborti,
Kolkata, 1 December.

epaper.thestatesman.com

A Member

them following severe floods.

This nationwide relay of care reflects
a long-standing Chinese tradition:
“when one place is in trouble, aid
comes from all sides”. Hong Kong
society, too, has shown remarkable
solidarity. Residents queued outside
blood donation centers. Doctors and
nurses volunteered in hospitals.

Businesses, charities, and community
groups mobilized donations, pushing
support funds to over HK$1.1 billion
($141.28 million) by Saturday afternoon.
Volunteers of different backgrounds
gathered near the disaster site distributing
supplies, offering counseling, and assisting
the families of victims.

Across the city, people brought white
chrysanthemums to designated mourning
sites and penned messages of sympathy
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Smarter fixes

for the deceased. The SAR government
suspended nonessential activities and
canceled celebratory events to honor the
lives lost. Amid this unity, the government
acted quickly to counter malicious attempts
to politicize the tragedy.

Relevant departments clarified facts,
exposed rumor-mongering, and began
investigations into attempts to spread
harmful narratives or incite unrest.

Asthe spokesperson emphasized, Hong
Kong people are discerning. They can
clearly identify who is genuinely serving
the public and who is attempting to tear
society apartunder the guise of ‘petitioning
for the people”.

Most people will not be deceived, and
the public will continue to stand with the
SAR government to ensure proper relief,
support the affected families and help
the displaced return to stable living
conditions.

With the implementation of the Hong
Kong National Security Law and the
Safeguarding National Security Ordinance,
Hong Kong has entered a new stage of
rule of law in safeguarding national
security.

Sir, This refers to your thought-provoking
opinion piece, “Cities need smarter traffic
solutions.” The worsening congestion in our
cities has become a classic “Badhta Baccha”
on our roads ~ a growing crisis we keep
feeding with short-term fixes while avoiding
structural reform.

Anyone who has travelled along NH10
can see how unregulated vehicle growth
and weak last-mile planning are pushing
our urban systems to the brink.

One crucial intervention India must
consider is making a parking space certificate
mandatory before vehicle registration, similar
to Japan’s Shako-shomeisho model. Such a
system would curb indiscriminate vehicle
ownership and force accountability in dense
urban areas.

Equally important is reimagining mobility
itself. A robust Public Bicycling System can
ease local traffic and reduce pollution,
particularly if integrated with metro and
bus networks.

S

The concept of “Office on Wheels” ~ mobile
workspaces that reduce peak-hour travel ~
could further flatten traffic surges in
major cities.

As cities explore future-ready mobility,
pilot programmes for Drone Taxi services
may also offer promising alternatives for
decongesting critical corridors, provided
safety and regulation remain paramount.

Your article rightly calls for smarter
solutions. What we now need is the political
will to implement them before our traffic
woes outgrow all remedies.

Yours, etc., Harsh Pawaria,
Rohtak, 30 November.



The Statesman

PERSPECTIVE

07

New Delhi
Thursday, 04 December 2025

End of the road for street dogs?

GOVIND SINGHAND
MOMISHA DAS

hanging public perception
and recent court orders on
street dogs are concerning,.
On 11 August 2025, the
Supreme Court ordered the relocation
of all street dogs in Delhi NCR to
dog shelters. The order was modified
on 22 August 2025; healthy and
non-aggressive street dogs were to
be released back to the areas from
where they were picked up. Feeding
street dogs in public areas was
prohibited and the scope of the
matter was extended beyond Delhi
NCR. The modified order has been
appreciated by the public as scientific
since it mandates sterilisation and
vaccination before release.

On 7 November 2025, the Supreme
Court directed the removal of stray
dogs from educational institutions,
hospitals, sports complexes, bus
stands and depots, and railway
stations. All such animals are to be
relocated to designated shelters.
They should also be sterilised and
vaccinated as per the Animal Birth
Control Rules, 2023. Public response
to this ruling has largely been critical
with many calling it hasty, impractical,
and potentially harmful to street
dogs. However, a considerable
number of people are backing this
order calling it a necessary step for
protecting humans. We now stand
at a critical juncture where
considerations of animal rights

intersect with public safety concerns.
At the heart of this matter is the
plight of stray, street or community
dogs who exist as a consequence
of human actions.

Dogs have undergone centuries
of domestication and selective
breeding which have made them
dependent on human environments.
According to one research, even
the cute “puppy-dog eyes” look is a
product of co-evolution with humans,
a trait which has selective advantage
due to the nurturing human response
it triggers. Dogs have shaped human
society since early times as hunting
partners, herders, and guardians.
Ancient cultures from around the
world placed dogs in high reverence
and considered them the epitome
of loyalty. Dogs continue to hold
working roles, offering companionship
or acting as guides, helping in rescue
and police work or as therapy
animals. Some dogs became free
roaming strays mainly due to
unregulated breeding, abandonment,
and lack of civicinfrastructure like
dog shelters.

A key factor behind the recent
court-mandated removal of stray
dogs is an increase in dog-bite cases.
According to a 2025 Press Information
Bureau release, dog-bite cases in
India rose from 21,89909 in 2022
to 37,15,713 in 2024. Over the same
period, reported human fatalities
due to rabies increased from 21 to
54.This highlights the importance
of strengthening rabies surveillance,

timely post-exposure prophylaxis,
and broader public-health
interventions. Currently, there is
no way to find out if a street dog
has been vaccinated which enhances
the rabies threat fear. This, along
with lack of awareness on
post-exposure treatment, triggers
anxiety and fear among many. The
humane, science-based solution is
rigorous census-based sterilization
and vaccination of all dogs and
optimizing the public-health system.

The changing perception toward
street dogs calls for another important
enquiry. Human communities and
free-roaming street dogs have
coexisted for centuries. What
contemporary environmental, social
or public-health shifts have led to
reconsidering this established
pattern of human-animal interaction?
Is this due to rising human population
leaving no urban space for other
species? Or is it yet another indicator
of shifting human-animal relationships,
as evidenced by rising human-wildlife
conflicts across India? Contemporary
shortcomings in solid waste
management provide consistent
food supply for street animals. Its
inadvertent contribution to growing
street-dog population needs analysis
for corrective action.

Each individual dog exhibits
unique behavioural traits, yet in
urban contexts we increasingly
perceive “dogs” as a single,
homogeneous entity. In fact, a dog
may be responding to a variety of

circumstances like protecting its
offspring, defending its territory,
or expressing general pack-related
behaviours. However, the fact that
urban life affords us neither the
time nor the attentiveness to
distinguish one animal’s condition
from another is itself concerning.
Itraises a pertinent question, are
stray dogs the problem or is the
need felt for their removal a symptom
of a larger oncoming problem?
Declining awareness of our relationship
with animals is leaving us poorer
in judgement; immediate removal
of street dogs will create a vacuum
that other species will fill resulting
in unpredictable consequences.
The real problem is not stray
dogs but the lack of timely
implementation of sterilization and
vaccination drives. Cities like

Lucknow have shown the way by
surpassing the WHO recommended
benchmark for controlling rabies;
these successful models must be
replicated. It is not just insensitive
to remove millions of dogs from
their packs into dog shelters but
alsoimpractical from an operational
perspective. While closed campuses
may see short-term success, large
multi-entry facilities like railway
stations will not be able to do so.
The focus should therefore be on
adopting humane and scientific
methods that promote coexistence
and collective wisdom rather than
taking a quick-fix approach.

(The writers are, respectively, associate professor
and a student at the Jindal School of
Environment & Sustainability, O.P. Jindal Global
University, Haryana, India.)

Riding the waves of valour and compassion

SANTHOSH MATHEW

ecember 4isnotjustadate

on the calendar; it is a

reminder of a night when

the Indian Navy changed
the course of history. Navy Day
commemorates the spectacular success
of Operation Trident, the audacious
1971 naval assault on Karachi harbour.
In the annals of global naval warfare
after World War II, Operation Trident
shines as one of the finest examples
of precision, courage, and maritime
strategy. The memory of that night
still stirs national pride, for it marked
the moment when India stepped into
its role as a decisive maritime power.

On that December night, a group
of young Indian naval officers and
sailors set out on missile boats, racing
through the darkness of the Arabian
Sea towards one of Pakistan’s most
heavily guarded ports. They had only
one asset - unshakeable confidence
in their mission. When they struck
Karachi, the results were devastating
for the adversary. PNS Khaibar was
sunk, fuel tanks burned for days, and
Karachi harbour was left crippled. It
was a flawless demonstration of
surprise and planning, and it announced
to the world that India could defend
its maritime interests with formidable
strength. That is the legacy we
remember every Navy Day.

This year, the celebrations held at
Shanghumughamin Thiruvananthapuram
carried an added symbolism. The
waves that kissed the shores of Kerala
echoed India’s renewed commitment
toits maritime destiny. For centuries,
the Indian Ocean has been a theatre
of trade, culture, and civilisation.
Today, it is also a theatre of power.

Alfred Thayer Mahan, the great
maritime strategist, once said: “Whoever
controls the sea controls the world.”
More than a hundred years later, his
words find resonance in India’s rise
as a naval power in the Indo-Pacific.
Alongside this strategic viewpoint is

Woodrow Wilson’s more idealistic
reminder: “The seais for all.” Together,
theseideas describe India’s approach
- strength balanced with openness,
security blended with cooperation.

The most remarkable transformation
in India’s defence story is the rise of
the Indian Navy from a modest,
equipment-dependent force to a
confident, indigenously capable power.
Inthe early decades after Independence,
Indialargely depended on ships built
abroad. Today, it stands among the
rare handful of nations capable of
designing and building its own aircraft
carriers, destroyers, frigates, and
submarines. This shift - “from buyers
to builders” - is perhaps the Indian
Navy'’s greatest success.

The commissioning of INS Vikrant,
India’s first indigenous aircraft carrier,
marked a turning point. It proved
that India could conceptualise, engineer,
and sail a massive floating fortress
on its own. Following this, ships like
INS Mahe and INS Urumi represent
anew age of indigenous naval strength.
This evolution mirrors the principles
of Gunter Pauli’s “Blue Economy.”

In Pauli’s vision, oceans are sources
of innovation and prosperity. In the
Indian context, this philosophy has
become reality. The Blue Economy
now drives national thinking—not
merely as an abstract concept but
as a framework connecting defence,
trade, environment, fisheries, energy,
tourism, and maritime diplomacy.
With India’s 7,500-km coastline and
its central position in the Indian
Ocean, the Navy becomes both
guardian and enabler of ocean-based
growth.

The Indian Navy’s area of influence
has expanded dramatically. Its
operational reach now covers the
Persian Gulf and Gulf of Omantothe
west; the Strait of Malacca, Singapore,
and the Indonesian archipelago to
the east; and stretches down to the
Cape of Good Hope in Africa. To the
southeast, it keeps a vigilant eye near

Australia’s western coast, extending
cooperation, joint exercises, and
maritime support.

These are not just geographical
markers—they are signs of trust
earned from friendly nations and
deterrence projected to adversaries.
Yet, maritime capability does not
function in isolation. A strong navy
must be complemented by equally
strong air and land forces. Here lies
an uncomfortable truth: while the
Navy has surged ahead, the Indian
Air Force faces a worrying decline in
its fighter squadron strength.

In 2010, the IAF had 37 fighter
squadrons. According to the 2025
edition of the Military Balance, that
number has fallen to 29, far below
the sanctioned strength of 42. It is
difficult to speak of air dominance
with shrinking squadrons. The recent
crash of a Tejas jet at the Dubai Air
Show, though likely a temporary
setback, raised questions about
indigenous aerospace reliability at a
time when India urgently needs
robust, modern aircraft. The contrast
between the Navy’s rise and the Air
Force’s struggle is a reminder that
national defence is only as strong as
its weakest link.

The Indian Navy too has challenges,
evenasitstands tall. One of the most
persistentissues is India’s dependence
on foreign engines and propulsion
systems. A warship may be designed
in India, built in India, and equipped
with Indian weapons - butifits heart
beats with an imported engine, true
autonomy remains incomplete. The
two newest frigates, Udaygiri and
Himgiri, carry propulsion systems
sourced from the US and Germany.
For submarines, destroyers,and even
aircraft carriers, the story is similar.
Without indigenous aero and marine
engines, India remains vulnerable to
global supply chains and geopolitical
disruptions. A nation aspiring for
strategic autonomy cannot afford
such dependency. Another chronic

problem s time and cost overruns in
shipbuilding, Indian shipyards possess
immense technical talent and industrial
capability, but bureaucratic processes
and manufacturing delays often slow
down progress. Defence projects are
not ordinary construction assignments;
every delay weakens preparedness,
and every escalation burdens national
resources. India’s naval future demands
not only vision but also efficiency.

Despite these challenges, the larger
narrative is one of optimism. India’s
maritime confidence is rising like a
tide that refuses to retreat. The seas
around India have become more
contested and more central to global
trade than ever before. Over 80 per
cent of the world’s trade-by-volume
moves through oceans. Energy
shipments that fuel India’s economy
sail through vulnerable choke points
like the Strait of Hormuz and Malacca.
The Navy ensures these arteries
remain open and secure.

Beyond warfighting, the Indian
Navy has become a symbol of
humanitarian strength. Whether
evacuating Indian citizens from
conflict zones, delivering aid after
natural disasters, rescuing stranded
sailors, or offering support to island
nations during crises, the Navy stands
as aforce of compassion. The Indian
Oceanremembers the Navy's operations
during the Yemen crisis, the tsunami
relief missions, and the countless

times Indian ships were the first to
respond in emergencies across the
region. This blend of strength and
service has elevated India’s reputation
in global maritime diplomacy.

Navy Day also highlights the human
element - the sailors, officers, engineers,
and families who give their lives to
guard the seas. Behind every ship
that sails confidently into the horizon
isanetwork of sacrifice and dedication.
Their work is silent but indispensable.
AsIndia stands ata maritime crossroads,
the message from the waves is
unmistakable. The Indian Ocean is
not just geography; it is a destiny.
India is no longer merely a land
civilisational power. It is becoming a
maritime power with global
responsibilities, regional partnerships,
and a capability that is respected
across continents.

The celebration of Navy Day at
Shanghumugham is therefore more
than a ceremonious display. It is a
reminder of who we are and what
we aspire tobe. The roar of the waves
against the rocks is a reminder of
India’s ancient maritime heritage -
from the Cholas who sailed to Southeast
Asia to the seafarers of Gujarat who
traded with Arabia and Africa. Today’s
Navy carries that civilisational memory
into a modern world shaped by
strategy and technology.

(The writer is Professor, Centre for South Asian
Studies, Pondicherry Central University.)
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Yesterday's Solution

ACROSS 14 Recline to consume 25 Money short, then 4 Gypsy turning up concerning trade
honeyed drink and endlessly given in with beer and (10)

9 Seetwo quencher tax (5) spirits (6) 17 Notice six-footer
newspapers (7) 26 Fish served with 5 Large adhesive eating cake that's
coming round for 16 Fine beer to be duck’s tongue (5) label covers rich (8)
church feature sent round for 27 Oil producers lie disciplinarian 18 Deeply impressed
(5,4) beast (5) and cut pay (8) after heartless 18

10 Longer and shorter 18 See 20 anyway (9) 6 Here camels Across, but
periods reversed in 19 Correlation shown roaming spit on miserable
final letter (5) where moon DOWN one (4) (8)

11 Excellent follows rodent (5) 7 Material about 21 Split in religious
daughters 20/18 It needs 1 Busy work eastern group that goes
returned to home treatment, rough, mounting bugs Mediterranean both ways?
land (5) for backing famed oil worker region (6)

12 Designer makes protocol row (6,9) (8) 22 Reprieves ram
Catholic dose with (7.,3) 2 Aura surrounding 8 Reproduction trapped among
ecstasy during play 21 By it one develops old tribe in Stonehenge the French
(9) feeling for Moroccan location assembled in (3-3)

13 Artist seenin character (7) (6) capital 24 Poet's black book
every echo? 23 Hearings in case 3 Lark circling sailor (15) one that's devious
Listener’'s smart! due to be caught — a bleak 15 Tees upset about keeps
(7) rescheduled (9) prospect? (10) hypocrisy (4)

B
(N |

epaper.thestatesman.com

T e e
T ST

100 Years Ago

7] CheStatesman [}

iy - AT
sEruEEn S iy bl o T Sl
e [t

- L il et
aida. 1= rreire i |l e -

Front page of The Statesman
dated 04 December 1925

OCCASIONAL NOTE

THE Burman criminal is often a man of great
resolution, and the out-break of prisoners reported
from Pyapon is in a way reminiscent of the famous
Spartacus of Roman history, though it was fortunately
checked before it had time to spread. It appears
that while a gang of prisoners were being taken out
towork they turned on their warders and snatched
their firearms from them. Thus advantageously
placed, they first shot two warders, then attacked
a group of prisoners who refused to join in, next
engaged in pitched battle with the jail police, and
finally defied the military police who came to
reinforce these. They were finally subdued, not
without bloodshed. Three sepoys and four convicts
were killed, these including the leader of the
outbreak, a murderer under sentence. Fortunately
no rioter escaped to cause trouble outside.

News Items

PEACE SPIRIT IN EUROPE

NEW REGIME IN
RHINELAND

(BRITISH OFFICIAL WIRELESS) LEAFIELD,
(OXFORD),DEC. 2.

IT is understood that while the Ministers of the
various countries have been in London in connexion
with the signing of the Locarno Treaties, informal
conversations have taken place upon a number of
subjects in which these countries are interested.

It is stated that among the matters touched
upon have been the reduction of the forces within
the Occupied area, and of the completion of the
withdrawal which is now proceeding from the
northern zone, and the question of the nine rules
at present governing German aviation.

DISUNITY AMONG LIBERALS

WILL PROPOSALS BE
MODIFIED?

(FROM OUR CORRESPONDENT.)
LONDON, DEC. 3.

Anew and astonishing example of Liberal disunity
has occurred in re-ference to the land proposals.

In a statement issued from the offices of the
Liberal Party it is declared that at a meeting of the
Executive Committee of the National Liberal Federation
in London yesterday, it was authoritatively announced
that substantial modifications were being made in
the ruralland proposals of the Land Inquiry Committee
over which Mr. Lloyd George presided.

Then came a repudiation from the Land and
Nation League, of which Mr. Lloyd George is president,
stating:—

“The communiqué issued to the Press with
reference to the land proposals is premature,
inaccurate and wholly misleading.”

It further declared that there was no suspension
of the land campaign, which will proceed on the
proposals formulated.—Copyright.

THREAT OF DRUSE LEADER
DAMASCUS IN STATE
OF SIEGE

LONDON, DEO. 3.

A PARIS message from Damascus says that the
townisinastate of siege, barbed wire and sandbags
block the streets. French troops and Syrian gen—darmes
are standing by. The Druse leader has sworn to be
in Damascus when M. De Jouvenel arrives.

Considerable anxiety prevails.— Reuter.

RIFT IN THE LOT
BOMBAY SWARAJISTS
AND PANDIT NEHRU

BOMBAY, DEC. 3.

ADDRESSING a public meeting on Wednesday
night, Mr. N. C. Kelkar said that he had met Pandit
Motilal Nehru on Tuesday and intended to meet
him again at a conference on Friday, when he and
his party will have a discussion on their attitude
regarding responsive co-operation. Mr. Kelkar told
the meeting that Pandit Moitilal Nehru's lectures
and conversation were unnecessarily inflammatory,
and had given a bitter turn to the controversy. His
personal attacks were unjustifiable.

Proceeding Mr. Kelkar said that he (the speaker)
and Mr. Jayakar were to be sacrificed as scapegoats
simply because the Pandit was unable, as the
high-priest of the Swaraj Party, to satisfy the
reactionary cravings of his No-changer critics. If he
had real confidence in the merits of his own policy
and his beautifully progressive constructive career,
he would not have sought to put a gag on them in
the name of party discipline and suppress their
opinion. He (Mr. Kelkar) was insisting upon remaining
amember of the Swaraj Party until actually expelled.
Even after expulsion he would, without joining any
party, be content, to plough his lonely furrow in full
confidence that his view would ultimately prevail.
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MODI’S SOUTH ASIA DIPLOMACY: STRENGTH
WITHOUT OVERREACH

India’s model of regional cooperation is one that offers support without strings.

OPINION

SHEHZAD POONAWALLA
AND VIJETA RATTANI

rime Minister Nar-
‘endra Modi's recent
visit to Bhutan is not

an isolated diplomatic ges-
ture. It is reflective of India’s
evolving role in South Asia.
In a region often marked
by conflicting pressures,
climate extremes and socio-
economic challenges, India
positions itself as provider
of stability and enabler of
growth, based on responsi-
bility than dominance and
overreach.

The “Neighbourhood
First” policy received a
fresh impetus under the
leadership of Prime Min-
ister Modi. The previous
regime’s approach was dis-
proportionately oriented
toward Pakistan, often to
the neglect of other South
Asian partners. While un-
due preoccupation with

Pakistan did not yield any
meaningful outcomes,
it also constrained the
breadth of regional engage-
ment. On the other hand,
Modi government has em-
ployed its political capital
in cultivating diverse and
strategic relationships with
other partnersin the region,
toan extent countering Chi-
nese influence in the region
too.

This approach is marked
by several state visits to
the region. As an instance,
PM Modi’s visit to Nepalin
2014 was first in 17 years
and has visited it 5 times
since. Likewise, visit to Sri
Lanka in 2015 was after 28
years by an Indian PM. Ad-
ditionally, there have been
‘multiple ministerial meet-
ings in the region, translat-
ing outreach intoaction.

SOUTH ASIA TIED
TOGETHER

India is among the top
trade and investment part-
ner including for Bhutan,
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and
Nepal. Connectivity has
become the crucial pillar
of engagement in Modi's
South Asia policy—in-
cluding air connectivity,
maritime connectivity, en-
ergy and power connectiv-
ity, financial connectivity
trade, economic and digital
connectivity and people to
people connectivity. Sig-
nificant initiatives include
Economic Land Corridor,
multi-product pipeline
connecting India and Sri
Lanka and the power grid
interconnection; integrated
check posts, petroleum
supply infrastructure,
cross border rail links with
Nepal; petroleum pipelines
with Bhutan and Bangla-
desh, airport development,
Greater Male Connectiv-
ity Project and open skies
agreement with Maldives
and introduction of UPI
and RuPay in Nepal and Sri
Lanka respectively in order
to boost digital connectiv-
ity.

Energy cooperation has
steadily progressed through
construction of green field
terminals, multi-product
pipeline, investments in hy-
dropower projects, cross-
border transmission infra-
structure long-term and
trilateral power trade agree-
ments, new energy projects.
in the fields of hydro-power,
solar and green hydrogen

PM Modi holds di

projects. By supporting re-
newable energy projects,
disaster relief operations,
and digital infrastructure,
Indiaisnot only addressing
immediate needs but also
shaping a future-oriented
regional agenda.

India is also investing in
capacity building in area of
naval and defence coopera-
tion, training of diplomats,
teachers and scholarships
with Sri Lanka, Bhutan and
Nepal, Judicial and Institu-
tional cooperation with Ne-
pal, Joint Exercises, Mari-
time Domain Awareness
exercises, gifting of hard-

ware, infrastructure devel-
opment, human resource
development with Maldives
and sports cooperation
with Afghanistan, with a
view towards institutional
growth and empowerment
of neighbours.

PARTNERSHIP
WITHOUT
PATERNALISM
However, what provides
moral weight and norma-
tiveness to India’s “neigh-
bourhood first” policy of
regional cooperation is its
focus on aid, assistance and
cultural ties. For instance,

India is largest foreign aid
donor to Bhutan, providing
over Rs2000 crore in2025-
26 while aid has increased
in countries including Sri
Lanka and Maldives in the
same year. India is major
developmental donor of
Nepal in the field of prior-
ity sectors such as health,
education and connectiv-
ity. Last year, India's over-
all credit assistance to Sri
Lanka amounted to over
USD 7 billion, across sev-
eral sectors including infra-
structure, housing, health,
livelihood and rehabilita-
tion, education. On similar

Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck, the King of Bhutan, in Thimphu. (File photo)

lines, it has committed con-
cessional Line of Credit of
INR 40 billion to fund the
energy projects in Bhutan.
Across domains, India is
investing in High Impact
Community Development
Projects in its neighbour-
hood.

‘When crisis strikes, India
has led from the front. From
medical aid in pandemic to
aid in Nepal and Afghani-
stan quake; from reliefand
bailoutsin Sri Lanka’s eco-
nomic collapse to assisting
Bhutan in Gyalsung Project
for skilling youth and cre-
ating jobs, New Delhi has

been the first to act. In cul-
tural affairs, in view of deep
rooted cultural and his-
torical ties, India is helping
build cultural centres, res-
toration of temples, places
of pilgrimages and heritage
languages and literature,
displaying ts soft power.

Broadly, in all the engage-
ments, the purpose has
beendual. On the one hand,
it supports and anchors the
smaller countries against
external pressures and in-
ternal uncertainties, while
on the other, it strengthens
India’s position as an en-
abler of growth, connectiv-
ity and cultural upliftment.
In both the roles, the under-
lying theme is partnership
and solidarity rather than
dependency and paternal-
ism.

India’s civilizational his-
tory, size and capacity make
it the natural leader, yet the
approachisto empower the
neighbours. By normative
developmental outreach,
India projects that sover-
eignty can be safeguarded
and assistance can be pro-
vided without hidden agen-
das. The takeaway is clear:
India’s outreach should
be seen as an opportunity
and that its rise is central to
shared peace and prosper-
ity of entire South Asian
region.

Shebzad Poonawalla is Nation-
al Spokesperson, Bbaratiya
Janata Party (BYP)

Dr Vijeta Rattani works and
writes on International Devel-
opment, Climate and Environ-
mental aspects.

The true cost of ‘Big Fat’: Why India needs a luxury-wedding tax

When celebration becomes spectacle, society

OPINION
SUNDEEP BHUTORIA

“More! More! Is the cry of a
mistaken soul” — William
Blake

For generations, Indian
weddings were intimate
rituals woven with mean-
ing — a sacred union, a
gathering of families, a cel-
ebration of blessings and
community. But the vision-
ary English poet’s warning
feels painfully current in a
country where the wedding
industry, worth an estimat-
ed $200 billion,
ingly driven by competitive
display. What onceunfolded
in ancestral courtyards has
expanded into multi-day
extravaganzas: destination
resorts, celebrity perfor-
mances, imported decor,
curated feasts, and photo-
genic rituals engineered for
social media.

Yes, these weddings may
‘burnish India’s soft power
and global glamour. But
beneath the shimmer lies a

is increas-

cost we rarely acknowledge
— an ecological footprint
that swells with every un-
used plate of food, a civic
burden shouldered quietly
by public systems run by
tax-payer’s money, and a
widening social gap fuelled
by excess.

It is time to confront the
imbalance. Let me stick
my neck out and say — it is
time to tax the ‘big fat’ In-
dian wedding. Not to stifle
joy or tradition, but to rec-
ognise that when private
indulgence strains public
resources, a well-designed
‘Tuxury-wedding tax’ be-
comes less a penalty and
more a policy instrument.
One that aligns private in-
dulgence with public re-
sponsibility.

THE HIDDEN BILL OF
EXCESS

A recent research paper
surveyed food wastage at
Indian weddings and func-
tions, revealing that 20
to 40 per cent of the food
prepared often goes to
waste. I have personally
witnessed this at various
oceasions. This is stagger-
ing in a country where 74
per cent of Indians cannot
afford a nutritious diet. In
elite weddings, the food
wastage number climbs to
700-800 kg, oftendisposed

of without segregation or
redistribution. Every plate
tossed aside is a reminder
that abundance and hunger
coexist in tragic proximity.

And it is not just about
food. Destination weddings
— whether in the hills, pal-
aces, resorts or luxury ho-
tels — rely heavily on civic
and state infrastructure.
Roads clogged with limou-
sines and chauffeurs, secu-
rity personnel deployed for
crowd control and VVIP
movement, extra lighting
and sanitation, road access,
power, water, waste-man-
agement — all paid for by
youand me. The host family
may bear the bill for decor
and catering, but the strain
on public infrastructure is
borne collectively. The more
‘luxury’ the wedding, the
greater the burden on our
civic systems.

Moreover, such spectacu-
lar celebrations often re-
inforce social inequalities.
‘Weddings morph from cel-
ebrations of union to com-
petitions in conspicuous
consumption.

ATTEMPTS AT
REFORM: GOOD
INTENTIONS, LIMITED
REACH

Recognition of this probh-
lem is not new. In the past,
certain Indian states had
experimented with “Guest
Control Orders” to limit
the number of wedding
invitees — a nod to soci-
etal and ecological limits.
In 2023, a private member
billtitled the Prevention of
‘Wasteful Expenditure on
Special Occasions Bill was
introduced in Parliament,
seeking to cap wedding

and the country

paysdearly

\H\mm

guests and dishes — “only
50 guests, 10 dishes” —and
to limit the value of gifts
and auspicious offerings.
The rationale was not
moralising tradition,
but preventing social
harm: financial burden
on families, wasteful
expenditure, and curbing
ostentatious displays that
fuel inequality and debt.

Yet those proposals re-
main mired in debate or are
languishing as private-bill
drafts. They fall short be-
cause they attempt to regu-
late private celebration with
blunt instruments — which
frequently fosters evasion
(splitting events, multiple
functions, hidden expens-
es). Thelived reality is more
complex than a headcount
or dish-limit.

THE CASEFOR A
LUXURY-WEDDING

If the traditional, hard-hat
approach has failed, per-
haps a more nuanced in-
strument could succeed.
Across the world, cities and
governments have shifted
fromoutright restrictions to
impact-based levies, recog-
nising that excess must pay
for its footprint. Italy’s Ven-
ice now imposes a “high-
impact tourism tax” on pri-
vate events that strain civic
systems. France levies steep
surcharges onluxury events
tooffset environmental and
public-resource costs. Cit-
ies lile New York and Sin-
gapore charge scaled “event
impact fees” when private
functions require street clo-
sures, sanitation, or police
deployment.

A well-calibrated luxury-
wedding tax would not ban
celebration, it would inter-
nalise the external costs that

-

lavish weddings inflict on
society, environment, and
public infrastructure.
Firstly, it would serveasa
way to reclaim from those
who heavily draw on civic
resources — traffic manage-
ment, security, sanitation,
waste disposal, water and
power usage — an amount
that approximates the pub-
lic burden. If a wedding
marshalsdozens of security
staff, involves road closures
and heavy traffic — these
are not private costs alone.
Taxpayers and civic bodies
pay indirectly. A tax would
acknowledge this.
Secondly, itcould discour-
age excessive waste — espe-
cially food waste. When
multiple cuisines, buffets,
hugeplates, and long menus
become subjectto fiscal cost,
hosts may choose simpler,
more appropriate options.
They may even prioritise

donation or composting
rather than discarding.

Thirdly, revenue from the
tax could be channelled
towards social welfare:
boosting civic infrastruc-
ture and security systems,
supporting underprivi-
leged marriages, assisting
food-security or hunger-
relief initiatives, funding
community development,
girls’ education or sustain-
ablelivelihood schemes. Let
those weddings that under-
scoreinequality fund efforts
toreduceit.

Finally, a luxury-wedding
tax would send a cultural
signal: that celebration must
notbecome a show-off. That
status need notalways come
with excess.

That in a country grap-
pling with both inequal-
ity and ecological stress, we
have a responsibility. Our
weddings — reflections of

who we are, our values, our
priorities — should demon-
strate our moral wealth, not
just our financial one.

CELEBRATE
THOUGHTFULLY,
RESPONSIBLY,
MEANINGFULLY

Some will argue that this is
an interference in personal
liberty, or an insult to tra-
dition. But as with taxes
on luxury cars, tobacco, or
pollution fines, society has
theright toimpose a cost on
private choices with public
consequences. Ifa wedding
consumes public resources
and exacerbates inequality,
it isno longer a private af-
fair alone. Imagine a nation
where weddings return to
being about unionand com-
munity — not about status
contests. Where menusare
designed consciously, not
competitively; where left-
overs go to food banks in-
stead of dumpsters; where
public roads don't gridlock
because a private event
wants grandeur.

If we truly believe in In-
dia’s soft power — not as
an exhibition of silk and
spectacle, but as a civilisa-
tion rooted in generosity,
sustainability, and empathy
— then a wedding tax is not
anintrusion.

It is an invitation to cel-
ebrate more thoughtfully,
more responsibly, more
meaningfully.

‘We have already intro-
duced mandatory CSR
contributions after a com-
pany reaches acertain profit
threshold, so why not con-
sider a mandatory tax on
excessive wedding expendi-
turesbeyond a certain imit?
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FOR THE DAY

Safety is everyone's
responsibility
— A safety first slogan

THOUGRT

Safety measures at stations should be year-round

estern Railway (WR) has an-
nounced extensive security
and crowd-management ar-

rangements at Dadar station ahead of
Mahaparinirvan Diwas on December
6, when lakhs of followers of Dr Baba-
saheb Ambedkar are expected to visit
Chaityabhoomi, at Shivaji Park.
According to a press release issued
by WR, nearly 700 personnel from the
Government Railway Police (GRP) and
Railway Protection Force (RPF) will
be deployed. Surveillance has been

strengthened with 160 CCTV cameras,
which will monitor movement 24x7.
[t went on to say helpdesks operating
24x7 will be set up at Dadar station to
guide visitors heading to Chaityab-
hoomi (Dr Ambedkar’s resting place)
and Rajgruha (memorial). Staff from
the RPF, GRP and ticket-checking de-
partment posted at these desks will
provide information on train timings
and other assistance, our report said.
To manage the heavy footfall, WR
has put up barricades and rope-based

segregation at crowd-prone locations
such as the BMC and Tilak foot over-
bridges. Controlled diversions will
be enforced at entry and exit points,
while clear directional signage has
been placed across bridges and gates
to ensure smooth movement.

Some of these measures may be
helpful round the year. Sharp sur-
veillance is a must all through, espe-
cially at such high-density spots. An-
nouncement systems should project
loudly and clearly. Mumbling, undeci-

pherable noises over systems lead to
confusion and panic. Clearly-marked
diversions are needed on other days,
too, some even for infra work.

Clear directional signage is a year-
round necessity. Well-lit platforms and
exit entry gates are a must through-
out. The poorly lit areas need to be
addressed post Mahaparinirvan Di-
was. Additional personnel and troops
may not be possible but some of these
measures to ensure safety and smooth
movementneed to be in place 365 days.

Judge leaves his court

PAVILION
IND

Clayton Murzello

hese are sad times. For Eng-

I lish cricket in particular, and I'm

not referring to the shellacking

at Perth courtesy Australian opener

Travis Head’s near-unbelievable fourth
innings century.

In late November, the wife of late
England batsman Graham Thorpe
opened up in an interview with Talk-
sport, saying her husband would
have been alive had the England and
Wales Cricket Board offered him
more support before he took his own
life in August 2024. The left-handed
batsman was relieved of his services as
England’s batting coach in 2022, after
which he battled depression.

On Tuesday, news came through
that England had lost another bat-
ting stalwart — Robin Smith — who
played alongside Thorpe in 17 Tests
and 10 one-day internationals.

Like Thorpe, South African-born
Smith, whose cause of death has yet to
be released, struggled with mental
health issues. Smith was open about
it in his 2019 book, The Judge - More
Than Just a Game. He was known as
Judge to mates because his curly hair
resembled a wig that judges wear.

The book’s Prologue dwells on what
a wreck he was in 2013 after losing “my
marriage, my home, my children, not to
mention my identity, money, dignity, di-
rection, purpose and hope.” Towards
its end, there is a chapter titled Rein-
vention. Smith was transformed and
said he enjoyed coaching even those
days when sessions stretched to sev-
en hours in 37-degree heat at Perth.
However, his father’s death caused
him to fall back into old patterns.

From an interview done by Simon
Wilde, The Times' cricket correspond-
ent and ex-England fast bowler Glad-
stone Small's Facebook account, we
learnt that Smith caught up with his
former England teammates in Perth a
few days before his death — Graham
Gooch, David Gower, Allan Lamb, and
Small himself; also, commentator Mark

Ex-England batsman Robin Smith, 62, nicknamed Judge, has gone
too soon, but there is solace in the fact that he met some of his dear
teammates in Perth a few days before his final goodbye
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Man of the match Robin Smith celebrates with his Hampshire captain Mark Nicholas (right)
after the county beat Kent by 41 runs in the Benson and Hedges Cup final at Lord’s on July

12,1992 PICS/GETTY IMAGES

Nicholas, his captain at Hampshire.
Smith spoke to Wilde about how Eng-
land Lions head coach Andrew Flintoff
invited him to chatwith the young guns
and he reluctantly obliged. It reminded
me of the late Terry Jenner reluctant-
ly making it through the main gates of
the Adelaide Oval to be interviewed by
the Australian Broadcasting Corpora-
tion in the summer of 1992-93 as Shane
Warne’s spin guru. Smith was hesitant
because he wondered whether the
England Lions would remember him.
Jenner’s reluctance was based on be-
ing ashamed since he served a prison
sentence for embezzlement. Warne,
incidentally, was a mate of Smith’s. The
late spin legend was one of the Fore-
word writers (Nicholas was the other)
for Smith's book. Warne revealed that
they first met each other when Smith
was part of the England squad for the
1990-91 Ashes tour. Warne, who was
with the Australian Cricket Academy,
had been approached to recommend
some places where Smith and Lamb
could spend their late evenings. Nine
years later, Warne signed for Hamp-
shire, where Smith was captain. They
found themselves at opposite ends in

the 1993 Ashes, and Warne dismissed
his pal four times in five Tests. Warne
didn't believe Smith was a bad play-
er of spin, and Smith took pride in his
performances against the turning ball,
no matter how poorly coaches like Ray
[llingworth and Keith Fletcher thought
of him as a spin tackler. He didn't have
a three-figure innings to show on his
1992-93 Test tour of India. But he scored
half-centuries in the Chennai (56 off
89 balls) and Mumbai (62 off 166 balls)
Tests. The following month, in the one-
off Test against Sri Lanka at Colombo,
Smith, as opener, took 128 and 35 off a
Sri Lankan attack that included Mutti-
ah Muralitharan and Jayananda War-
naweera. “It was really hard work. That
was my best innings against spin, and
possibly my best overall in terms of
concentration, fitness, and resilience. I
didn’t play any beautiful square drives
or anything like that, as there was
no pace in the wicket. In fact, I barely
played an attacking stroke. Butl hungin
there, getting outside the line to Murali
wheneverI could,and gotugly runs,” he
wrote in The Judge.

As highlighted in most tributes to
Smith, he got three of his nine Test

centuries against the West Indies at a
time when they were one of the two
best teams in the world. Against India
in 1990, he helped himself to centuries
in consecutive Tests — at Lord’s and
Old Trafford — averaging 180.50 in
that series. Ravi Shastri, who figured in
all three Tests of that rubber and also
clashed with Smith during his county
cricket stint at Glamorgan, told me on
Wednesday: “Judge was a terrific player
of genuine fastbowling, a point fielder’s
nightmare. Lovely bloke. Really sad to
see him go. God bless his soul.” The Aus-
tralians respected him too, and the se-
lectors may have been mighty pleased
when they saw him carve two hundreds
againstthe old enemyinthe 1989 Ashes,
where nothing much went England’s
way. Unfortunately for England,
Smith could notimprove on that Ash-
es centuries count.

Smith was highly respected by
South Africa, his country of birth, but
he couldn’'t come up with a three-fig-
ure knock against Hansie Cronje &
Co. The fast bowlers were let loose
on him, and he responded by smash-
ing spearhead Allan Donald for three
fours in four balls in the opening Test
of the 1995-96 series at Centurion.
Not long after, he was bowled by the
burly Brian McMillan for 43. “It’s a
sad time indeed... too young. He was
a great change room fella to have a
beer with,” former all-rounder Brian
McMillan said to me on Tuesday.

Former players are often asked
what they miss most about cricket
in their post-playing years. Many of
those answers will centre around the
fact that they miss the camaraderie
and being in the company of their
teammates. And Smith was particu-
larly fortunate to have met some of
them before the eternal judge sen-
tenced him to the great beyond.

mid-day’s Deputy Editor Clayton Murzello
is a purist with an open stance.
He tweets @ClaytonMurzello

Send your feedback to
mailbag@mid-day.com

The views expressed in this column are the individual's and don't represent those of the paper
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Kudos to shopkeepers for
seeing through scamsters

This refers to ‘Fake clean-up
marshals try to clean out Dharavi
shopkeepers'. The absurd attempt
by fake clean-up marshals to
fleece Dharavi shopkeepers

felt straight out of a Bollywood
script. Their attempt to get rich
“like the BMC" failed due to the
shopkeepers’ alertness.

PV PRAKASH

Stress-relief will

strengthen police force

This refers to ‘Charkop cops
tackle stress with stretches’. Such
simple stress-relief stretches
should be made mandatory in

all police stations, along with
encouragement of humour and
wit, to create a more alert, strong
and healthy police force.

PETER CASTELLINO

Train delays are fine; but
complete silence isn’t

Apropos of ‘Railways must
communicate clearly during
crises’, it rightly highlights the
apathetic attitude that leaves
commuters confused by delays,
sudden platform changes and
unclear announcements. Quick
and timely updates are essential
for passenger well-being.

AMIT BANERJEE

Clear communication at
all times is essential

Considering that railways are the
preferred mode for millions and
the world’s fourth-largest network,
clear communication, timely
services and acceptable hygienic
travel conditions are essential for
travellers.

BAL GOVIND
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App ot discord

Pushback leads to govt LHum on Sanchar Saathi

fierce backlash has forced the Modi govern-
ment towithdraw its order requiring smart-
phone makers to pre-install the Sanchar
Saathiapp, a state-run cybersecurity applica-
1on, on all new devices. The Centre did a U-
turn after it tried in vain to allay fears that the measure
could compromise user privacy or facilitate surveillance.
Even Communications Minister Jyotiraditya Scindia's
assurance in Parliament that Sanchar Saathi was volun-
tary, ‘deletable’ and inoperable without user registra-
tion failed to convinee the Opposition as well as privacy
advocates. At the outset, there was something suspicious
about the directive which stated that the app must be
preloaded, visible at first use and thatits “functionalities
miust not be disabled or restricted.” This set the alarm
bells ringing in political, legal and technological circles.
Questions were raised about digital rights and state
overreach. Some detractors even drew a parallel with
Pegasus, the Israeli military-grade spyware which was
allegedly used by the government to target journalists,
Opposition leaders and activists in recent years.
Unfortunately, the Sanchar Saathi controversy has
shifted the focus away from the app's ability to tradc and
block stolen phones and prevent them from being mis-
used. A measure apparently ntended to protedt citizens
from fraud must win public trust in the first place. More-
over, a global technology hub can't afford to let unilateral
directives override transparency, consultation and consent.
This is the third time in less than a month that the gov-
ernment has beaten a hasty retreat in the face of a strong
pushbad. In Novernber, it had first withdrawn a controver-
sial notification on Panjab University and later backed away
from introducng a Bill related to the governance of Chandi-
garh. These fhp-flops show that the Centre is not doing ade-
quate groundwork before taking dedsions with farreach-
ing consequences. It's high time lessons were learnt from
these fiascos to prevent an embarrassing repeat.

Flights oineglect

ARCexpiry scandal points to systemic failure

HE revelation that an Air India Airbus A320
operated eight commercial flights with an
expired Airwarthiness Review Certificate
(ARC) is not just a regulatory lapse; it is a
troubling breach of public trust. The aireraft
reportedly flew on November 24 and 25 without a valid
safety clearance, prompting the Directorate General of
Civil Aviation (DGCA) to ground the aircraft and de-ros-
ter the personnel involved, pending investigation. Com-
mercial aviation rests on an uncompromising founda-
fion of safety discipline. The ARC is a mandatory
evaluation that certifies an aircraft’'s readiness to fly.
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A chance for the Army to look within

Lt Kamalesan case highlights tensions between an individual's faith and institutional culture

2]

ADMIRAL ARUN PRAKASH (RETD)
FORMER CHIEF OF NAVAL STAFF

T Samuel Kamalesan
must have been a
proud man when he
as commissioned in
M: 2017 into the 3rd
Cavalry, an old and illustnous
armoured regiment which had
won battle honours in the 1965
and 1971 wars, Little would the
yvoung officer have imaginedthat
barely four vears later, the Chief
of Army Staff would order his
summary dismissal for “acts of
miscondurt”. The case entered
the public domain when
Kamalesan challenpged the deci-
sion inthe Delhi High Court. The
court dismissed his appeal, find-
ing no reason to interfere with
the Army's disciplinary action.

Opinion is sharply divided
between those who consider any
hint of critidsm of the armed
forees as “unpatnotic” and oth-
ers who feel that in a democratic
system of avilian control, the
military should be accountable
to the people through their eled-
ed representatives. Another
view, which remains muted (for
fear of judicial displeasure),
holds that court interventions in
recent yvears have forced the
armed forces to alter policies,
with potentially adverse effects
on morale, personnel manage-
ment and combat effectveness,
However, the Kamalesan case
has wider, socwetal implcations
that transcend the usual civil-
military debates and merits an
open discussion.

First, the facts of the case. Giv-
en the religious diversity within
its ranks, the Indian Army has
established the unique institu-
tion of “Sarva Dharma Sthal”
(multi-faith centres) in almaost
every major unit and station,
where soldiers of all faiths can
pray and where rehgious fune-
tions are conducted. These func-
tions are treated as “regmental

parades” and attendance 15 com-
pulsory for all personnel, irre-
spective of faith.

Kamalesan's offence was that
despite repeated counselling,
advice and direct orders. he
refused to attend these functions,
claiming that his Christian beliefs
did not permit him to participate
in the worship of “other gods.”
Viewing his persistent refusal asa
serions breach of disciphine and
regimental ethos, the Army dis-
missed him from service.

The court's ruling priontising
unit cohesion over the officer’s
religions beliefs may be legally
unassailable, but it has sparked a
debate in e1vil and military cr-
dles, While Kamalesan has paid
the pnce for breaching disci-
pline, the episode highh ghts ten-
sions between an individual's
faith, tradition and the Indian
Army's institutional culture
amidst the cument social churn.

Ower the past two decades, India
has seen religion assunming an
mwreasingly  prominent and
deeply polarising mle in politics as
well as sockety. This has been
accompanied by assertivedisplays
of redigiosity. If the beard, hijaband
burga are seen increasingly in
public, so are tilaks, mbhuti-
smeared foreheads and sacred
threads. Other consequences of
this phenomenon include the
mopient advent of segregation,
ghettoisation and even persecu-
tion on religious prounds,

ROLE MODEL: India's armed forces are exemplars of unity, integrity and seculansm for their cﬂmﬁatriﬂts. FILE FHOTO

A reappraisal of the
Army'sinherited
organising principles
shouldbe given priority.

Against this backdmop, we must
remind ourselves that India's
armed forees reman  the
strongest bond that holds our
dverse and hetemgensous
nation together. Apart from being
defenders of the nation and its
Constitution, they are also exem-
plars of unity, integnty, discipline
and secularism for their compatri-
ots. And while the Army remains
the nation's most respected insti-
tution, it has retained practices
that accentuate religiosity, caste
and repional identities: recruit-
ment on casterepional basis, relt-
gious functions treated as “regi-
mental parades”, battle cries
drawn from relipious traditions
and the sectanan dentity of cer-
tain regiments.

India's Army 15 the last major
military in the democratic world
that officially organises combat
units along ines of caste, com-
munity and religion. In 1949, the
Brigade of Guards was specifical-
Iy created as the first “all-India,
allvlass” unit, and many of the
arms and services, ike artillery,
engmeers, aviation and signals,
have followed suit. However, a
bulk of the Army — including
the infantry — still folkows a fixed
class composition and recruits
primarily from specific commu-
nities, castes or regions.

Defended on the grounds of
preserving “martial traditions™
and signifving “regimental
izzat”, these remnants of the
colonial era now sit uneasily
with the Republic's constitu-
tional promise of equality and
secularism. Although the Army
has steadfastly maintained that
during recruitment, no diserim-
mation 1s made on the basis of
religion, race and caste, the
exastence of “fixed class units”
such as Sikh, Rajput, Jat,
Mahar ete. will make it mereas-
mgly difficult for it to ward off
future political demands that
may arise for creating, say, Ahir,
Yadav or Kurmi regiments.

Historically, religion, caste and
the “martial mees” theory were
useful weapons for the British to
mmplement their treacherous
policies of “divide and rule” in
India. The British Indian Army,

especally after 1857, deliberately
nurtured relipious and caste
wlentities because 1t believed
doing so enhanced loyalty and
fighting ability: Temples,
mosques and pumdwaras wene
built on regmmental lines; pan-
dats, maulzs and granthis wene
officially appointed, and relipios-
ity deliberately indulged in. The
policy succeeded 1n its narrmow
aim of preventing another large-
seale mutiny, but it also froze cer-
tain social categonsations in
time. Independent India inherit-
ed that structure and successive
generations of officers have
defended it as indispensable to
maorake and “esprit de corps.”

While any criticism of the
Ammy's customs and traditions
15 bound to sound heretical to
many. an essential question begs
an answer. At atime when socie-
ty 1s showing fissures along reli-
gious lines, should India’s Army
continue to highlight distinctive
identities based on ethnicity,
caste and relipion, or should it
focus on “unity in diversity” as
an uncompromising principle?

If exhortations to cast off our
“colonial heritage” and over-
come the “slave mentality” are
to have any meaning, then a
reappraisal of the Army’s inher-
ited organising principles
should get prionty. Without sug-
gesting abmupt or wholesale
change, it is perhaps time to ni-
tiate a serious intra-Ammy dis-
course on three topics: (a) expe-
diting expansion of all-India,
all-vlass units, a process already
accepted in principle, by the
Army; (b) a review of compulso-
ry attendance by all personnel at
religious events that are organ-
ised; and (¢ whether unit names
that emphasise communty
identitycan be supplemented or
replaced by pgeogmphical or
numerncal titles,

Such steps, rather than dimin-
1shing the Army's elan and her-
itage, would actually strenpthen
its status as a truly national
institution that belongs equally
to every Indian, regardless of
faith, mother tongue or caste.
India’s Navy and Air Fome
have embodied that 1deal for 78
vears, without any loss of elan
or professionalism.

The fact that a lapse of this magnitude could occur —
and go unnoticed for multiple flights — points to sys-
temic failures in comphance, monitoring and oversight.

This is not the first time Air India hasbeen pulled up
for operational deficiencies, including faulty rostering
and scheduling 1ssues, raising questions about whether
procedural shorteuts have become narmalised within
the gystem. Equally concerning is the repeated pattern
of reactive enforcement. Regulators swing into action
after media reports or internal alarms, rather than
through proactive, continuous safety audits. This was
seen in the aftermath of the catastrophic crash in
Ahmedabad earlier this yvear, which triggered a reckon-
ing on aviation safety. The DGCA launched a frame-
work of ‘Comprehensive Special Audits’ across air-
lines, maintenance organisations, air-navigation and
ground-handling agencies, emphasising safety-man-
agement systems, crew-resource protocols, mainte-
nance discipline and ramp-check inspections.

Yet, degpite these major overhauls, the ARC-expiry
scandal shows that old problems persist. The DGCA's
earlier decisions allowing certain maintenance tasks
to be delegated to less-qualified technicians as a cost-
cutting measure too have come under scrutiny Air
India must also undertake a transparent internal
audit, fix accountability at senior levels, and publicly
outline steps to prevent recurrence. When lives are at
stake, even one lapse is one too many,

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

The Tribune.
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Cotton excise ordinance

WE now know why the cotton excise duty was not suspended two
and a half months agowhen both the mill oomers of Bombay and
the Indian Legislative Assembly asked for its suspension, and why
the ordinance suspending it has only been issued now. That is to
gaywe know the reasons as stated in the Statement of Objects and
Reasons accompanying the ordinance. The action was not taken
earier because, as stated on behalf of the governmment dunng the
debate on the subject In the Legislative Assembly in September,
suspension must be followed immediately by abolition, and it was
then too eady to form a eliable estimate of the financial position
in the next vear It has been taken now because “the final results
of the monsoon are now known” and “on such information as is
now beforeit, the Govemment of India 15 satisfied that there would
b o senous risk of a large deficit in the cumrent vear if the cotton
excise duty were suspended for the rest of the year and that there
15 areasonable prospect that the budget for the next vear can be
balanced without assistance from the cotton excise duty in the
absence of any big change for the worse in the neat fiew months".
As a statement of the reason for the delay, this may or may not be
convincing, but it certainky has a measure of plausihility, In any
case the Government of India has taken the entire responsibility
for the delay and kept the Secretary of State out of it.

Indian secularism does not mean irreligiousness. It means profusion of religions. —shashiharoor

The nitty-gritty of
patientreferral

ATUL JosHl1

P(Iand the Government Medical College and Hos-

pital {GMCH), Chandigarh, keeps getting louder.
There is merit in this suggestion since the burgeoning
number of patients puts the available facilities under
strain. Healtheare administrators lament the impression
that doctors serving in neighbouring areas are quick to
refer patients to Chandigarh.

I have been on both sides of the fence, I initially worked
in a hospital on the periphery of the city and later joined
the PGL While serving in a district hospital, I did overhear
a pernicious advice, “If by late evening an admitted
patient looks better, send him home; if not, then send him
to Chandigarh”. The premise was to refer the patient and
be free of all responsibility. Fortunately, most doctors
would not buy that argument.

Later, while working in the GMCH, I was once posted
in the surgery Emergency at night. The whole reception
area was full of patients and their attendants. Since all
the beds were occupied, we had to treat some patients on
makeshift beds or trolleys.

Amund midnight, the languid pace of activity was suddenly
intensified by the arrival of about 25 patients from a peripher-
al hospital. A quick enquiry revealed that they were passen-
gers of a bus that had overturned. They had recetved first ad
before being referred to the GMCH. Many had blood-soaked
bandages and some were critically injured. Though already
overwhelmed, we began to treat them as per the established
surgical protocols. Those who required hifesaving interven-
tionswere accorded pnoritv. Inabout two hours, with the zeal-
ous support of the staff, we were able tofinish our task,

Later, while surveving the Emergency area again, I realised
that I had failed to attend to two of the patients. They were sit-
ting on a patient trolley, but did not seem to be injured. They
were conversing with each other while looking nervously at
me. Probably they had heard me shouting instructions and
going from one trolley to another.

I asked them, “Were both of you on the bus which met with
an accident?” I could barely hide my unease at having missed
seeing them. After a bit of hesitation, they whispered, “Sir, we
were admitted to that hospital for some other ailment. When
allthese trauma patients were bein g referred., we were also told
to o to Chandigarh. Hemestly, sit we do not have any mjury™.

I felt relieved and satisfied to be at the ‘referred to"hospital and
not the ‘refernng one’. I considered myself fortunate to have got
an opportunity to serve the sick and even the ‘not so needy’.

J"']:"'l HE clamour for reducing the patient load at the

. e

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Covid lockdown experiment
Apropos of “‘Why Delhi chokes'; the Supreme
Court’s query on why the Capital had a blue
sky dunng the Covid lockdown despite con-
tinued stubble burning 15 a useful reminder
that Delhi's toxic air cannot be blamed on a
single cause. The lockdown months offered
an inadvertent but revealing experiment.
This contrast reinforees what envimonmental
experts have long mamtained that vehicular
pollution, construction and road dust and
unregulated urban expansion contribute far
maoare to Delhi-NCR's chronie smog than the
limited window of stubble burning. The court
has reminded all stakeholders that aceounta-
bility cannot be seasonal.

VANDAMA, CHANDIGARH

Combined effort will work
Apropos of ' Digital arest”; the Supreme Court's
call for a nationwide CBI probe reflects nsing
public frustration and government’s delay in
taking decsive action. Real action, however,
hinges on giving the CBI full operational inde-
pendence, specalised tmining, adequate man-
power, modern tools amd unwavenng support
from both the Union and state governments.
Banks, telecom operators and enforcement
agencies must work seamlessly to phig systemic
gaps, while public awareness and swift enforee-
ment remain essential to curb this menace.

K KUMAR, PANCHELULA

SAD mustshed its ego
The Tarn Taran bypoll result has amply proved
that the Akali Dal and BJP are no match for the
niling AAP if they contest separately. The Akali
Dual 15 desperate to regain political ground but
the odds are stacked agamst it. How hard the
Akalis may try unilaterally, they can't dream of
capturing power in Punjab as the populist meas-
ures adopted by AAP are tempting enough to
keep voters on its side. The only wayoul 1s a
state povernment which has cordial relations
with the Centre, The Akali Dal-BJP alliance can
pull Pungab out of the uncertainty. The BJP has
nothing tolose in the present scenario, but the
Akali Dal must give up its stubborn stand.
KARMAIL SINGH, KHARAR

Punjab cannot afford blockades
The recent blockade of the Kurali-Mohali
highway by farmers is causing repeated dis-
ruptions which is proving counter-productive
and harmfulto the state's long-term mterests.
This newly developed mute was intended to
decongest the airport road, improve regional
mobility and enhance economic activity
across Mohal, Punjab and neighbouring
states. Unfortunately, Punjab is increasmgly
being viewed as a ‘dharna state’, where pub-
lie roads and highways routinely become sites
of protest. While the right to protest 1s funda-
mental in a democracy, it cannot come at the
cost of public neonvenience, stalled projects
and economic losses. Punjab cannot afford to
let repeated blockades stall its development
tmjectory.

HARJINDER SINGH THAMDI, MO HALI

The curse of poverty
Refer to ‘' Children of a lesser God’'; poverty
15 a curse that deprives many poor and mar-
ginalised families of dignity. The poor chil-
dren especially are the worst sufferers. They
are unable to grow like other children. They
beg, do menal jobs to support their parent’s
and family income to eke out a living.
Despite several government schemes, there
still remain millions who continue to face
the curse of poverty and its concomitant
effects. They deserve a humane treatment
and thetargeted approach of NGOs, govern-
ments as well as good Samaritans to make
them lead respectable lives.

RAVI SHARMA, DHARIWAL

‘Misleading’ headline
The headline “Op Sindoor legacy of Guru's
valour: Modi® seems to be misleading. By
linkingthe military operation with Gun Tegh
Bahadur's legacy, the headline risks distort-
ing the profound spiritual and historieal sig-
nificance of Sikh teachings. The Guru's lega-
cy 185 not about temporal power or military
operations, but about spiritual courage, uni-
versal brotherhood and the protection of
humanity's right to ive and worship freely.
BIRENDRA KAUR, CHANDIGARH

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200~word limit.
These should be cogently wiitten and can be sent by e-mall to: Letters@tribunemall.com
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India’s Russia ties

shield

ASOKE MUKERJ
FORMER PERMANENT REPR ESENTATVE
OF INCHATO LUNIT ED NATIONS

HE 23md Imdia-Russia summit on
December 45 is a watershed
mament for the two countries "spe-
cial and privileged partnership.” The
resiience of the summit mechanism
demonstrates the high degree of trust between
the two, enabling them to navigate India-Rus-
sia relations in an increasingly turbulent world.

The foeus of the bilateral partnership is mutu-
ally benefical cooperation. Defence and energy
initiatives agreed upon during the previous
summits have contributed to Indias national
interests. Dunng Op Sindoor in May, the joint-
Iy manufactured Su-30MET aircraft and Brah-
Mos missiles, as well as the 5-400 air defence
systermn purchased from Russia in 2018, played
a eritical role in India's mobust response to cross-
border terrorism. Bussian-built stealth frigates
inducted into the Navy in the western Indian
Ocean protect key sea lanes transporting
India’s trade thmough the Suer Canal. AK-203
rifles are being manufactured through a joint
venture in Amethi for the Army. The summit is
expected to enhance such cooperation.

While the fate of Russian oil exports to India
dominates the headlines, the focus will be on
energy joint mvestments, which provides a
long-term sustamable framework for stmtegic
cooperation. These inchide Indian investments
in Russias ocilfields and Russian mvestmentsin
Indias oil-refining sector. Russia is the only
country that has invested with technology in
India’s nuclear energy sector after the 2008
Indo-TTS Civil Nudear Deal. The Kudankulam
NPP in Tamil Nadu provides 2000 MW of pow-
er to Tarmil Nadu, Puducherry, Karnataka and
Kerla. The summit 15 expected to consider the
proposal for Russian collaboration in the man-
ufacture of small modular reactors in India.

Two-way trade until March 2025 stood at 568.7
billion, of which Russian ol exports were val
ued at $63.8 bilbon, Diversification of bilateral
tride is needed to achieve the proposed target
of 5100 llion by 2030. The nepotiation of a
Eurasian Economic Union-India Free Trade
Agreement, which began in August 2025, and
the use of national currencies to finance bilater-
altrade and investment are twooptions. A dect-

ts interests

gion to allow a designated Indian commercial
bank to operate in Russia along the lines of Rus-
gsia’s Sberbank,. which has been operating in
India since 2010, will provide suppaort for bilat-
eral economie relations. This includes inteprat-
g opportunities for digital economic coopera-
tion and a future India-Russia digital comridor,

India’s partnership with Bussia (and Iran) in
connectivity projects in Eurasia is hostage to
unilateral westem sanctions on Russia, Imn
and some Indian entities. This has prevented
connectivity to boost economice relations.

At the same time, the Chennal-Vladivosink
roaritime corndor has become funetional, provid-
ing another connectivity route inking India to
Russias Far East and the Arctic. Maritime coop-
eration has become a new dimension of Indis
Russiastrategic partnership. President Putin was
the only P5leader who
attended the online
UNSC meeting on mar-
itime secunty chaired
b PM Modi in Aupust.
In November, connec-
toaty, skill develop-
rment, shipbullding and
the blue economy were
dentified as prionties
for cooperation.

The number of Indi-
ans studving medicine
in Russia has grown
from 19,700 in 2019 to
over 31000 m 2024,
The two sides are
negotiating a labour
maobility agreement for the employment of
Indian workers in Russia. A hohistic frmmework
for educational, cultural, tounsm and vouth
cooperation, proposed in 2020 as the Ganga-Vol-
ga Dialopue indtiative, needs to be revived.

Russia has endorsed India becoming a per-
manent member of a reformed UN Security
Counal (UNSC). This requires an amendment
of the UN Charter, overcoming the veto power
of the P5. to make the UN more effective and
meet India’s call for reformed multilateralism”

Untilthat happens, Bussia's strate gic partner
ship with India would play a mole in safepuarnd-
g India’s core interests. This was evident in
August 2019 after the revocation of Article 370,
when Russia did not support China'’s attermpt to
revive the Tndia-Pak Question” in the UNSC.

Putin proposed the "indivisible secunty” of Eurmasia
i Juree 2024 as the fulerum of a multpolar world
arder. Thday, as the US and China are forging a
“spheresofinfluence” based G-1 engaging with
Russia on how to sustain indivisible security in a
rrubtipolar Asia should be a priority for India.
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Russia didn't support
China in UNSC after
revocation of Art 370,

Moscow needs partmers
who will supportitin
shaping the
global system.

Balancing Chinawith
the India pivot

NIVEDITA KAPOOR

ASSISTANT PROFESSOR,
HSE UNIVERSITY, MOSC OW

USSIAN President

Vladimir Putin is in New

Delhi on a state visit for the

23rd India-Russia summit.

id an ongoing war and

an unstable world order, what does

the special and privileged strategic

partnership mean for Russiatoday? A

ook at Russian official documents
offers a hint.

The 2021 National Security
Stmtepy of Russia marked a
small but sipnificant change
in its foreign policy objectives.
It noted the development of a
gtrategi  partnership with
China and India in the same
sentence, unlike previous ver-
sions when the point about
India came after China. The
latest foreign policy concept,
released in 2023, repeated this
trend, mentioning China and
India topgether in the sub-
heading on regional tracks for
Russian pnorities,

This seemingly minor
change pointed to a deeper concernin
the Russian administration about the
rise of China. While relations with the
rising power had never been better
the asymmetries in the partnership
were all too visible. Russia’s recogni-
tion of this imbalance pointed to how
it sought to address it — by strength-
ening ties with India.

But Russia's pobicy cholces subverted
its intentions, as the war with Ukramne
in 2022 made China the most promising
partner to replace the loss of European
markets (except in ol trade). The situa-
tion revealed the skewed nature of Rus-
gia's broader engagement with the Asia-
Pacific. Trade with China scared to
3244.8 hillion last year, making it Rus-
gi's leading trade partner, constituting
over a third of its fored pn trade turnover,
with Indiaa distant second at 8.8%.

With an economy under stress and
resources directed to executing its war

Russia now faces the challenge of reduce-
ing its overdependence on China. The
cost is not just economic but also geopo-
litical, where China’s influence acmss
Eurasia has been expanding, While the
stratepic value Beging and Moscow have
for each remaing high, providing a
strong basis to thetr rel ation ship, the fact
that China, as apower is today in a differ-
ent leapgue 1s not lost on anyvone

In this situation, ®t 15 not surprising
that the need to further the partnership
with India acquires a renewed logic for
Russia providing an opportunity to bal-
ance its prvot to the East, vatal for its for
eign pobcy ambitions. The visitoffers a
chance to use Russias strengths to
dversify economic ties in areas like agn-
culture, mfrastructure, shipbuilding,
space and nucear energy. Lon ger-term
sustenance of bilateral ties necessitates
the continuation of defence-export con-
tracts, mamtenance of energy ties and
1dentification of new areas of economic
cooperation. Moscow seeks to secure
Indian support for its multilateral agen-
da in non-western institutions, and also
to reduce the prospects of one power
dominating their functioning,

This bilateral agenda serves another
purpose — that of underpinning the
Bussian worldview about itself, which
reflects in its foreign policy. Since 2022,
Moscow has positioned itself as alipned
with the non-western world, where it
pcoupies akey position in an emerging
multipolar order. The Russian narmative
of the decline of the West rests on the
extent to which the non-western world
pursues an ndependent foreign policy,
wherein Russia 1s a valued partner
reflecting its reach in the Global South.

The other dominant worldwvews our
rently puiding foreipn policy — Russia
as an anti-colonial power, a conservi-
tive civilisational-state espousing tradi-
tional values and a Eurasian power —
all require recognition from the exter-
nal wordd towands whom this namratmve
15 directed. Without a strong backing
from India, these Russian attempts to
recrder its status in the international
gystem would recerve a setback.

Moscow’s self-identification as a great
power which pamadosgeall veanno kenger
shape the contours of a new world order
on its own, entails building partnerships
with those who will have a mole in shaping
the evolving intemational system. In this
pursuit, the mle of India as one of the
leading candidates cannot be denied.

Relaxing Himachals land rule will risk ecology

TIKENDER SINGH PANWAR
EXDEPUTY MAYOR, SHIMLA

Pradesh povern-

ment has again

opened the debate

on relaang Section
118 of the Himachal Pradesh
Tenaney and Land Reforms
Act, 1972 — a provision that
has, for five decades, protected
the states most sacred
resource: its land. Under this
Section, a non-apricultunst
cannot buy land in Himachal
without prior permission from
the state povernment. This leg-
1slative  mstrument  ensures
that land is not reduced to a
commodity but continues to
embody velihood, culture and
ecalogical balance.

Today, in the name of
‘Bncouraging investment,
mdustry, tourism and hous-
mg’, the state government is
tempted to loosen this protec-
tive dause. But to tamperwith
Section 118 is to play with fire.
The Section was designed to
protect the fmpile Himalayan
economy from being devoured
by speculative capital and real-
estate expansion. Himachal's
economy was meant to grow
on its natural strengths: horti-
culture, smallholder farming,
forest  resources and local
entreprenaurship, noton spec-
ulative trade of its slopes.

It 15 being arpued relaang
Section 118 will attract invest-
ment and accelerate develop-
ment. Hinvever, in the past two
decades, the state has pranted
hundreds of relasations for
hyvdropower, cement plants
and tourism ventures. But
have we seen industnal trans-
formation or sustained job cre-
ation? Hamdly:

Hyvdropewer projects  dis-
placed communities and dis-

mipted river ecosystems.
Cement industnes esdracted
more from the earth than they
gave to the local economy.
Highways have ripped into
furests and destabilised slopes.
When the BJP povernment
in August 2018 attempted to
relax Section 118 to allow
employvees and their wands to
buy land without permission,
the move was resisted. The
govemment had to retract.
The present push must there-
fore be viewed with caution.
Already, the cracks are visk-
hle. Arcording to the Thwn and
ment, 605 of the new construce-
tions in Kasauli, Dharampur
and Manah belong to non-

|  devastaing mins and land-
ghdes, it is evident that
Himachal’s hills are shding
away under unplanned devel-
opment. Belaxing Section 118
would mean speeding up this
process. It would effectively
legalise the commodification
of land and formalise the
infhux of speculatve capital.
The experience of Uttamk-
hand 15 4 gnm reminder —
over 405 of the land there is
reportedly owned by non-locals
and local communities are
increasingly priced out of their
own settlements. Goa presents
another cautionary tale, where
the coast has been devoured by
tourism-drven real estate, and
the onginal inhabitants can no

locals, Much of this caters o 5, lemger afford to live near their

tounsts, investors and urban I.&.H "—i 1Isnota ancestral beaches,

people seeking second homes. . linv itic 5 In contrast, Siklam offers a
The ecological consequences con ]Iﬂ[:'! Lh[}' LK [l:ﬂ' more thoughtful model. There,

are grave. The carrying capac- soul of Himachal's land protections remain intact

ity of our hill towns 15 exhatst- and development has been

ed. There 15 a mounting cnisis
of water scarcity, solid-waste
disposal and traffic congestion,
In the aftermath of last vear's

economy and
ecology.

pursued through cooperatives,
community-based tourism and
ecnlogical safepuards. Sikkim
demonstrates growth without

resorting to land sale.

The notion that “outside
mwvestment” will bnng pros-
penty to Himachal is flawed.
The magor investments so far
—hvdropower and cement —
have neither diversified the
economy nor created endur-
g local enterprise. Instead,
they have eroded ecology, The
promise of jobs remains unful-
filled; instead, we haveinhent-
ed deforestation, drying nvers
and destabilised slopes.

The future hes n decen-
tralised, cooperative
economies — agriculture and
horticulture cooperatives,
Iocal apro-processing  units,
forest produce enterprises and
ero-tourism owned by locals,
strengthening animal hus-
bandry, a nascent form of
which is being imagined by
the cumrent state government.

Cooperative activism has
shown promise in the state,
such as apple prowers’ collee-
toves, womens selfhelp
groups and panchayat-led ini-
tiatives in waste manage-

ment and renewable energy.

With a fertil ity rate below 1.5,
the: state 15 witnessing populs
tion stabilisation. The arpu-
mentthat vast tracts ofland Lie
unused or that there 15 "mont”
for expansion 15 misleading,
Thechallenge is not scarcity of
people but scarcity of mean-
mgful lvelihoods. Youth
migrate because they find no
dignified local opportunities.

Relsang Section 118 is a
political and ecological gamble.
It may bnng applause from
imvestors and Land brokoers, but
it will eventually scorch the
foundation of HE s identity:

The Supreme Court, too, has
taken cognisance of the state’s
ecological vulnerability,
emphasising the need for sus-
tainable wban planming and
restrint in hill development.
Himachal stands at a entical
crossroads. Section 118 1snot a
relic of the past; it is a living
covenant between the people
and their mountains. To touch
it carelessly is to betray the
very idea of Himachal.
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Seeds of change

Draft Seeds Bill pushes transparency, but has some flaws

he Draft Seeds Bill, 2025, which is open for

comments and is likely to be placed before

the ongoing Parliament session, is aimed at
curbing the sale of spurious and poor quality seeds
to farmers. The draft Bill says at the outset that it
wishes to promote ease of doing business for the
seed industry through reduced compliance burden.
While its approach of protecting farmers as well as
incentivising the seed industry is a sensible one, the
draft needs to address certain ambiguities and
imbalances.

The EoDB provisions may ease supply
constraints. A clause that provides for
¢ multi-State permit for entities selling
across States will do away with the
difficulties of obtaining clearances from
each State in this regard. The Bill also
makes a distinction between “trivial” and
serious offences and invoking criminal
provisions selectively, which may curb
harassment and rent-seeking. A bold move
being contemplated in the Bill is allowing
the private sector to participate in the
testing of seeds through a system of
accredited laboratories. While this may
help ease the burden on the ICAR set-up,
these testing centres must inspire
confidence. The Bill promotes
transparency and traceability in the seed
industry by mandating that all marketable
varieties be registered, and the seeds be
sold with a QR code on the pack that tells
youwhere it has come from. All
stakeholders in the value chain will have to
be registered as well, and this includes
producers, seed contractors for many
farmers, nurseries and processing units.
Seed health, too, has to be certified on the
pack by recognised laboratories.

The proposed Bill does incentivise
bonafide seed industry players to produce
good seeds in larger quantities. In keeping
with this thrust, it has turned away from
price control, opting to use that lever only
as alast resort; product choice, competition
and transparency are expected to work
instead. However, a major lacuna in the Bill,
unlike its earlier avatars, is that it does not
provide for any system of compensation
apart from the consumer courts for quality
and performance lapses. This must be
resolved.

An especially disquieting aspect of the
draft Bill is its ambiguity over whether
farmers will be criminalised for producing
their own seeds and distributing them
locally — a practice through the ages that
has preserved India’s unique gene pool of
varieties. An unchecked move to brand all
produce, with the compliance costs
associated with it, could drive out even
small seed producers and leave the space
for large players. This may also lead to
appropriation of GI or IP rights vested in
communities. The rights of farmers spelt
outunder the Prevention of Plant Varieties
and Farmers’ Rights Act should not be
diluted. There is an indication of
divergence here between Section 1(2) of
the draft Bill and Section 39 (i) iv) of the
above-mentioned law. These issues must be
addressed to strike the right balance
between promoting the interests of
farmers and the seed industry.

OTHER VOICES.
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It’s wrong to remove a pillar of British justice

Can Labour save a failing system by hollowing out its safeguards? David
Lammy, the justice secretary, thinks so. Under his proposals, jury trials in
England and Wales will be effectively halved. Currently, defendants charged
with “either-way” offences have the right to choose whether to be tried by
magistrates or a jury. But Mr Lammy wants any case where the likely sentence
is less than three years - everything from sexual offences to theft to violence
to narco-crime - to be judge-only. This is the most sweeping change to
criminal justice in modern British history. Only the gravest crimes - such as
murder and rape - will retain lay participation. Mr Lammy once said juries
filter prejudice. LONDON, DECEMBER 1

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

EUROPE

Billionaire Cash for Kids and Capitalism

Billionaires are unpopular these days, even more than usual, and some of them
are trying to court a better image by endorsing a government-guaranteed income
for all Americans. Michael and Susan Dell have a better idea with their plan to
donate $6.25 billion to 25 million children for savings accounts. The founder of
Dell Technologies and his wife will provide $250 for children age 10 or under who
were born before Jan. 1,2025. They will target children in zip codes with a median
income of $150,000 or less. The birth date was chosen to complement the new
“Trump accounts” that the feds will seed with $1,000 for children born between
Jan. 1,2025, and Dec. 31,2028, who are American citizens. The new accounts are
a provision in the GOP tax bill that passed this year. new york, becemser 2

Are stock exchanges innovatives

RECAST NEEDED. Indian Mlls certainly enable markets to function, but are discouraged from shaping how markets evolve
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RAVI VARANASI

or over two decades, India’s

exchanges and clearing

corporations have been

viewed through the lens of

market infrastructure
institutions (MIIs) — entities designed
to serve public purpose functions such
as fair access, efficient clearing and
systemic stability. That framing made
perfect sense in the 2000s, when market
confidence was fragile and the
regulator’s priority was integrity over
innovation.

Today, however, India’s financial
markets are among the most active and
sophisticated in the world — equity and
derivatives volumes rival global leaders,
settlement systems are near-frictionless
and retail participation has exploded.
Yet, the policy imagination governing
these institutions remains anchored ina
utility mindset. MIIs are still treated as
quasi-statutory entities rather than
dynamic platforms competing in a global
digital economy.

Itis time to move beyond that frame
— to see exchanges not as static utilities
but as evolving ecosystems that design
markets, integrate participants and
drive financial innovation.

MII MODEL: SUCCESS, LIMITS
When SEBIintroduced the MII
framework, its aim was clear: ensure
neutrality and build institutional
legitimacy. Ownership caps, governance
checks etc. were crucial to preventing
concentration of market power. The
model worked — Indian exchanges
became global benchmarks in
transparency and risk management.

But that same model now constrains
their evolution. The governance and
ownership structure that once
guaranteed neutrality today often
discourages agility.

* Exchanges face restrictions on
investing in adjacent technologies or
overseas ventures.

* Strategic collaborations, joint
ventures or product incubation
initiatives require layers of approval.

* Compensation and incentive
frameworks are treated more like those
of public sector utilities than
competitive technology firms.

The result: while Indian MIIs are
operationally world-class, they risk
becoming innovation-poor. Their
comparative advantage in transaction
integrity is unmatched, but their
contribution to product and ecosystem
development remains under-leveraged.

Across the world, exchanges have
evolved into multi-layered ecosystems.

* Nasdaq now earns nearly 70 per cent

Stock markets must move from regulation to financial innovation reuters

of its revenues from data, analytics and
software services.

* CME Group integrates futures,
options and OTC clearing with global
data and Al-based risk analytics.

*HKEX and SGX have become
regional hubs linking capital,
commodities and carbon markets.

These exchanges see themselves not
as neutral facilitators, but as market
architects. They design new products,
partner with fintechs and expand their
ecosystems horizontally.

By contrast, Indian MIIs remain
boxed into a minimalist definition of
“infrastructure”. They enable markets
to function, but are discouraged from
shaping how markets evolve. This
asymmetry is not benign — it risks
India’s exchanges becoming efficient yet
sterile, unable to keep pace with the
innovation frontier that defines global
finance.

A REGULATORY CROSSROADS
SEBI’s recent consultations signal an
inflection point. The regulator must now
differentiate clearly between core
functions and adjacent functions.

* Core functions — ensuring market
access, fair trading, clearing integrity
and investor protection — must remain
tightly regulated.

* Adjacent functions — data analytics,
technology innovation, product
development and global connectivity —
can operate under a light-touch regime
with outcome-based supervision.

This does not mean deregulation. It
means re-regulation for innovation:
establishing boundaries that protect the
public interest while freeing MIIs to
invest, collaborate and experiment
within them.

ECOSYSTEM APPROACH
An ecosystem-oriented exchange

performs several interlocking roles:

Market architect — Designing new
instruments such as electricity
contracts, carbon credits, EGRs,
weather derivatives and other emerging
products while integrating them into
coherent risk-management frameworks.

Technology integrator — Providing
APIs and AI/ML-enabled analytics that
brokers, AMCs and fintechs can plug
into, reducing duplication of
infrastructure.

Data & intelligence hub — Curating
anonymised trading, risk and sentiment
data to serve policymakers, investors
and issuers.

Global connector — Building
regional linkages — for instance,
through GIFT City, to intermediate
offshore flows.

This ecosystem logic aligns with
India’s own policy goals: financial
inclusion, market deepening and capital
formation. But it requires a regulatory
compact built on trust and
outcome-orientation rather than
micro-control.

RE-IMAGINING OVERSIGHT
Anew MII-SEBI compact could rest on
three broad pillars:

Outcome-based regulation: Shift
from activity pre-approval to post-facto
supervision based on measurable
outcomes — transparency, risk
containment and investor welfare.

Indian MIIS’ comparative
advantage in transaction
integrity is unmatched,
but their contribution to
product and ecosystem
development remains
under-leveraged

Tiered governance: Separate
“uatility” functions (trading, clearing,
surveillance) from “innovation”
functions (data products, technology
partnerships), each with appropriate
checks and ring-fences.

Incentive alignment: Permit
innovation-linked revenue streams
where they demonstrably improve
market efficiency or access — for
instance, through rural financial
inclusion platforms or SME liquidity
products.

Such a structure would also allow
MIISs to participate meaningfully in the
next wave of financial intermediation —
mutual-fund transaction platforms, ESG
and carbon markets, tokenised asset
infrastructure and real-time analytics —
while maintaining their public trust
mandate.

THE RISK OF INERTIA

If this shift does not occur, India risks a
paradox: the world’s most
technologically advanced markets
operating under 20th-century
governance logic. Exchanges will remain
profitable but constrained; innovation
will migrate to the unregulated
periphery — fintechs, offshore venues
and informal instruments.

Already, many of the most creative
experiments in market design —
fractional investing, social trading,
prediction markets — are emerging
outside formal exchange infrastructure.
Without recalibrating the framework,
India could replicate the old banking
dilemma: incumbents bound by
compliance, disruptors free to innovate.

BUILDING THE NEW COMPACT
The solution is not deregulation, but
differentiated regulation. SEBI’s
credibility allows it to take this next step
—tomove froma
command-and-control model toa
co-regulatory framework where MIIs,
brokers and fintechs share responsibility
for market evolution.

Afew practical steps could support
this shift. First, create an MII
Innovation Sandbox to allow exchanges
and fintechs to jointly pilot new ideas
under relaxed commercial-activity
norms.

Second, build innovation carve-outs
within exchange rulebooks, supervised
through enhanced disclosures rather
than pre-emptive restrictions. And
third, encourage public-private R&D
consortia focused on market technology,
Al-driven surveillance and retail risk
analytics, so that innovation
strengthens both integrity and
participation.

This approach would not weaken
regulatory discipline; it would
modernise it, turning SEBI from an
approver into an enabler of innovation.

The writer is Founding Partner, SPRV Consultants

Quantum roadmap for India’s financial sector

|
P Saravanan
A Paul Williams

he global financial services
I industry s at a technological

inflection point. For decades,
classical computing has defined the
limits of risk modelling, optimisation,
and security. However, as quantum
technologies rapidly mature,
encompassing computing, security, and
sensing, they promise to fundamentally
reshape the competitive landscape.

A recent white paper from the World
Economic Forum (WEF), titled
‘Quantum Technologies: Key Strategies
and Opportunities for Financial Services
Leaders’ provides an essential roadmap
for navigating this transition, assessing
not only the threats but also the
immense value-creation opportunities.

For a rapidly digitising economy like
India, with its ambitious Digital India
stack and one of the world’s largest
financial ecosystems, the WEF's analysis
is not merely academic, it is a blueprint
for national competitiveness and
cybersecurity resilience.

Quantum computing is the engine of
optimisation, harnessing principles such
as superposition and entanglement to
solve problems that are currently

intractable even for the most powerful
classical supercomputers.

In finance, this translates into
unprecedented capabilities for risk
modelling and achieving more accurate
stress testing and systemic risk
detection. A striking case study is thata
pilot that reduced the time needed for
financial crash analysis from years to
just seven seconds.

Further, it enables superior portfolio
optimisation and advanced fraud
detection by utilising non-linear pattern
analysis. Quantum Security and
Communications, addresses the most
urgent existential threat: the arrival of a
cryptographically relevant quantum
computer (CRQC). The strategy here is
multi-pronged, focusing on Quantum
Key Distribution (QKD), Quantum
Random Number Generation (QRNG),

Quantum computing can improve risk modelling and help in better stress detection

and, crucially, Post-Quantum
Cryptography (PQC), whichisa
scalable, near-term solution for
achieving crypto agility.

Finally, Quantum Sensing provides
ultra-precise, atomic clock-level
accuracy for high-frequency trading
(HFT) timestamps and regulatory
compliance, offering a definitive
sequence of market events. Collectively,
the these applications could generate up
to $622 billion in value by 2035 in
financial services alone.

INDIA’S QUANTUM LEAP

Lessons and implementation: India
could transform from being a quantum
consumer to a quantum leader in
finance. India’s massive digital
infrastructure, including the Unified
Payments Interface (UPI) and core
banking systems, represents an
invaluable national asset. A proactive
national-level strategy for migrating to
PQC standards is crucial. Indian
institutions must urgently conduct a
cryptographic inventory and begin
phased integration of
quantum-resistant algorithms to
safeguard sensitive data from
harvest-now-decrypt-later attacks,
essentially building a firewall against
future quantum threats.

The second key lesson is to leverage
public-private collaboration and the
National Quantum Mission (NQM).
India’s NQM, with its substantial
funding commitment, must actively
funnel resources into financial-sector
use cases. This necessitates robust
partnerships between premier research
institutions (such as IITs, IIMs, and
1ISc) and leading Indian banks,
insurance companies, and FinTechs to
establish quantum-as-a-service (QaaS)
pilot platforms.

Policies and incentives must be
designed to support quantum start-ups
that develop solutions specifically for
local financial challenges, such as
optimising micro-lending risk models or
enhancing cybersecurity for financial
inclusion platforms. Institutions should
start with quantum-inspired hybrid
solutions, which offer immediate
competitive gains in areas such as
liquidity management and risk
assessment, providing practical,
low-risk experience and building the
institutional knowledge essential for
India to secure its digital economy and
unlock billions in new value.

Saravanan is a Professor of Finance and Accounting at
1IM Tiruchirappalli; Williams is the Head of Indiaat
Sernova Financial

® LETTERS TO EDITOR send your letters by email to bleditor@thehindu.co.in or by post to ‘Letters to the Editor’, The Hindu Business Line, Kasturi Buildings, 859-860, Anna Salai, Chennai 600002.

Credit scores

Refers to ‘Credit information should
remain purpose-bound’ (December
3). Credit scoring is one of the most
important pieces of information
useful for assessing the credit
culture of borrowers.

Borrowers who make timely
repayments of loans or dues,
irrespective of the quantum, will
receive a higher score.

However, this repayment culture
may not remain the same due to
various reasons.

Unscrupulous borrowers can secure

ahigh score by timely liquidating
small dues to secure a higher loan.
Sometimes defaults happen due to
reasons that are beyond the control
of the borrower. Therefore it is
paramount to enquire into the
details of the borrower’s cash flows
to understand that the repayment
has been from cash flows of genuine
economic activities. Merely relying
on score numbers may lead toa
biased judgment about the
borrower.

VSK Pillai

Changanacherry (Kerala)

App controversy

Apropos, “Sanchar Saathi app
voluntary, can be deleted, says
Telecom Minister Scindhia,”
(December 3), the government’s
directive mandating the integration
of the Sanchar Saathi application into
all mobile devices has ignited an
intense debate over digital autonomy
and state overreach. Though the
platform serves legitimate functions
in mitigating fraud and tracing stolen
devices, sceptics contend that
imposing a pre-loaded,
government-endorsed app without

mounting criticism, the

that the app would merely be

governance persist.
N Sadhasiva Reddy

Bengaluru

Arecanutimports
Apropos “Despite India’s

from nearby countries rise”

prior, explicit consent establishes a
perilous precedent. Confronted with

Communications Minister clarified

pre-installed and freely removable, yet
apprehensions surrounding intrusive

self-sufficiency, arecanut imports

(December 3). Thisisakin to the
issues pepper growers are facing by
virtue of illegal import of poor quality
Black pepper. What is more
concerning regarding arecanut is that
Bangladesh trade with India is
through land with high possibility of
smuggling. If India can insist on “Proof
of Origin” instead of “Certificate of
Origin” to avoid re-export at the cost
of Indian growers, restrict imports
with anannual quota, without
compromising on quality.

Rajiv Magal

Halekere Village (Karnataka)
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The battle for top faculty

This will intensify as global universities move in

|
Jai Mohan Pandit

he Government’s decision,
I supported by the

University Grants
Commission (UGC), to allow top
foreign universities to set up
campuses in India is a visionary
and progressive reform. It aligns
perfectly with the National
Education Policy (NEP) 2020,
which emphasises globalisation,
innovation, and excellence in
higher education.

The entry of world-class
universities into India is
undoubtedly a positive
transformation, but it also
intensifies the battle for top
faculty and researchers.

The arrival of reputed foreign
universities reflects the growing
international confidence in
India’s talent base, market size,
and regulatory clarity. Students
stand to gain immensely; they can
now access global degrees at
home, with reduced costs and
increased employability.

Equally significant is the
opportunity for domestic
higher-education institutions
(HEISs) to learn from global best
practices in governance,
curriculum design, and research
management. International
partnerships can catalyse a new
wave of innovation across
disciplines.

Foreign campuses, with their
global pay scales, flexible work
culture, and access to
cutting-edge research funding,
will inevitably attract Indian
academics — not only from public
universities but also from private
and deemed universities that have
long faced retention challenges.

India’s higher-education
system is already grappling with
an acute talent shortage. In many
universities, posts remain vacant
for years due to delayed approvals
and complex procedures. The
recruitment process, often
manual and centralised,
discourages promising candidates
who find quicker offers elsewhere.

Once recruited, faculty often
face limited career progression,
inadequate research support, and
little flexibility in designing or
updating curricula. The
performance-management
system remains weak, with few
mechanisms to differentiate and
reward excellence.

These systemic issues, if not
addressed urgently, will magnify
once foreign campuses start
hiringlocally. Unless Indian HEISs
rethink their human resource
management (HRM) strategies,
theyrisk a gradual erosion of
talent to international and private
players.

IN DEMAND. Quality faculty

The solution is not to restrict
or fear global universities, but to
professionalise HRM in Indian
higher education. The NEP 2020
provides a clear policy
foundation; what is required now
is rigorous execution and
institutional autonomy.

Modernise recruitment:
Universities should adopt rolling
advertisements, online
application systems, and
transparent selection criteria.
Recruitment must be fast,
research-driven, and merit-based.

Empower institutional
leaders: Vice-chancellors and
directors must have the flexibility
to offer variable pay, research
grants, and special incentives for
high performers. Timely
recognition builds loyaltyand
motivation.

Reward performance:
Promotions, increments, and
awards must be tied to
measurable achievements in
teaching, research, mentoring and
community engagement rather
than years of service alone.

Institutionalise succession
planning: Universities should
identify and groom future
academicleaders. Planned
transitions preserve institutional
continuity and create role models
for younger faculty.

Strengthen work culture and
autonomy: Research shows thata
supportive environment and
academic freedom are decisive
factors in retention. Faculty must
be trusted to innovate,
experiment, and collaborate
without excessive bureaucratic
control.

The UGC’s initiative should be
seen as an opportunity to
collaborate rather than a threat to
domestic institutions. Joint
research projects,
faculty-exchange programmes,
and co-taught courses can ensure
mutual learning. Foreign
campuses in India should be
encouraged to contribute tolocal
capacity-building through shared
training, infrastructure, and
knowledge exchange.

The writer is Registrar, Indira Gandhi Institute
of Development Research. Views are personal

thehindubusinessline.
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PM launches urban mission

The Prime Minister, Dr Manmohan Singh, today launched the X1 lakh-crore
Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban Renewal Mission (JNNURM) aimed at
improving urban infrastructure and urban basic services in over 60 cities with a
million-plus population, all State capitals and some cities of religious, historical

and tourist importance.

Ruia group plans to open Dunlop factories in 9 months

The Kolkata-based Ruia Group has taken over the controlling stake in Dunlop
India Ltd, Falcon Tyres and Indian Tyre and Rubber (ITR) from the Dubai-based
Jumbo group owned by the family of the late MR Chhabria. The block deal was
sealed for a consideration of roughly X200 crore.

Equity market dwarfs banks as India Inc’s source of finance
Between April and October 2005, Indian companies mobilised ¥51,459 crore
through public offers, rights issues and private placements. In contrast,
through financial year 2005, banks lent ¥42,976 crore to medium and large
industries as a whole. Not all of them are listed, too. Clearly, the stock market is

R KRISHNA KUMAR

tis common knowledge that

insulin “unlocks the doorway,”

allowing sugar to enter our cells.

We also know that insulin is

secreted by specialised B-cells in
the pancreas. What is far less known is
the extraordinary scientific journey that
hasunfolded over the past five decades
tounderstand how these cells release
insulin in an oscillatory mode. This
research, conducted quietly by
mathematicians, physiologists,
experimental biologists, and clinicians,
has not only shaped our understanding
of diabetes but also led to the
development of many drugs used today.
But more importantly, this story offers
profound lessons for the scientific
community, for those who craft science
policy, and for leaders of academic
institutions.

In fact, such research led to a striking
line from The Endocrinologist, the
magazine of The Society for
Endocrinology, that captures this
beautifully: “Mathematical modelling is
a powerful tool for understanding
hormonal regulation because it requires
us to describe in non-ambiguous terms.”
In other words, the future
endocrinologist would do well to know a
little mathematics.

ATEST MATCH OF 4 DECADES
Deep research is not a Twenty-20 match.
Itisa classic Test match — patient,
strategic, and full of unforeseen turns.
For 40 years, mathematicians and
experimental biologists took turns
batting and bowling, correcting each
other, challenging each other, and
ultimately advancing science together.
The match concluded most peculiarly:
both sides won, and science triumphed.

The opening shot came in 1983 from
the mathematicians Chay and Keizer.
They proposed an elegant mathematical
model explaining how electrical activity
in B-cells leads to rhythmic, pulsatile
insulin release. Their equations
predicted how calcium — the key signal
that triggers insulin secretion — would
rise and fall inside the cell. But the first
experimental bouncer arrived quickly.
With better calcium-sensitive dyes,
researchers measured actual calcium
patterns in B-cells and declared, “Your
mathematics is wrong.”

Mathematicians, unshaken, took
fresh guard. They revised their model,
added a second calcium compartment,
and finally matched the experimentally
observed dynamics. But the biologists
bowled a googly. The model now failed
to predict certain strange rhythms in
insulin release — bursts grouped into
episodes and patterns that stretched and
shrank like an accordion. The
mathematicians failed, and another
wicket fell. The match was becoming
tense.

The mathematics team did not give
up. They stayed in the field, added a
second oscillator — a glycolytic rhythm
driven by biochemical reactions —and
explained these new experimental
observations. The revised model
predicted how electrical bursts and
metabolic cycles interact. A solid cover
drive for four runs. The next ball, they
aimed to hit a six. The mathematicians

Lessons from the
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oscillatory insulin story

SCIENCE TRIUMPHS. The breakthrough discovery emerged as scientists were free to
critique, question, revise, and challenge assumptions — slowly and rigorously

boldly predicted the time-course of a
crucial molecule in the cell:
fructose-1,6-bisphosphate (FBP).
Biologists were chasing the ball; for
years, they attempted to measure it.
Alas, the mathematician was caught at
the boundary line; sophisticated
fluorescence probes proved the
mathematician wrong. Another wicket
falls. The match could have shiftedina
different direction. Instead,
mathematicians introduced a new
enzyme into the model — pyruvate
dehydrogenase, activated by calcium —
and once again the predictions aligned
perfectly with experiments. Now a clean
six over long-on.

After 40 years, the scorecard revealed
something extraordinary: in essence, the
game was being played collaboratively
by mathematicians and experimental
biologists. They had developed one of
the most sophisticated models of any
endocrine system. This knowledge has
directly shaped the development of
diabetes medications, the interpretation
of insulin oscillations, and the wider
field of systems biology. Science
triumphed.

But behind this victorylies a more
sobering truth: only a few scientists had
the stamina, patience, and intellectual
honesty to stay at the crease for decades.

SCIENCE IS LONG-TERM

The story of oscillatory insulin teaches
us something vital: science does not
operate on quarterly deadlines. Real
science — the kind that changes
medicine, technology, and society —
The game was being
played collaboratively by
mathematicians and
experimental biologists.
They had developed

one of the most
sophisticated models of
any endocrine system

develops over years or decades. It is
uncertain, non-linear, and messy. It
demands persistence, mistakes,
corrections, bold ideas, and the
willingness to be proven wrong.

And yet, many academic systems
worldwide increasingly treat research
like a corporate balance sheet. Papers
are expected each quarter. Grants
require constant “deliverables.”
Researchers increasingly break down
their findings into “least publishable
units,” not because science demands it
but because career advancement does.
Such an approach may maximise the
number of papers. It rewards noise
rather than the signal.

RANKINGS DISTORT
One of the central culprits in this shift is
the global ranking system. By collapsing
the complexity of universities to a single
number, ranking schemes inadvertently
promote institutions to chase superficial
metrics: number of publications,
citation counts, patents filed, start-ups
created, and other frivolous
output-based performance indicators.
The list of precious things we have
lost is extensive; long-term scientific
vision, profound conceptual
breakthroughs, interdisciplinary
cooperation, strong teaching and
mentorship of the next generation, the
courage to tackle difficult problems, and
the freedom to fail and learn.
Universities are quietly drifting away
from their core missions. Instead of
being centres of education and inquiry,
they risk becoming factories that
produce measurable outputs — not
necessarily meaningful ones.
Oscillatory insulin was not discovered
by chasing publication counts. It
emerged because scientists were free to
critique, question, revise, and challenge
assumptions — slowly and rigorously.

THE PATENT TRAP

The shift from publication to patent
culture introduces another danger.
Patents are valuable when they protect

genuine breakthroughs and enable
commercial translation. But when
patents are pursued for numerical
metrics — number of patents filed
rather than number commercialised —
they distort scientific purpose even
more than publication bean-counting.

Unlike papers, patents are not
validated by scientific peer review. Many
never lead to products. Publications
expand the frontiers of science. When
patents are misused as metrics, they
artificially fence them off.

NATURE DOESN’T RESPECT SILOS
If oscillatory insulin taught us anything,
itis that nature does not recognise
departmental boundaries. Mathematics
explained physiology. Physiology
deepened mathematics. Engineers,
clinicians, and computational scientists
all contributed to understanding cell
behaviour. Most transformative
discoveries lie between disciplines. Yet
universities often create rigid silos that
inhibit cross-pollination of ideas. This
fragmentation slows progress precisely
at a time when the world needs
integrated approaches —in Al,
biotechnology, materials science,
climate modelling, and medicine.

Artificial intelligence emerged from
decades of fundamental,
curiosity-driven science — not quarterly
targets. The next generation of
Al-enabled discoveries in biology,
medicine, and engineering will require
even deeper fundamental research. If
nations reduce research to short-term
metrics, they risk long-term stagnation.

The story of insulin oscillations is a
reminder that breakthroughs come to
those who are willing to play the long
game. The 40-year “test match” of
insulin research is more than a scientific
tale. It is a metaphor for how true
discovery happens: slowly,
collaboratively, self-critically, and with
intellectual courage.

The writer is Institute Professor, Department of
Medical Sciences and Technology, IIT Madras

Citi splits from Wall Street dollar bears on emerging currencies

Andras Gergely

itigroup Inc. strategists
‘ recommend emerging-market
investors seek trades
cushioning against a potential rebound
in the dollar, in contrast with Wall
Street peers that expect more
weakness for the US currency.

While assets in developing countries
have had a stellar year so far, strategists
at Citi including Luis Costa argue that
the trends driving dollar weakness
already started shifting around the

middle of 2025. Focus has moved on to
the boom in artificial intelligence and
lack of strong evidence for a global
trade collapse following higher US
tariffs, Citi said.

“These two important factors
combined generated a gradual
comeback to US exceptionalism,
ultimately changing the dollar
dynamics once again,” Costaand
colleagues said in a research note
Tuesday. “Barring a significant
repricing in US equities, we believe
global markets are likely to remain in

this regime, which basically means a
more resilient USD.”

Citi’s view on the dollar differs from
the likes of Morgan Stanley, Bank of
America Corp. and Goldman Sachs
Group Inc., which are gearing up for
more weakness in the US currency.
They have argued that rate cuts by the
Federal Reserve will put downward
pressure on the greenback in 2026.
That in turn would bode well for
emerging markets as an asset class.

Citi sees selected emerging markets
as having enough protection left

againstaresilient dollar in the form of
carry trades, in which investors borrow
in lower-yielding currencies to buy
those that offer higher yields.

It recommends going long the
Turkish lira, the Brazilian real and the
Mexican peso to benefit from that
interest-rate premium, funding it with
shorts in the Canadian dollar, the Swiss
franc and the Thai baht. Including the
premium offered by carry trades,
Citigroup still sees total returns of
about 5 per cent for emerging-market
bonds next year. sLoomsers

beginning to dwarf the banking sector as a source of finance for listed firms.
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A thought for today

There is only one thing in the world worse than being
talked about, and that is not being talked about

OSCAR WILDE

Money Ball

Modern sports offer great lessons in branding, how
to cash in on a name long after the talent’s gone

Like Messi, who starts his four-city tour of India next weekend.

In that sense, Messi has had 1t easier than, say, Kohli, or Neeraj.
In Recanati, the little Italian town that his forebears left in the
1890s, only about a dozen Messis remain. So, Messi can’t know
how hard it is to be a brand when you’re born Rohit Sharma @. But
once you get there, the rewards are well worth the slog.

Stadium ticketsfor Messi’s celebrity matchesare already sold out.
Yet, what he makes over his three days in India would be nothing
compared with his $1.2bn-plus career earnings. And money is only
part of the deal. Heavyweight boxing champ Klitschko 1s mayor of
Kyiv. When the Saudis met Trump at White House mid-Nov, they
broughtalong Messi'srival for GOAT-hood, Ronaldo. Notinabag, as
they like to, but in a suit. And Trump said that introducing his son
Barron to Ronaldo, had raised him “a little
bit more now” in the lad’s eyes. Given that
Barronis19, and 6’9", Trump must be equal
parts shocked and grateful.

Fame passes, though. What stays, if you're
careful, unlike Tyson and Becker, is the
stash of career earnings. And if younurture
your brand carefully, it Keeps paying even
when your hung boots have turned mouldy.
Ourown Kapil, Gavaskar, Tendulkarremain
brands with occasional endorsements.
Perhaps the greatest endorsement of all
iIs the one formed by association. Like
‘Sandow’, which remains shorthand for a man’s vest in many parts
of India, 120 years after the proto-bodybuilder’s India tour.

Eugen Sandow was probably the first sports celebrity who
turned himself into a brand, and launched products ranging from
magazines to corsets and cocoa. Corsets? You can say that about
Messi endorsing Qatari telco Ooredoo, or Beckham being the face
of SharkNinja air fryer. Sometimes, the products sportspersons
endorse don’t gel with their personal brand. But if the money 1is
good, why not? This year, the 50 top sports earners will take home
$1.04bn just from endorsements and non-playing events. They’ve
come a long way from the time when Edwin Moses, who won 107
consecutive golds in 400m hurdles, made less than $500,000 in a year.
Andthe money is only getting bigger.

UnCruel Night

Neighbourhood dogs protect an abandoned newborn.
Something in us is deeply drawn to such stories

It’s sald youaren’tabrand until the world knows you by one name.

Image: Al

has happened. A newborn was abandoned near a toilet 1In

Bengal’s Nabadwip town. Nothing merry about this. But aring
of neighbourhood dogs circled the baby boy, keeping guard until
a resident took over at dawn. As she said, those dogs, the ones we
often chase away, did what many humans wouldn’t.

How we treat those who cannot protect themselves is, of course,
afundamental measure of our society’s health. Thisis why stories
of abandoned children finding an unexpected caretaker move
us so much. And in this scenario, when it is an animal that
turns up as the protector, the moral actor, there is a further
impact: an inversion of the presumed superiority of humans

over non-humans. Mowgli 1s perhaps

the most storied such child today -

created by Rudyvard Kipling, raised
by wolves In an Indian jungle, taught
by Baloo the bear and Bagheera the
panther. But his lineage 1is long. For
example, Romulus and Remus, legendary
founders of Rome, were nursed by a she-wolf.
As these stories are passed on from one generation to another,
so are thelr gquestion marks on human exceptionalism.

Specifically in India, ‘found’ children being raised into
greatness 1s a powerful trope. In Mahabharat, a charioteer’s
family rescues a child from the Ganga, and he becomes the noble
warrior Karna. In Ramayan, King Janak finds a child in the
field, and she becomes the noble Sita. In blockbuster Baahuballi,
this finding is the foundational scene. It’s actually impossible
toseparate the pull of JK Rowling’s Harry Potter, Shekhar Kapur's
Mr India, Salman Rushdie’s Saleem Sinail, Sarat Chandra
Chattopadhyay’s Lalita...from the orphan archetype. Maybe
because of the abandonment anxiety deep within us. Narratives
that flip the script and bring strangers to the rescue, promise
that the world 1s less cruel than we fear.

Faith accompli

So, you still don’t believe in miracles?
Bachi Karkaria

It’s a few weeks to Christmas but something very Christmassy

A fortnight ago, I was devastated; last Sunday I was uplifted.
Incredulously. The long-defunct fire temple of my Kolkata
childhood had literally risen from the ashes. My TOI Kolkata
colleague, Subhro Niyogi, had WhatsApped me his report
from that morning’s edition, ‘City’s oldest agiary not lost to
.. fire, believers call itamiracle’.

What else could it be if not one? On Nov 15, a raging fire had gutted a
swathe of the city’s congested Ezra Street (and me; my first 23 years were
spent there). Subhro’s report then was titled, ‘Blaze ravages a slice of city’s
Parsi link as flames destroy 186-yr-old fire temple’. And here, on Nov 30, were
the contradicting photographs.

The facade’s giant Tuscan pillars and Doric pilasters still stood, derelict but
imposing —unfazed by the inferno which had razed the surrounding crush of

~ illegalstalls; their onslaught over 50+ years had entirely obliterated
m . the expansive compound. Even more goosebumps-raising was the
intact image of the inner sanctum’s huge afargan in which the
sacred fire had continuously burned for 126 years before it died
down forever — snuffed out by the once-fabled trustee family’s
e self-destructing wars.
errat [1CA This proof that faith can never be singed has invigorated
Kolkata's fast-depleting Parsi community. But me and my
sisters have been most directly atfected. Our now-lost 100+ year-old house
shared a wall with the agiary.Its burning sandalwood fragrance mingled with
our kitchen aroma of frying onions; its reverberating gongs elevated our
guotidian tasks. More than all else, we appropriated it as our personal hotline
to Almighty Ahura Mazda.

But here's sobering irony. In the last few years, the encroaching
shopkeepers came to the rescue of a fire temple that its legit protectors/
worshippers could not save; they had generously pitched in to expensively
repair, replaster, repolish the exterior. ‘We felt we could not flourish at the
expense of the temple’s decline,’ said one.

Honour among thieves? Maybe, but also consider William Cowper’s 1774

hymn: ‘God moves in amysterious way, His wonders to perform.’
wkE

Alec Smartsaid: “Rupee’s getting Trumped.”

1malayan Geometry Of Power

India & China must learn to live with fracture and turn LAC into something routine and

predictable. This will also reduce Pakistan’s influence over New Delhi-Beijing ties

Nirupama Rao

The recent detention of an Indian
citizen in Shanghai, reportedly on the
grounds of her origin in Arunachal
Pradesh, is a small incident in
bureaucratic time but a revealing
4 one 1n civilisational terms. It was not
a crisis. It was a signal. It exposed the unresolved
strain that runs through the India-China relationship,
where even ordinary movement can suddenly acquire
strategic meaning and where identity itself becomes
asiteof friction. What appeared, on the surface, as
an immigration matter was in substance an echo
from a longer, colder fault line that neither side
has found alanguage to conclusively settle.

The Himalaya did not begin its modern life as
afaultline of armed confrontation. For centuries
it functioned as a zone of movement and exchange.
What we see today as a hardened frontier was,
for much of history, a civilisational corridor
rather than an ice-wall.

It is that older landscape of connection that
makes the contemporary India-China rupture
so difficult to normalise. Arunachal Pradesh
and Aksai Chin are no longer simply tracts
of land. They have become repositories of
suspicion, insecurity, and pride. The boundary
is lived, not merely demarcated. Every patrol,
every road, every new administrative assertion
echoes not only in military calculations but
in historical consciousness.

The trauma of 1962 still shapes the present. For
China, the conflict affirmed capacity and reach; for
India, it exposed vulnerability and imposed a long
season of reckoning. Neither country wasmerely changed
by that moment; both were re-scripted by it. What followed
wasnot closure, but an elaborate choreography of restraint
and mistrust that continues to this day.

Thisis why the border nowresembles atattoorather
than a wound. It is a permanent mark etched into the
muscle memory of the relationship. It tingles when the
political weather shifts, it itches when touched, and
from time to time it reminds both sides of the pain that
attended its making.

What is often missed in superficial readings is that
neither side experiences itself as the aggressor. Each
moves under the conviction of defence. For China, control
over Aksai Chin is experienced as a matter of internal

cohesion and strategic continuity. For India, the defence
of Arunachal Pradesh is experienced as a question of
political integrity and national sovereignty.

Into this already fragile equation enters a third
structural reality: the China-Pakistan relationship. This
bond is not sentimental. It is architectural. Pakistan
has served as a strategic bridge and pressure point
in China’s western orientation, while China has
served as Pakistan’s guarantee against isolation. This
relationship, reinforced by infra, defence cooperation
and diplomatic backing, adds a geometric complexity
to the Himalayan fracture. The border is no longer

simply a line between two states; it is part of a triangle
of strategic import, in which every movement on one
side casts a shadow on the other.

When relationships become triangular, instability
multiplies. A miscalculation on one front reverberates
across another. Suspicion becomes layered. Signalling
becomes ambiguous. The danger is not war by intent,
but war by misunderstanding.

History offers a lesson here. Frontiers that have
endured have done so not by resolution alone, but by
habits of management. The Himalayan world itself
was once governed by practices of accommodation
and mobility, where cultural boundaries overflowed
political ones and coexistence was more practical than

doctrinal. Themoderntaskisnottorecreatethat world,
buttorecover its instinct for pragmatism and translate
it into contemporary statecraft.

The way forward does not lie in grand bargains
or dramatic rites of reconciliation. It lies in the less
visible architecture of routine. Line of Actual Control
must function as a working line, not as a permanent
provocation. Patrol patterns must become predictable
rather than theatrical. Communication channels must
be trusted not because of sentimental faith, but because
of repeated use and institutional habit.

When stability takes root on the Sino-Indian
frontier, the utility of the western lever
weakens. A triangle derives its sharpness
from instability. When the primary relationship
acquires discipline, auxiliary pressure points
lose their coercive value.

The experience of the detained Indian citizen in
Shanghai stands atthe human edge of thisargument.
She was not part of a strategy. And vet she found
herself carrying the weight of an unresolved
boundary in an unremarkable moment. This is
precisely where geopolitical fractures do their
quletest damage—1n ordinary lives.

The China-Pakistanrelationship will continue.
Its influence over India’s strategic imagination,
however, can bereduced if itistreatedasaconstant
rather than as a perpetual crisis.

Economic interdependence, quiet diplomatic
protocols and durable military-to-military
understandings are not sentimental tools. They
are mechanisms of reassurance. Peace 1n such
>~ landscapes is not born of trust; it is born of
predictability, repeated often enough to acquire
= the force of habit. Arunachal Pradesh and Aksai
Chin will not be erased from history. Their outlines
are now tattooed into the consciousness of two states
as a permanent mark that must be lived with rather
than torn at. The task before both countries is not
to scrub away the Ink, but to ensure that the skin does
not break each time the mark is brushed.

Peace here will not be measured by summit
photographs or joint communiques. It will be
measured by quieter standards: whether ordinary
citizens can move without carrying the burden of
unresolved disputes, whether bureaucratic reflexes
learn restraint, and whether history is allowed to
remain memory rather than become policy.

The writer is a former foreign secretary
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Why Macaulay’s India Is An Everyday Reality

Decolonisation of the Indian mind is worth doing. But real decolonisation won't happen till the powerful
live by the same rules as everyone else & ordinary Indians experience a democratisation of privilege

Anjana Menon

F_ | Aswenear80yearsof Independence, PM

| has set us a worthy goal: decolonisation
of the colonial mindset. He has called
for greater use of local languages and
renewed pride in our traditions. Our

' colonial mindset cannot be wiped out
by a culture fix. Decolonisation will happen only
when the extraordinary in India begin to live, behave,
and be governed like the ordinary:

We will need to redesign our public systems, which
strip ordinary citizens of agency in order to prioritise
‘rulers’ over the ‘ruled’, exactly as our colonisers
designed them to be.

Modi, more than anyone, would know what
disenfranchisement does to the common man, given
his own modest upbringing. He must have watched,
growing up, Anglophiles infiltrate the vast bureaucracy
and media, land the top jobs, corner political favours
to build generational wealth, and expand their
business empires.

Since his coming to power, their shine has dulled.
Speaking fluent English no longer guarantees a seat at
the high table; Hindi and regional languages dominate
public discourse. Digitisation, ranging from citizen
services topayments, hasreduced petty rent-seeking in
some pocketsand made everyday banking transactions
easler and more widespread. It could be argued hisrise
has inspired Indians to be confident and aspirational,
their English language prowess notwithstanding.

Govt’s move to rename the building complex
housing PMO to ‘Seva Teerth’, centred around the
idea of seva or service, is being canvassed as a
change in governance model - from power to service
and, hopefully, from authority toresponsibility:

Yet, the biggest challenge to decolonisation lies in
the othering of India’s most ordinary, which continues
largely unchanged from the colonial era. To this day,
ordinary citizens in our villages and towns struggle to
matter. They experience this when they report crimes
to the police, when they queue up for medical care in
public hospitals, when their children aim for better

schools, in the distribution of job opportunities, and
in hundreds of other ways.

The villager knows that while she trudges home
on dirt tracks, the road to the house of the local
politician or magistrate is tarred and well maintained.
Urbanites understand how opportunity depends
heavily on ‘knowing’ someone in a system that thrives
onnavigating connections and power.

This legacy from the British, where gatekeeping
the distribution of goods and services was used to
wield power, is hardwired. It’'s a phenomenon that
cannot be explained away as individual apathy or
corruption; it thrives because of structural immunity
and entrenched systems.

India’sformidable army of administratorsisrarely
held accountable. Municipality officials are promoted
despite allowing unlawful construction on their
watch. Public officials overlook conflicts of interest.
Businessmen engineer opportunities for themselves
and trouble for rivals, using connections. Those plugged
Into govt machinery often amass A

O

disproportionate assets without
scrutiny. India’s top league competes
only among themselves.

Majority of Indians grow old
watching a system where power is
allowed torewrite therulesand, in
doing so, accumulate even more
power. To be failr, there are
exceptional public servants
who rise above this. They often
find themselves sidelined and
targeted for their integrity .
because the colonial framework
systematically disincenti- ﬂJ
vises the calling out of .3‘
Imbalances in power.

Indians who find themselves
inastate of permanent h]feriﬂrity
are trapped in a lifelong fight for
opportunities and resources.
Consumed by all of this, cultural
pride becomes a sideshow,

because it is only by being first among equals, by whatever
means necessary, that one can secure privileges.

It’s only when this ordinary Indian experiences a
democratisation of privilege and law, wherehenolonger
sees a distinction between his rights, opportunities,
and that of those in power, that the seismic shift PM
envisions, will happen. It will not happen unless the
powerful are stripped of unnecessary privileges —
whether it is immunity from law, a rampant VIP culture,
cornering of best and most resources, pensions guaranteed
and so on. And the powerful have little incentive to allow
changes in a system that puts them first.

To erase the colonial mindset, we need to ensure
that those on the high table abide, like the rest of us.

Wealth, political clout and power should not buy
immunity. If anything, those who hold disproportionate
power ought to face greater public scrutiny. A
fair-minded system must reward or penalise them
just asit would any citizen.

Citizens should havearight tochoose whether their

money should be spent on homes for the homeless
and clean air, or be squandered on a
vanity project for a politician. They
should have access to the report
cards of those who administer. Our
agency should not be limited

to just the ballot box but
how we are governed and our
resources distributed.

PM’s goal of rewiring our
mindset is so vast in ambition
that it will require him to
dismantle an iron frame that
will shake allies and admini-

strators alike. Given he is
widely accepted as a mascot
of steely determination, this is
an opportunity for the taking
and, possibly, the toughest
task for any PM since India
won Independence.

The writer is an author and

: entrepreneur
Ajit Ninan
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For those who

believe in God, most of
the big questions are
answered. But for those
of us who can't readily
accept the God formula,
the big answersdon't
remaitn stone-written...
We are pliable. Love need not he a
command nor faith a dictum. I am my
own god...

Charles Bukowski

Why Atheists Can Also Swoon To Glorious Bhajans, Hymns

Indrajit Hazra

elief is too important to be left
to believers. Those devoted to

the idea of finding comfort and Krishn holds Mira tohold ‘bhajan’ is derived from the
pleasure, only in the devotion to god(s), her back from ending her =% Sanskrit ‘bhaj’-toadore,
could do well to relisten to Geeta Dutt life of separation from ep2d = anaction hardly confined
singing Sahir Ludhianvi's delirious him. Youdonotneedtobea to those who ‘believe’.
words in SD Burman’s bhajan: ‘Aaj bhakttofeel the bhaktiin It works both ways. An
sajan mohe anglagalo/Janam safal the song (or the picture). atheist listener of Bismillah

ho jaaye’—Today, beloved, hold me/My
life will be fulfilled.

In the scene from GuruDutt’s Pyaasa,
this delicate slip of asongisbeing
performed by a group of wandering
kirtaniyas. Their Vaishnaviobjet
desirisdivine: Krishn. And yet, for the
character played by Waheeda Rehman,
who hears the song waftingup to her,
itis transposed effortlessly to the
man leaning out on the terrace,
whom she longs to be possessed
by -‘Mohe apna banalo’.

We are in the throes of what Yusuf

Liendepicted in his Amar Chitra Katha
illustration of Mirabai (pic): the

divine and erotic iIntertwined

and indistinguishable, as

For it is the verb ‘believe’
that holds the key, not the |
noun ‘god’ or ‘lover’. L
This double entendre
pervades through <all>
devotional music. All
devotional songs are, after
all, love songs. Take the
sublime piece of Gregorian
chant, ‘Christe Redemptor’
(Christthe Saviour). The
hymn, with its ethereal
harmonies, captures
the essence of divine

contemplation and reverence. Yet what it

really does is serve us the very ingredients
thatgo intomaking the warm

broth of belief. No wonder

THE SPEAKING TREE Khan's‘secular’ ‘Raag

BrindabaniSarang Ek Taal’

istransported tothe same

z zone of ecstasy a believer

finds himself in. And when

you listen to Bismillah’s

shehnai-nigans in his

A rendition of ‘Raghupati

. Raghav’, youare inside a well

in which sacral bhaktiisonly

& one of theresidents, along

| with others like areligious

beauty, love, longing...
Handel’s ‘Messiah’ brings

the listener as close to ecstasy in its
Hallelujah chorus, as does George
Harisson's ‘Here Comes the Sun’, the
splendour of theliberator transposed
tothe grandeur of the sun.

For the atheist, swooning to magnificent
‘sacred music’ isneither contradiction
nor subterfuge. One needn’t believe
that Sherlock Holmes actually existed
to find the great fictional detective
delectable. Longing for the divine mother
that the atheistfinds in Kamalakanta
Bhattacharva'’s popular Shyama
sangeet (Kali bhajan)-‘Amar sadhna
mitilo/Ashana purilo/Shokoli phuraye
jayema’ (My longingsdidn’t get
fulfilled/My hopes never came
materialised/Everything just ends, Ma)
—1s 24 carat longing nonetheless.

And youneedn’t believe in a god,
Christian or otherwise, tolisten to the
Newton Brothers’ haunting version
of Henry Lyte’s hymn, ‘Abide with Me’
to get goosebumps.
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SERVICES SECTOR
GROWTH IN NOV

ACCELERATES

INDIA'S
SERVICES
SECTOR

1 growth
24| accelerated
— during
November, with the
HSBC India Services PMI
Business Activity Index
rising to 59.8 in
November, from 58.9 in
October, supported by
new business growth.
A print above 50
means expansion.

T

PTI

GOVT MOPS UP
22,492 CRORE
FROM BoM OFS

THE CENTRE
IS expected

1 torealise
about 2,492
crore by
diluting its 6%
stake in Bank of
Maharashtra. The offer for
sale was oversubscribed
on Wednesday. Post
allotment, BoM will
become compliant with
Sebi's minimum public
shareholding norms.

PTI

Strong political
push to seal FTA
by 2025, says
EU Ambassador

EUROPEAN UNION AMBAS-
SADOR to India Herve Delphin
on Wednesday said that there
is "strong political commit-
ment" from both the sides to
conclude the revamped India-
EU Free Trade Agreement by
theend of 2025.

“Of the 23 chapters under
discussion, 11 have already
been closed. Important chap-
ters still under negotiation
include market access for cars,
steel, some aspects of services
and investment and technical
barrierstotrade,” Delphin said.
"No doubt, there is a strong
political commitment to con-
clude the FTA negotiations by
the end of the year."

Delphin said a 40-member
EU team is arriving in Delhi
this week to resolve lingering
hurdles. Current bilateral
goods trade stands at approxi-
mately $136 billion, making
the EU India's third-largest
trading partner after the US
and China.

—PTI

l DR RACHANA BAID
& DRV SHUNMUGAM

INDIA'S MARKET INFRA-
STRUCTURE has reinvented
itself with each technological
leap. This evolution has been
matched by an extraordinary
deepening of mutual fund par-
ticipation. Over the past
decade, folios have expanded
nearly sixfold — from approxi-
mately 39 million to over 234
million —and the
industry AUM has
grown from <8
trillion to more
than 75 trillion,
compounding at
an annual rate of
over 20%.

Yet, despite
this surge in scale
and digital effi-
ciency, total expense ratios
(TERs) have remained largely
unchanged, often clustering
nearregulatory ceilings, partic-
ularly for equity funds that
derive more than 80% of their
assets from  individual
investors.

So, a review of TERs is not
just timely, it is essential to
ensure that thebenefits of scale
flow back to investors and
strengthen India’s investment-
led growth engine.

TER review is
essential to ensure
benefits of scale
flow back to
investors and
boost investment-
led growth engine

FM: States to benefit from Macrofundamentalsare
tobacco excise duty hike

® Proceeds to
be part of the
divisible pool

FE BUREAU
New Delhi, December 3

FINANCE MINISTER NIR-
MALA Sitharaman on Wednes-
day said excise duty collected
on tobacco and related prod-
uctswill be part of the divisible
pool, with 41% shared with
states,ensuring that statesalso
benefit following the expiry of
the GST compensation cess.
Responding to the debate
on the Central Excise (Amend-
ment) Billin the Lok Sabha, she
emphasised that the measure
does not introduce any addi-
tional tax burden and merely
maintains the current taxinci-
dence applicable under the
GSTregime.The Bill, whichwas
passed by the House, seeks to
reintroduce excise duty on
tobacco productstoreplace the
GST compensation cess.
Sitharaman clarified that
the move isnot a newlevy,but
areinstatement of the pre-GST
excise mechanism.“Thisis not
an additional tax. This is not
somethingwhich the Centreis

on Wednesday

taking away. This is not a cess.
This is excise duty... It is com-
ing back to the Centre, to be
collected as excise duty,which
will go to the divisible pool,”
she said, adding that 419% of
the revenue will continue to
flow to states under the
Finance Commission’s devolu-
tion formula.

Introducing the Bill, the

PTI

minister said the excise duty
was necessary to ensure that
the total taxburden on tobacco
— considered a demerit good
— doesnotdrop once the com-
pensation cess expires. The
GST law caps the maximum
tax rate at 40%, meaning that
without an excise levy, the tax
incidence on cigarettes and
other tobacco products would

sharply decline. “Cigarettes
should not become affordable
nowbecause theincidence has
becomeless,’ she said.

The Bill proposes an excise
duty of 60-70% on unmanu-
factured tobacco. For cigars
and cheroots, the duty will be
25% or X5,000 per 1,000
sticks,whichever is higher.Cig-
aretteswithout filters,upto 65
mm in length, will attract
%2,700 per 1,000 sticks,while
those between 65 mm and 70
mm will attract 34,500 per
1,000 sticks. These rates will
effectively replace the varied
compensation cess currently
levied alongside the 28% GST
on all tobacco categories.

Sitharaman noted that the
move is timed with the near-
completion of repayment of the
X2.69 lakh-crore loan taken to
compensate states for GST rev-
enue losses during the Covid
period. The loan will be fully
repaid in “a couple of weeks”,
after which the compensation
cess will cease. On the IMF’s ‘C’
grade for India’s national
accountsdata,shesaid theissue
relates only to the outdated
base year.The government will
update the same to 2022-23,
with changes coming into
effect from February 27.

Industry ignoring vulnerabilities
in supply chain, rues Goyal

MUKESH JAGOTA
New Delhi, December 3

COMMERCE AND INDUSTRY
Minister Piyush Goyal on
Thursday expressed concerns
overthelackof urgencyamong
theindustryinidentifyingand
plugging vulnerabilities in
their supply chains at a time
when the world has seen
weaponisation of trade.

“I still don't see that sense
of urgency when people are
assessing their supply chain to
seewhere the concentration of
a geography or a supplier can
hurt their long-term survival.
And such areas of concern, if
we can identify them quickly,
if we can plug them quickly,
will be essential in our long-
term strategies to survive and
then to grow,”the minister said
at the CII IndiaEdge 2025.

“If in your supply chain a
particular product is not per-
mitted to be exported or not

Sebi’s recent proposal to
revise TER norms directly
addresses this imbalance. The
proposal removes the extra 5
basis points (bps) fee allowed
for schemes with exit loads. It
also reduces the permissible
brokerage limits — dropping
them to 2 bps for cash market
transactions and 1 bps for
derivatives — while excluding
statutory charges,such as GST,
STT, and stamp duties, from
TER caps.

How much could
this move boost
investments?

While the exact behav-
ioural response of investors to
lower TERs
depends on mul-
tiple factors, the
primary effect is
immediate sav-
ings. Consider
this: A 5-bps
reduction on an
AUM of ¥77.78
trillion results in
annual investor
savings of about ¥3,889 crore.
Add indirect benefits from
reduced brokerage and trans-
action costs to this, and total
savings could conservatively
reach 7,000 to ¥8,000 crore
per year. If even a portion of
these savings — say 60% — is
reinvested within the invest-
ment ecosystem through
mutual funds or related
financial instruments, it
could generate additional
flows of nearly 5,000 crore.

available at any point of time
foryour use,it could cripplean
entire operation...Therewill be
many products where we will
need to be self-sufficient. We

PIYUSH GOYAL,

COMMERCE & INDUSTRY
MINISTER

Unless Indian

industries support
each other,we
cannot expect
somebody
from

outside to i
comeand = e
help us '

The growth effect:
Multiplying the
momentum

From a macroeconomic
perspective,theseincremental
investmentsarenotjustfinan-
cial flows, they are drivers of
growth. India’s fiscal multi-
plier, especially for capital
expenditure,hasbeenbetween
1.5 and 2 in recent Budget
cycles. Using a conservative
multiplier of 1.5, the ¥5,000-
crore reinvestment boost
could result in a GDP increase
of approximately 37,500
crore. Although not transfor-
mative in itself, this gain is
recurring and accumulative.

India in global context:
Still paying more

India’s mutual fund costs
remain high compared to
global standards.Inthe US,the
Investment Company Insti-
tute reports that the asset-
weighted average expense
ratio for equity mutual funds
has decreased from 1.04% in
1996 toapproximately 0.40%
in 2023.Bond funds are even
cheaperataround 0.37%,and
index ETFs often charge less
than 0.10%.In Europe and the
UK, regulations like MiFID II
have also promoted greater
transparency and reduced
product costs.In contrast,even
after Sebi's proposed changes,
active equitymutual fundsare
expected to stay mostlywithin
the 1.5%-2% TER range,
while debt funds will typically

will need to have the supply
chain in our own control.”

The most prominent exam-
ple of using trade as a tool for
meeting strategic aims is visi-
ble with China clamping down
on exports of rare earth mag-
nets, disrupting entire
advanced manufacturing in
the world.

The minister asked the
industryto support each other.
“Unless Indian industries sup-
port each other, we cannot
expect somebody from outside
tocomeand help us through

our growth journey or
through our journey to
expand manufacturingand
take its share to 25% of the
economy.”
The minister said India’s
merchandise  exports
rebounded smartlyin
November  after
contracting 12%
year-on-year due
to 50% addi-

be around 0.75%-1%. The
difference is significant and
unsustainable. If Indian
investors want to remain loyal
to domestic funds instead of
cheaper global or passive alter-
natives, costs must become
competitive.

Industry impact:
From cost coverage to
capability building

For AMCs and intermedi-
aries, this proposal isn’t just
about squeezing margins — it’s
a pivotal moment. Old cost
structures, especially in mar-
keting, distribution, and
investor servicing,will need to
be reconsidered. However, this
doesn’t mean profitability has

epaper.ﬁnan{:iaiexpress.mn‘. .

tional tariffs by the US.

“Merchandise exports went
down in October. Incidentally,
November has gone up by a
greater amount than what
went down in October. If I
aggregate  October and
November, there is growth in
merchandise exports despite
the global turmoil,” he later
told reporters.

He said India is working
towards deeper integration
with global trading partners,
and in the months and days to
come,“youwill hearalot more
about our own successful
engagements with many of
our trading countries”.

India is negotiating sev-
eral FTAs with various coun-
tries and regions, including
the US, EU, New Zealand,
Oman, Chile,and Peru.On the
rupee’s value against the US
dollar touching all time lows,
he said the Indian economy
continues to power on.

intact, FDI terrain shifted
to net inflows, says CEA

™

Chief Economic Adviser V Anantha Nageswaran addressing a
Cll event in New Delhi on Wednesday

FE BUREAU
New Delhi, December 3

CHIEF ECONOMIC ADVISER
V Anantha Nageswaran on
Wednesday downplayed con-
cerns over the rupee’s sharp
fall past the 90-per-dollar
level, stressing that the cur-
rency’sweakness does not cur-
rently pose risks to India’s
inflation trajectory or export
competitiveness.

Speaking at the CII Indi-
aEdge Summit, Nageswaran
said the government is “not
losing sleep” over the domestic
currency’s slide as long as
macroeconomic fundamen-
tals remain intact.

The rupee touched a fresh
intra-daylow of 90.30 against
the US dollar on Wednesday,
extending its decline for the
sixth consecutive session. The

currency has depreciated
nearly 5%sofarin 2025, pres-
sured by sustained foreign
portfolio outflows,heavy bank
buying of dollars, and the
absence of progress on an
India-US trade deal. A fall in
domestic equity markets has
added further strain, making
the rupee Asia’s worst-per-
forming currency this year.
Despite these pressures,
the Nageswaran maintained
that the depreciation is not
alarming in the current con-
text. “It will come back next
year. Right now, it’s not hurt-
ing our exports or inflation.I
am not losing my sleep overit.
If it has to depreciate, now
probably is the right time,”
Nageswaran said. He empha-
sised that temporaryvolatility
should be assessed against
broader = macroeconomic

strengths,ratherthan trigger-
ing panic.

Nageswaran also under-
scored that India, as a rapidly
developing economy, will see
imports continue to rise.
Financing these imports sus-
tainably, he said, will require
stronger export growth and
higher investment inflows.
“Imports will only grow, and
they need to be financed
through exports and through
investments.Weneed to crank
up our efforts to get FDI.”

Looking ahead,
Nageswaran expressed opti-
mism about foreign invest-
ment prospects. Gross FDI
inflows could cross $100 bil-
lionin FY26,he said,supported
bya16.1%year-on-yearrisein
inflowsto $50.36 billionin the
first half of FY26, as per RBI
data. However, net FDI—
inflows minus outflows—
remained low at $7.64 billion
during the same period.

Nageswaran attributed the
subdued net inflows to the
sharp rise in interest rates
across developed economies
over the last three years,which
has redirected global capital
away from emerging markets.
Simultaneously, Indian com-
panies have ramped up out-
bound investments into
advanced economies, further
weighing on net figures.“Start-
ing 2023-24, the nature of the
terrain has shifted in respect of
net FDI inflows. We need to up
our game, the he added.

Govt taps thermal plants for
room for more solar in grid

RAJESH KUMAR SINGH
December 3

THE GOVERNMENT WANTS
coal plantstoinvestin upgrades
that would to allow them to
workregularlyatalower capac-
ity, creating space for a greater
share of renewables in the
power mix,according to people
familiarwith the matter.

Under the plan, coal-fired
plants would be asked to bud-
get forimprovements to boost
flexibility and to prepare for
additional maintenance, the
people said, asking not to be
named astheplanisstillbeing
finalised.

to decline. In fact, many lead-
ing firms already show that
automation, digital onboard-
ing, and algorithmic portfolio
management can lower unit
costswhile boosting efficiency.
Forthe brokerages, too,balance
sheets have shifted from rev-
enue from institutional execu-
tion services to various other
value-adds.

Distributors and platforms
will also need to shift from
commission-heavy models to
more customer-focused, expe-
rience-driven approaches.
Thisiswhere innovations such
as Al chatbots, automated
KYC,and algorithmicrisk pro-
filing can cut costs foracquisi-
tion and service while expand-
ingreach.

Active vs passive:
Arecalibration,
not a collapse

The pressure on feeswillalso
speed up a shift already under-
way — therise of passive invest-
ing. Index funds and ETFs are
gaining popularity, especially
among younger and institu-
tional investors. Their lower
costs and predictability make
them attractive options.

This, however, does not sig-
nal the end of active manage-
ment. Instead, it marks the end
of undifferentiated, high-cost
active management. For AMCs
with proprietary in-house
research, particularly in sectors
or market segments not easily
tracked byindices,active strate-

New Delhi

In 2023, China did the
same so it could increase
the share of green
electricity

The additional costs would
trickle down to consumers
once approved by a price-set-
ting regulator, in what would
bea calculated trade off to help
the country make the most of
its solar capacity.

After a decade of rapid
expansion,India’s grid is strug-
gling to absorb all the clean
energy it generates. Without
batteriesand grid-scale storage

gieswill remain important.The
real challenge is justifying fees
through consistent outperfor-
mance and unique insights—
not through marketing strate-
gies or theme chasing. If
anything,rationalising TERswill
act asafilter: Eliminating com-
moditised active productswhile
strengthening those built on
genuine intellectual capital.

Redefining trust and
participation

Mutual funds in India have
always been associated with
accessibility and simplicity. The
“Mutual Funds Sahi Hai” cam-
paign has greatly expanded its
investorbase.However,increas-
ing participation now depends
on a new level of
trust—one rooted

This reform could

to help manage those curtail-
ments, the nation is falling
back on its coal-fired fleet.

The latest plan, currently
being elaborated by the power
ministry, involves mandating
plants to run at load factors as
low as 40% — a level which
would hurt efficiency and
cause faster wear and tear, the
people said.To help individual
operations to cope, power pro-
ducers are being asked to plan
for software updates, for a
20% increase in maintenance
expenses and for incentive
payouts to plants, to increase
participation.

—BLOOMBERG

ock investment-led growth

investment base. Domestic
mutual fund investors are best
positioned tofill this role.Todo
so, the system must be lean,
fair,and aligned.TER rational-
isation is not about punishing
fund houses or advisors; it’s
about modernizing the struc-
ture so that costs reflect the
services provided, and scale
results in savings.

Costs — growth
catalyst

India’s growth story is still
unfolding, and capital markets
remainattheheartofthat. How-
ever, to fully realise the poten-
tial, participation must expand
and offer rewards. This is what
makes the TERrevamp proposal
both timely and
transformative. By

notonlyinproduct  be remembered  reducing friction
appeal butalsoin a5 a3 fundamental costs, increasing
cost transparency  ghiftin how India  investor returns,
and investor-first . and encouraging
; channels its . :
design. B . . industry innova-
unbundling statu- savings into tion, the reform
tory charges, cap- Sustainable growth paves the way fora
ping commissions, e more inclusive and
and enforcing clear efficient invest-

expensedisclosures,theregula-
tor is strengthening the agree-
ment between investors and
intermediaries.

Rebalancing for

resilience

Perhaps most crucially, the
proposal comes at a time when
India’s macroeconomy needs
dependable, long-term sources
of capital. With global capital
flows becoming more volatile,
India must develop its own

ment ecosystem. It transforms
cost-cutting from a defensive
move into a growth driver. If
implemented clearly and pur-
posefully, this reform could be
remembered not just as a regu-
latory adjustment but as a fun-
damental shift in how India
channels its savings into sus-
tainable growth.
(Authors are dean, National
Institute of Securities Markets;
and partner, MCQube.
Views are personal)
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IT, pharma, rice exporters to
gain; automobiles net positive

URVI MALVANIA, MANU KAUSHIK,
SANDIP DAS, NITIN KUMAR,
NARAYANAN V & KRISHNA BAROT
Mumbai/New Delhi/Chennai/
Ahmedabad, December 3

THE RUPEE'S SLIDE towards the 90-
per-dollar mark has begun to fil-
ter through the major export-
linked sectors, offering relief

to some and little to others.While IT ser-
vices, pharmaceuticals and rice
exporters stand to gain from stronger
dollar realisations, the textile and
apparel industry continues to contend
with tariff pressures that blunt the
usual upside of a weaker currency.

In the IT sector,where close to half of
revenues originate from North America,
the depreciation provides a straightfor-
ward earningslift. Dollar-denominated
contracts translate into higher rupee
revenues,strengthening operating mar-
gins for large-cap companies such as
TCS and Infosys. This comes at a time
when deal activity is being driven by
clients consolidating vendors and seek-
ing sharper pricing.

“With the weaker rupee, Indian IT
firms can offer higher discounts with-
out much impact on margins, helping
the orderbook,” Pareek Jain, founderand
CEO of EIIRTrend, told FE.The currency
move gives companies more flexibility
on pricing without diluting profitabil-
ity, particularly in renewal and long-
tenure deals.

Pharmaceutical exporters are simi-
larly placed. India ships more than $30
billion worth of medicines annually,
with the US remaining the largest mar-
ket. A weaker rupee improves realisa-
tions for major exporters such as Sun
Pharma, Lupin and Zydus.

“Their top line is expected to increase
by about 7-8% due to the rupee fall,”
said the head of aleading pharma asso-
ciation. However, the benefit is partially
offset by the fact that India imports
around $10-11 billion of active phar-
maceutical ingredients (APIs) and inter-
mediates from China each year, raising
input costs as the dollar strengthens.
Even so,companies with larger US port-
folios and better product diversification
are likely to see overall gains following
the slide in the exchange rate.

Rice exporters are also reporting an

e Economic
contradictions

INTHE SEPTEMBER quarter of 2025,
India posted GDP growth of 8.2%,but
during the same period, the rupee lost
nearly 5% of its value. This happened
while the US Dollar Index DX stayed
broadly stable near 99, meaning the
fall was not driven by global dollar
strength.Instead, India saw foreign
portfolio outflows of $16-18 billion
this year, net foreign direct
investment (FDI) stagnating around
$30billion,and a goods trade deficit
of $25-30 billion every month.
Capitalisleaving just asimport
demand is rising—a combination
which pulls the rupee down despite
strong domestic output.

e
e Anatomy of

thefall

AS THE ECONOMY grows, India
consumes more imported oil, raw
materials, electronics and machinery
— and therefore more demand

for dollars. At the same time, global
investors attracted by high US
interest rates have been pulling
money out of emerging markets,
including India. The need for dollars
isrising while the supply of incoming
dollars is shrinking. When demand
for dollars outpaces demand for
rupees, the rupee must depreciate.
What makes this decline notable is
that it is not a reflection of domestic
weakness but of external financing
stress. High import dependence,
slowing exports,and unstable capital
flows form the structural backdrop
to the fall. Even rapid output

growth can’t fully compensate for
these external pressures.

immediate improvement in competi-
tiveness.India accounts for over 40% of
global rice exports, and pricing plays a
critical role in sustaining volumes in
markets across West Asia, Africa and
parts of Asia.

“A weaker rupee improves export
competitiveness and makes Indian rice
more attractively priced,” said Ranjit
Singh Jossan, vice president of the Bas-
mati Rice Millers and Exporters Associ-
ation.Exporters say the currency move-
ment is helping absorb higher domestic
costs, including logistics and procure-
ment.India’srice exportsrose 5.51%in
April-October,a trend industry officials

THE SOFT
RUPEE &
STRONG
GROWTH

explains Saumitra Bhaduri

The exchange rate
disconnect puzzle

The economy is growing at more than 8%, yet the rupee has
slipped past the 90-per-dollar level. The underlying dynamics
indicate a deeper story about India’s external vulnerabilities,

expect to continue if the rupee remains
at current levels. Both basmati and
non-basmati shipments are seeing
firmer inquiries.

The textile and apparel sector, mean-
while, remains largely shut out of these
gains. The industry, with exports of
about $37 billion, is struggling

under the weight of the 50%
tariff imposed by the US, its most
critical destination.

“A weaker rupee normally helps
exports,but in the current tariff-driven
situation the benefit is very limited,”
said Prabhu D, convenor of the Indian
Texpreneurs Federation. Companies say
they are offering heavy discounts to
retain buyers, with some working at
near-cost levels. Vishal Fabrics CEO
Suketu Shah said that the depreciation
has limited impact when imported
inputs also become more expensive.

A few manufacturers, particularly in
denim, are reporting marginal gains on
older orders. Ultra Denims MD Bharat
Patel said that exporters with pending
payment cycles have been able to cap-
ture some of the currency benefit.
Denim margins typically range between
18-20%, and Patel expects an addi-
tional 10% gain due to the stronger dol-
lar against the rupee.

“If we offered a product at $2 and
China did the same, the weaker rupee
lets us offer $1.95 or lower, while China
cannot,”he said,adding that small price
gaps become meaningful in bulk cate-
gories. Still, most companies stress that
currency-led advantages are overshad-
owed by the tariff structure, which
remains a decisive factor for the sector.

The auto-component industry pre-
sents a more balanced picture. India
importsasignificant volume of compo-
nents but also exports aggressively,
resulting in a trade surplus of about
$453 million. Exports currently stand at
roughly $22.9 billion, compared to
imports of $22.4 billion.

The rupee’s weakness raises costs for
import-heavy players but improves
export margins, leaving the overall
impact slightly positive. The broader
passenger-vehicle market,largely dom-
inated by domestic manufacturing,
remains less sensitive except in cate-
gories where imported components
form a substantial share.
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WIN SOME, LOSE SOME

Input costs to go up for FMCG;
fertilisers, crude to get costlier

YARUQHULLAH KHAN, ARUNIMA
BHARADWAJ, NITIN KUMAR

& SANDIP DAS

New Delhi, December 3

FOR SECTORS WHERE the country is
heavilyimport-dependent,aweaker rupee
would inflate costs further. But the worries
areabated,atleast forthe timebeing,bythe
current benign domestic inflation and rel-
ativelylow commodity prices.

The adverse effect of falling rupee will
be felt across traders and companies that
import/process crude oil and natural gas
(LNG),edible oils and fertilisers. Weak local
currency could jack up imported-inputs
costs for fast-moving consumer goods
(FMCG) firms. The aviation sector is also
vulnerable given that its key cost compo-
nents are denominated in dollars, which
have turned more expensive.

With the central bank’s policy to inter-
fere much less in the forex market than it
used to, some of the large-import sectors
like edible oilsand coal have a pressing case
for reducing import reliance over the
medium term. Policies are being imple-
mented tospurdomesticedible oil produc-
tion and coal mining, and these have
alreadybegun to bear fruit. For crude oiland
natural gas, however, import volumes will
continue to be high, as
prospects of higher domestic
production are limited.

The impact on the end consumers
will be limited/calibrated as the cost
increaseswill be shared by the government
budget and toa certain extent by state-run
oil firms. Retail prices of fertilisers are con-
trolled and auto fuel pricing is not totally
free in practical terms.

Prices of petchem and polymers for
Indian consumerswill rise as these crude
derivatives are priced on import-parity
basis.“Import bills forboth oil and gas will
be impacted as these are essentially dol-
larised businesses. Crude import bill will
go up in rupee terms. Since prices are
fixed for petrol and diesel at the pump
level, there would be an impact of rupee
depreciation,” said Prashant Vasisht,
seniorvice president at Icra.

For domestic crude oil producers like
ONGCand OilIndia,the rupee’s fall is,how-
ever, positive thanks to import-parity pric-
ing. The downstream industries,which con-
sist of refiners and marketers, may feel the
pinch. Reliance Industries and state-run

I0C, BPCL and HPCL would, however, be
able to offset the negative effect to the
extent gross refining margins are dollar-
denominated.One positive aspect formar-
keters of auto fuels is that marketing mar-
ginsare nowvery healthy.

City-gas companies like IGL and MGL
willsee theircosts going up.“Inthe LNG seg-
ment, the increase in import bill may be
passed on to consumers also,at least witha
lag if not immediately and there will be
some compression onmargins, Vasisht said.

While retail petrol and diesel prices
may not go upimmediately due to absorp-
tion of the under-recoveries by the state-
run oil marketing companies, the prices of

e Why this isworrying for India

DESPITE THE EMPIRICAL parallels,
India's predicament is more serious
because its depreciation is not cyclical
but structural. Growth is strong, yet
import dependence remains high.
Exports have not kept pace with GDP.
FDI inflows are softer. Portfolio flows
are negative.If global risk sentiment

deteriorates orif US yields remain the
same, more capital could leave,
pushing the rupee down further.

This matters because a weaker
rupee touches almost every part of
the economy.A sustained fall
increases inflation risk, erodes
household purchasing power, raises

Explainer

~5%

DROP IN RUPEE'S
VALUE IN SEPT
QUARTER EVEN AS
THE US DOLLAR
INDEX DX WAS
STABLE AROUND 99

$16-18bn

borrowing costs for companies with
foreign-currency debt,and puts
additional pressure on the Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) to step in.A fast-
growing economy facing aweak
currency is not a contradiction —
itisa call out for the fragility of India’s
external balance.

epaper.financiaiexpress.mn‘. .

e Impact of the
slide on exports
and imports

THE RUPEE'S FALL has uneven
consequences across sectors.
Exports such as that of IT services,
pharmaceuticals,and parts of the
manufacturing sector may appear to
gain from a weaker rupee, but the
benefit is limited because most
Indian exporters rely on imported
components.When those imported
inputs get costlier, the competitive
advantage shrinks fast.

Import-heavy sectors bear the
direct pain. Oil and gas companies,
airlines,automobile manufacturers,
electronics producers and chemical
firms see costs tick up right away.
Imported food items and medicines
start turning costlier.

Overseas education and travel
become costlier for households.
The inevitable downstream effect
isinflation.

e Whyhedging
matters

THESE FACTORS MAKE hedging
necessary, not optional. Several
firms, particularly the mid-sized
ones,remain unhedged, hoping that
the rupee bounces back. But decades
of emerging-market behaviour
suggest that depreciation cycles
take time to reverse. Hedging
through forwards, options or
natural offsets immunises
businesses against volatility and
prevents cash-flow shocks.In aworld
of fickle capital flows,"wait and
hope"is not a strategy.

New Delhi

oil and oil derivatives along with that of
otherimported commoditieswillincrease
for the industrial sector, increasing input
costsandwholesale inflation. Some petro-
chemical players buy naphtha and other
material from foreign markets where
again there could be an impact on their
cost in rupee terms because of dollar
denominated purchases.

FMCG companies such as Hindustan
Unilever and ITC could face a 5-7%
increase in input costs as palm and crude
derivatives account for 20-30% of their
total raw material costs. Of course, the
prices of palm oil, a major ingredient in
FMCG products, have been stable for the
last six months, creating a cushion.

Areport by Goldman Sachs last month
indicated that HUL was significantly
impacted by the declining value of the
rupee,with 55% of its raw material prices
being tied to international commodity
prices, 25% of which being imported and
30%linked to global prices. Exports consti-
tuteonly 15.5% of HUL'srevenues.Analysts
believe that a prolonged decline in the
rupee could result in a rise in HUL’s input
costs by 6-8%,which mayaffect profit mar-
ginsfor2025-26.

According to Pushan Sharma, director-
research at Crisil Market Intelligence and

Analytics, rupee fall coupled
with crude price rise is expected
to increase input costs. Preeyam

Tolia, senior research analyst at Axis

Securities expects a falling rupee to have
an impact on operating margins of firms
like HUL, ITC, Godrej Consumer, Dabur
India, Marico and Wipro Consumer.Tolia,
however, expects margins to improve
sequentially in the third quarter and any
impact to be short-term.

Apart from rising input costs, increas-
ing international acquisitions are also
exposing FMCG companies to currency
risks,as many firms have financed acquisi-
tions through foreign currencyloans.

India imports nearly 30% of fertilisers
consumed — urea, DAP, potash,and NPK.
“Costofimportsislargelydependent onthe
global fertiliser prices (rather than
exchange rate) which often see volatility
due to transportation routes impacted by
the geo-political factors,’an official told FE.

Imports of edible oils — palm, soy-
abean and sunflower — from Malaysia,
Indonesia, Russia, Ukraine and Argentina
could get costlier.

e What the RBI
should do

WHAT IS REQUIRED is a calibrated
and disciplined stance on the
part of the central bank.The RBI's
intervention should be to monitor
and iron out volatility, not to
defend any particularlevel. Any
attempt to defend a level will
dissipate foreign-exchange reserves
fast without removing the structural
reasons for the fall. A correct
approach will be to let the rupee
seek its market-compatible value,
intervening only to prevent
disorderly movements.

Monetary policy needs to remain
focused on inflation dynamics,
not exchange-rate angst.The need
for clear communication is
paramount: the RBI needs to
underscore that its job is to ensure
financial stability, not to engineera
strong rupee.

@ The bottom line

THE RUPEE'S SLIDE does not mean
India's growth numbers are suspect.
It means that in a globalised,
dollar-dominated financial world,
even a fast-growing economy can
struggle with external pressures.
India's challenge is not just to
grow but to strengthen its external
resilience through better export
performance, higher-quality
capital flows, effective trade
negotiation and reduced
vulnerability to swings in

global sentiment.

The writeris professor, Madras School
of Economics
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In a spot

It’s good that RBI hasn’t tried to artificially shore up Re’s
value, but policymakers must read the warning signals

HE RESERVE BANK of India’s (RBI) tolerance for a free-falling,

undervalued rupee is a fresh and pragmatic approach as the cen-

tral bank has finally stayed away from attempting to defend any

symboliclinein the sand.Forfartoolong,central bankersand suc-
cessive governments have preferred to leave the currency over-valued even
though an artificially strong rupee doesn’t really help India’s exporters who
trade in a competitive global market. An undervalued currency will help
exporters discover some new markets and should help improve the trade
balanceswith some countries.With the India-US trade deal nothaving been
signed yet, exports are clearly suffering. So far in FY26, exports have been
moreorlessflat. Whilea cheaperrupeewill no doubt push upimported infla-
tion,thelowinflationaryenvironmentat homewill help cushion theimpact
of costlier imports. Globally too, inflation has been benign though of late
prices of some commodities,like copper,have been rising. Fortunately, prices
of crude oil have been stable around the $63-64/barrel level.

The RBI, by some estimates, sold nearly $ 38 billion in dollars in the Janu-
ary-September period with the intervention taking place both in the spot
market and in the non-deliverable forward market. Apart from the fact that
precious forex reserves were being used up,intervening in the forex market
leaves less rupee liquidity in the system. That is undesirable at a time when
the central bank isworking to ensure that interest rates in the system come
down and boost loan growth. The central bank has quite a few reasons to be
careful about using its forex reserves to intervene in the market.

For one, foreign portfolio investors continue to take money off the table
evenasabuoyant primarymarket has seen private equity players sell shares
in their investee companies. Also, foreign direct investment (FDI) inflows
have not been encouraging. FDI flows via the equity route were down 11%
in the July-September quarter compared with the previous quarter. In fact,
the capital account surplus reduced to 0.1% of GDPin the September quar-
terversus 0.8% of GDPin Q1.

But the rupee crossing the 90-to-the-dollar mark is more than a psycho-
logical breach; it illuminates structural weaknesses that India has long
known about but rarely confronted with urgency. The story is clear: India’s
external balance is under strain, capital flows are uneasy, and policy com-
placency is no longer affordable. What looks like relief to exporters often
becomes pain foreveryone else.India imports farmore than crude oil: energy,
electronics, capital goods, fertilisers, and critical components. All of them
nowbecome costlier.Thatfeedsintoinflation,dents corporate margins,and
quietly taxes consumers through higher prices.The danger is not the num-
ber itself but the trend behind it. For example, India’s insufficient export
depth.The countrystill sells too few sophisticated products totheworld and
buys too many high-value inputs. When global risk appetite turns even
slightlynervous, portfoliomoneyleaves, the dollar strengthens,and therupee
bears the shock.The result is a currency that behaves predictably—and
uncomfortably.Thewarning hasarrived and the policymakers must dothree
things urgently. First, exports need a serious strategy reset. Second, foreign
capital must be attracted not by hot money but by confidence—stable tax
policy,regulatory predictability,and a credible reform timeline.Third,import
dependence must be tackled with realism. Self-reliance is not about isola-
tion; itis about capability.

Trump has lost his
political superpower

HOW LOW CAN President Donald Trump go?

One answer is his Thanksgiving Day social media screed, trashing America as
“divided, disrupted, carved up, murdered, beaten, mugged, and laughed at”,because
of the immigration policies of leaders like Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, whom he
called “seriously retarded”. (This was after two National Guardsmen were shot, one
fatally, by an Afghan refugee in an ambush attack near the White House.)

Another is “quiet, Piggy”, the derogatory insult Trump directed at a Bloomberg
White House correspondent after she questioned him about what he knewabout Jef-
frey Epstein,just one of the many slights Trump has recently hurled atwomenwhoask
him tough questions.

And there was Trump’s suggestion that execution could be a punishment for six
Democratic senatorswho reminded militarymembers that they must refuse unlaw-
ful orders.“This is really bad, and Dangerous to our Country. Their words cannot be
allowed to stand. SEDITIOUS BEHAVIOR FROM TRAITORS!!! LOCK THEM UP???”
Trump wrote ina post.“SEDITIOUS BEHAVIOR, punishable by DEATH!” (Unsurpris-
ingly, death threats against the lawmakers increased after Trump’s rant.)

Andyetanotheranswertothe depths Trumpwill sinktois 36%,Trump’sapproval
rating according to Gallup, the lowest of his second term. Some 60% of Americans
disapprove of Trump’s handling of hisjob,a 12-point increase since he was sworn in.

Americans have long seen anger and attitude from Trump.What’s different now
isthat the politicianwho could once detectand shape the public zeitgeist nowappears
out of touch—cloistered, flanked by the elite,and motivated by naked self-interest.
And forthe GOP, Trump’s second-term preoccupations—steering foreign policy, par-
doning white-collar criminals, inflicting retribution on political opponents—have
left them unmoored and mired in Trump’s mess.

All of this comes as Trump, the oldest American
to be sworn in as president, faces increased scrutiny
over his stamina. According to a recent story in The
New York Times, Trump’s public appearances are
truncated, his domestic travel is diminished,and he
is frequently seen sitting behind a desk at the White
House.Thisisa shift from his first term and hiswhirl-
ing dervish campaign style, where raucous rallies
took him all over the country.

“One of the worst mistakes you can ever make is
over promise and under deliver,” Georgia Represen-
tative Marjorie Taylor Greene wrote on X.

ACBS News/YouGovpoll from November captures
justhowout of sync Trump iswith the electorate.On
pricesand inflation, 60% Americans say Trump makes things sound betterthan they
are.Among thosewhojudge him mostly on the economy, 77% believe Trumpisn’t sp-
ending enough time on the issue.The poll shows majorities of all ages and races dis-
approve of Trump’sjob performance,with his highest disapprovals coming fromvot-
ers under 45, people of colour,and women.

Morebroadly, Trump’s debasement has implications forhis party,a group of politi-
cianswho gave theirloyalty and power to him,but now find themselves with little to
run on.In a Tennessee district that Trump won by 22 points just a year ago, the GOP
hasn’t run a single ad that mentions Trump or the importance of electing someone
to help advance his agenda. This is because Trump’s agenda is ... what exactly? It will
be an uphill battle for a Democrat to win this seat, but Trump made the race seem
more competitive because of his distracted, chaotic approach to his job.

Hisdisruptive sensibilitywas supposed tobe in the service of bettering thelives of
average Americans,whofeltleft behind. Now, heiswalled off and cocooned by his own
grievances.Monday night between 7pm and midnight, Trump posted over 160 times
to Truth Social, his social media platform,attacking his Democratic opponentsand re-
posting conspiracy theorists and Al-generated content. He ended a cabinet meeting
on Tuesdaywith calling Congresswoman Ilhan Omar and her friends “garbage”.

Itis,unfortunately,unrealistic to expect that Trumpwill spend less time attacking
Democrats and rehashing all the ways he thinks he has been wronged. But his poll
numbers, his party,and the countrywould all be better off if he did.

- » K
NIA-MALIKA
HENDERSON

Bloomberg

: OUpinion

TONGUE-IN-CHEEK DIS-
CLAIMER on a profession-
al’s website asks visitors to
click“Iagree”,acceptingall
risksand surprises lurking
behind thewall.In essence, it says,“Weare
notinvitingyou,butyouarewelcomeany-
way. Restrained by strictadvertisingbans,
professionals have perfected the art of sil-
ent self-promotion,relying on reverse soli-
citation where clients take the first step.
Against this backdrop, the Institute of
Chartered Accountants of India’s October
proposal to amend its Code of Ethics to
permit advertising, albeit within ethical
bounds,isawelcome change.Perhaps this
will inspire other professions to replace
theinvitation-onlyaurawith clear,confid-
ent outreach, paving the way for home-
grown, world-class professional service
giantsin ourexpandingservice economy.

Fordecades, professional regulationin
India hasrested on the belief that visibili-
tyequates toimproprietyand that profes-
sionalism must shun publicity. It may
have made sense in a closed, supply-driv-
en economy where professionals served
local communities and built reputation
through word of mouth. But it jars with
therealities of today’sintegrated,compe-
titive marketplacewhere professional ser-
vices power much economic activity and
shape a nation’s competitive advantage.

The debate is not simply about whet-
her lawyers, accountants, doctors, and
company secretaries should be permitted
to advertise; it concerns how India regu-
lates its professions and positions its ser-
vice economy ina global order that prizes
transparency,visibility,and trust.

India’s journey to a market economy
providesinstructivelessons.The transfor-
mation of the securities marketin the ear-
ly1990sillustrates theimpact of shifting
from control to disclosure.India’s regula-
tory philosophy had relied on merit cont-
rol: the state decided who could operate
and what was “good” for the market. The
reformsoverturned that paternalistic mo-
del,with the Securitiesand Exchange Boa-
rd of India (Sebi) replacing discretion with
information. By ensuring accurate, ade-
quate, accessible, and timely disclosure,

REGULATING PROFESSIONALS
A DISCLOSURE-BASED REGIME IS MORE THAN TRANSPARENCY: IT'S ABOUT CULTIVATING TRUST

Shift from silence to discourse

MS SAHOO
SUMIT AGRAWAL

The authors are advocates and regulatory
professionals

Sebi enabled investors to make their own
choices. It unleashed market dynamism,
deepened capital markets,improved effi-
ciency,and enhanced accountability, plac-
ing India alongside the most developed
markets. A similar evolution is underway
in professional regulation. While the Sebi
Act, framed for a market economy, man-
dates regulation and development of the
securities market, the Chartered Accoun-
tants Act, enacted in pre-sovereign days,
focusedsolelyonregulation.

Recognising the evolvi-
ngneedsofamarket-driven
system,Parliamentamend-
edtheActin 2022 toexplici-
tlyinclude the development
of the profession with regu-
lation. Far from cosmetic,
this change calls upon the
regulator of the profession,
and indeed all professional

By embracing
openness and
verified
transparency, India
can enhance public
confidence in its
professionals

guard clientsand publicinterest,and est-
ablish a framework where professional-
ismand competition reinforce each other.
Responsible regulation relies on the
strategic use of targeted tools to address
market imperfections. Among these, dis-
closureisthe most effective: it directlyad-
dresses information asymmetry by pro-
viding clientsand the publicwith relevant,
accurate,and comprehensible informa-
tion about each professional. Additional
mechanisms—like robust
entry standards,accounta-
bility measures, and open
competition—complem-
ent disclosure, aligning
professionals’ incentives
with the broader public in-
terest.The aim is not to in-
sulate professions from
market forces but to make
the market for professional

bodies, to evolve into mar- ~E—————— scrvices more informed,

ket-savvy institutions that
uphold standards, expand opportunities,
foster competition,and cultivateavibrant
market for professional services.
Professionsareregulated because ma-
rkets for professional services, left to
themselves,are prone tofailure.Informa-
tionasymmetryisinherent: professionals
knowfarmoreabout the service,itsneces-
sity,and quality than clients ever can.Clie-
ntsoften can’tassessvalue orcompetence
before or even after a service is delivered,
making them relianton trust.Thisimbal-
ance exposes them to exploitation,incon-
sistent quality,and inflated fees.
Moreover,professional lapses can have
systemic consequences: faultyaudits can
destabilise markets,and medical neglige-
nce can endanger lives. Thus, regulation
existsto correct such market failures,safe-

efficient,and trustworthy.

Advertising shapes perceptions but
does little to correct information asym-
metry. By contrast, a disclosure-based
framework empowers clients to make
informed choices by ensuring that essen-
tial information about each professional
is timelyand accessible.

Regulators should maintaina publicly
accessible register of verified profession-
als, providing essential details, including
qualifications,experience,areas of exper-
tise, affiliations, notable contributions,
performance indicators, integrity stand-
ing,and disciplinaryhistory.Whererelev-
ant,anonymised outcome data, like suc-
cess rates, value preservation metrics, or
average case timelines,should be publish-
ed.Regulators could furtherenhance tra-
nsparencybystandardising service categ-
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@ FIGHTING MISINFORMATION

Union Minister Ashwini Vaishnaw

Fake news poses a threat to India's

democracy and emphasised the need for
strict action on social media platforms,
misinformation and Al-generated deepfakes

oriesand publishingindicative feeranges,
without limiting market-driven pricing.
This visibility enables informed client
choices, motivates quality performance,
and strengthens regulatory oversight,
while deterring unqualified practitioners.
The Insolvencyand Bankruptcy Board
of India has taken a step in this direction
by publicly disclosing details about insol-
vency professionals.Professionals should
supplement this with theirown disclosu-
res,covering experience,affiliations,note-
worthy transactions, potential conflicts of
interest,and tangible measures of service
quality.They should communicate service
offerings and fees with clarity. For those
within firms or networks, disclosures
should include details on governance,col-
lective track record,qualityassurance, fee
structures,and any material developmen-
ts.Thislayered approachlets clientsassess
both capability,reducesinformation gaps,
and encourages competition on merit.
Regulators, too, must be transparent,
disclosing their governance framework,
decision-making processes, conflicts of
interest, funding sources, performance
metrics,and enforcement track record.
Such openness lends credibility to their
oversight and strengthens public trust.
Disclosure-based regimes are standa-
rd practice.In the US and the UK, profes-
sional directories, client reviews, and dis-
ciplinarydatabasesare publiclyaccessible.
Clients can access information about a
professional’s qualificationsand conduct.
This transparency is key to modern pro-
fessional ethics, raising standards, foster-
ing competition,and building client trust.
India’s professional landscape stands
ataninflection point.The nextleap in pro-
fessional regulation should mirrorIndia’s
broadereconomicjourney—from control
tocompetition,restriction toresponsibil-
ity,and secrecytodisclosure.Adisclosure-
based regime is more than transparency:
it’sabout cultivating trust,earned throu-
gh verified competence, ethical conduct,
and measurable performance.Byembrac-
ing openness and verified transparency,
Indiacanenhance publicconfidenceinits
professionals and build globally compet-
itive markets for professional services.

Revisiting citizen-centric saving models

THE GENESIS OF the Post Office Savings
Bank (POSB) and the Employees’ Provi-
dent Fund Organisation (EPFO) goes back
to 1882 and 1952.These were conceived
atdifferent pointsin time,as state-backed
solutions to promote savings back when
citizens investing in instruments such as
bankdepositsand mutual fundswere not
widespread. POSB garners voluntary sav-
ings while the EPFO mobilises compul-
sory savings. Both institutions have since
delivered stable risk-free medium- and
long-term returns for India’s citizens.
Fast forward to today,the government
maydecide,rightly so,to subject the POSB
and the EPFO toregulatoryoversight.This
could be either as part of its frameworks
for the Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI) All
India Financial Institutions (AIFIs) or by
way of a separate regulatory process.Quite
unlike AIFIs such as Small Industries
Development Bank of India and National
Bank for Agriculture and Rural Develop-
ment,the POSBand the EPFO have exten-
siveretail-facing operations. Yet, they dif-
ferin capabilitiesand operations,and any
regulatory oversight needs to be tailored
to suit their respective characteristics.
The POSBisnotabankthatlendsinthe
legal sense of theword; it does not reporta
balance sheet separate from that of the
Department of Posts (DoP).The EPFO does
have a separate balance sheet but is very
akin to pension funds and asset mana-
gement companiesregulated by the Insu-
rance Regulatoryand Development Auth-

DEEPTI GEORGE
NANDINI VJAYARAGHAVAN

Respectively Founder, Yutadhi,
and head of research at Phidelis Capital

Both the POSB and the EPFO are key to enhance
our financial system’s ability to deliver value to
the Indian citizen’s lives and manage their wealth

ority of India, Pension Fund Regulatory
and DevelopmentAuthority,and Securiti-
esand Exchange Board of India.Welookat
the POSB and the EPFO separately using a
publicobjectivelensthatis citizen-centric.

The POSB is an agent of the central
government tomobilise savingsand fixed
deposits managed by the DoP. These
include senior citizen savings schemes,
monthly income plans, public provident
fund, and fixed deposits

ionwith the DoPand the IPPB,shape prio-
rities in a way that streamlines the cust-
omer’s experience toaswiftand delightful
one via both human-mediated and digi-
tal journeys. Can we enable “anywhere
banking” (multi-homing instead of sin-
gle-branch interfaces), seamless inter-
branch account portability, moving away
from paper-based signature authentica-
tion, and verification of passbooks while

ensuring senior savers have

accounts amounting to m————————— asense of safety about their

%18.65 lakh crore (as of
end-March 2024), collec-
tively referred to as small
savings.Theseare pooledin

Beyond micro- and
macro-prudential
considerations, a

monieswithregularupdate
of their paper passbooks?
Can existing agent-assist-
ancemodelsbeempowered

the National Small Savings . oview of the EPFO's Via real-time digital confir-

Fund,which is a part of the
PublicAccount of India,and
investedin stateand central
government securities.The
POSBhasaccesstotheRBI’s
Payment and Settlement
SystemsandatIndia Post Payments Bank
(IPPB) ATMs, withdrawals have been
enabled. The RBI’s focus will then be less
about market risks (which are almost non-
existent),and more about the POSB’s role
asafinancial servicesintermediarywhich
uses skilled personnel and technology to
enable collections and disbursements.
Here,ratherthan focusingjustoninte-
rnal control mechanismsto prevent fraud
(large fraud incidents warranted this rev-
iew), regulators should take an expansive
view of the matter.They can, in conjunct-

| THE EDITOR

Fighting fraud

Apropos of "A sprint to nowhere" (FE,
December 3), the Centre's decision to
mandate pre-installation of the San-
char Saathi app on all new mobile
phones touches upon two urgent
concerns—rising cyber fraud and the
growing anxiety over digital privacy.
Tools that help verify IMEI numbers or
report fraud are welcome in principle.
Yet, the core issue is whether compul-

sory app installation addresses the
deeper rot in our KYC processes and
the widespread leakage of personal
documents fuelling SIM-based scams.
The confusion over whether the app
could be deleted reinforced the fear
that government software may beco-
me default on personal devices. When
the Supreme Court has underlined
privacy as a fundamental right, any
intrusion, however well-intentioned,
must pass the test of proportionality.

technological
systems may be

in order
]

mationswithout disturbing
thesanctity of citizen-agent
relationships built locally
and oftentimes over many
years? Can we significantly
reduce wait times at branc-
hes,whilealsoupholding respectful treat-
ment of the small saver? Can tech diagno-
sticsfocus on cleansing server downtimes
thatare symptoms of technicaland band-
width challengesacross the country? And
can we revamp bequeathal processes in
the event of death of account holders (in-
cluding possibly integrationswith thevill-
age officesand birth and death registrars)?

In the EPFO’s case, primacy is likely to
begiven toinvestment management,pru-
dentmanagement of marketandinterest
rate risks, asset-liability mismatches, op-

What's needed is a clean-up of KYC
norms, public awareness, and strict
accountability for data leaks. Security
must not come at the cost of liberty.
—Sanjay Chopra, Mohali

Digital awareness

With financial fraud, loan-app scams,
deepfake impersonations, and digital
blackmail rising rapidly, the govern-
ment is justified in taking cybercrime
seriously. However, citizen privacy

erational and cyber risks,and conflicts of
interest. Further, the EPFO’s reporting
should improve and be aligned with that
of the National Pension System. Specifi-
cally,the EPFO should disclose the market
value of exchange-traded fund invest-
ments and benchmark returns in its
annual reports.

But beyond micro- and macro-pru-
dential considerations, a fresh review of
the EPFO’s technological systems may be
inorder,toevenbeginwork towards deliv-
ering aworld-class service quality experi-
ence. This cannot be ignored given the
EPFQ’s corpus, as of March-end 2024, is
equivalent to 8.29% of India’s GDP, mak-
ing it a systemically important financial
institution. It announced a slew of mea-
sures in October to improve flexibility for
account holders and strengthen pension
sustainability, and yet, if its users are
unable to access their monies easily, the
work will remain only half-done.

Both the entities are key to enhance
our financial system’s ability to deliver
value tothe Indian citizen’slivesand man-
age theirwealth.The performance of these
avenues in enabling safe savings and in-
vestments can make or break the abilities
of Indians to have easily accessible fund-
ingboth forimmediate needsaswellas for
post-working life needs that can with-
stand the vagaries of economic, environ-
mental,and political risks into the future.

Views are personal

cannot be sacrificed at the altar of se-
curity, and both objectives must be
balanced carefully. If people are requi-
red to forgo certain freedoms, they
must be empowered to make inform-
ed choices. Any policy affecting priva-
cy should emerge through consultat-
ion. The strongest defence against
cyber threats is digital awareness.
—N Sadhasiva Reddy, Bengaluru
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A new deal for
India-Russia ties

It's time New Delhi and Moscow add depth to the
legacy relationship by expanding the trade basket

ussian President Vladimir Putin will travel to

India after four years for an annual bilateral

summit at an interesting juncture. One, India-

Russia ties are at their best since the days of the
erstwhile Soviet Union. This is more on account of
global factors, just as it was in the 1970s. Second, US-
Russia talks aimed at ending the war in Ukraine are at
an advanced stage, and a closure may be imminent,
despite the misgivings of European nations. This could
change the global dynamic. In this context, New Delhi
and Moscow must focus on taking their relationship
much beyond defence cooperation, which has acted as
the ballast for many decades, and hydrocarbons, a
relatively new factor that has boosted trade ties butina
manner thatis entirely to Russia’s advantage.

There are several factors in Moscow’s favour. Russia
is currently the country with the deepest strategic
partnership with India. Over the years, Russia has
shared sensitive defence and nuclear technologies that
others have been reluctant to part with, despite several
hiccups related to the delayed delivery of military
hardware and lack of adequate support on occasions.
Russian officials have spoken about expanding
cooperation in the civil nuclear field to small modular
reactors, and ramping up connectivity to bolster trade.

Butitisin the area of future-proofing and
broadbasing the relationship that both sides have
faltered. Unlike in the Soviet era, India and Russia are
economies with large internal markets and a
substantial middle class. India is yet to find a foothold
in the Russian market, largely due to a variety of non-
tariff barriers, and must push to gain access to this. It is
not enough for Russia to act in a piecemeal manner by
opening up a handful of sectors to Indian exports. A
solid and wide-ranging trade basket will provide
further depth to bilateral trade, for which both sides
have set a target of $100 billion by 2030. A planned
mobility agreement and the proposed India-Eurasia
Economic Union free trade deal, too, will help
strengthen economic ties, provided they are concluded
speedily. The India-Russia Summit and other meetings
around it must go beyond mere optics and the
established script to open up new areas of cooperation
and business. The Russian market is an opportunity
for India, and New Delhi should not let go of it by
focusing only on pursuing defence deals and
hydrocarbon trade.

China’s battles to
boost population

hina’s demographic desperation underlines its
Cdecision to tax birth control products. Its new

VAT regime withdraws the exemption granted
three decades ago to contraceptives and removes the
tax on childcare and marriage services. Over the past
few years, the Chinese State has been scrambling to
undo the disastrous effects of its one-child policy,
adopted in 1979 and junked in 2015 (capping the
number of children per couple was entirely done away
with only in 2021). Thanks to a raft of coercive
measures such as fines, registration limits, etc, the
country’s birth rate spiralled downwards quickly,
reaching 6.77 births per 1,000 population in 2024 from
17.8in1979. The total fertility rate, at one child per
woman, is now less than half of the replacement rate
(2.1). The signs for the country’s demographic future
are, predictably, ominous — not enough working
hands and a swelling number of elderly dependents.

But can costlier contraception and cheaper support

services push procreation and avoid the oncoming
demographic crisis? Three things are important to
note here. First, State intervention has yet to
demonstrate success in reversing demographic decline
— South Korea, Japan, and a few European countries
have rolled out incentives for having children, but
fertility and crude birth rates have stayed stubbornly
low. Two, condoms — one of the most easily available
contraceptives — play a key role in controlling the
spread of sexually transmitted infections (STIs). So,
making these costlier could have an unintended health
care fallout. Three, it is odd that people unable to afford
birth control are expected to be able to afford having
children and bringing them up, even with cheaper care
services and State support. Many factors —including
personal economic, familial and social contexts,
apprehensions about the future, and individual
emotional capacities —influence the decision to have
children. Whether China manages to reverse its
demographic course or not, its desperation should be
instructive for those who buy the Malthusian logic of
population control.

Ditwah exposes South s
Asia’s fragile edges “

South Asia and
Southeast Asia face a
new class of disasters —
storms that may not be
the strongest by wind
speed but are
supercharged for rain.
The infrastructure of the
last century cannot meet
the extremes of this one

yclone warnings reached

communities long before

Senyar and Ditwah made

landfall. Satellites tracked

the storms, meteorological

agencies issued heavy-rain
alerts, and governments moved rescue
teams into place. Yet, more than 1,000
people still died across Indonesia, Sri
Lanka, Thailand, Malaysia, and India.
Most were swept away not by wind but
by sudden torrents of water, landslides
and flash floods.

Neither Senyar nor Ditwah ranked
among the strongest storms of recent
decades. Their wind speeds (60-80
km/hr) did not approach the ferocity of
super cyclones (often reaching
200-250 km/hr), but they carried
extraordinary amounts of water. In
Sumatra, Senyar’s rains triggered
landslides that buried homes and cut
off entire districts. Ditwah drenched
Sri Lanka, submerging towns, breach-
ing the Mavil Aru dam, and forcing
hundreds of thousands into shelters.
Both storms acted as triggers — their

rainfall cascaded into landslides
upstream and flash floods down-
stream, creating fast-moving, com-
pound hazards that left communities
little time to react.

The common thread is that the rain-
fall disasters occurred in places with
hills and rivers, where steep terrain,
encroached channels, dense settle-
ment and fragile infrastructure
amplify the danger. The cyclone warn-
ings were technically accu-
rate. What failed was the
ability to translate a meteoro-
logical alert into safety on the
ground. In several regions,
communities had no time to

their slope is about to fail, or evacuate
aneighborhood where the only road
washes away, or overcome the eco-
nomic reality that leaving home
means losing livestock, wages or the
small savings many depend on.

The science behind these disasters
points to a climate system that is
primed for heavier extremes. Warmer
oceans store more heat, which fuels
stronger rain bands around tropical

cyclones, while a warmer
atmosphere holds more
moisture and releases it in
more intense bursts. The
ongoing La Nifa phase
strengthened moisture flows

act even when alerts were Roxy into Southeast Asia and the
received. Rainfall intensified Mathew Bay of Bengal, creating multi-
so quickly that slopes failed Koll day downpours. Under global

within minutes, highlighting
how traditional warning
lead-times are shrinkingina
warming climate.

Across much of the region, the most
vulnerable live on slopes and flood-
plains. Hillsides carved for small farms
or makeshift housing become unstable
after days of saturation. Riverbanks
packed with settlements mean the res-
idents are just a few metres away from
water that can rise violently within
minutes. Forecasts can’t compensate
for decades of unplanned growth,
weak land-use regulation and absence
of safe alternatives.

Meteorological agencies in Indone-
sia, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Malaysia and
India tracked the storms, issued advi-
sories and pre-positioned emergency
teams. But the geography of risk is
intensely local. A national alert cannot
by itself tell a family on a hillside when

warming, the Indo-Pacific
warm pool —a large patch of
warm ocean from the Bay of
Bengal to the western Pacific, where
temperatures stay above 28°C and sup-
port storms and cyclones —has grown
larger and hotter. This “warm pool”
puts more moisture into the air, and
during La Niiia, it gets an extra push,
sending even more moisture into this
region and into these storms. Even
moderate storms can now deliver rain-
fall that overwhelms drainage, desta-
bilises slopes and breaches rivers and
I'€Servoirs.

Higher ocean heat is also prolong-
ing the window for extreme rainfall.
Even outside the traditional cyclone or
monsoon seasons, the atmosphere
now holds enough moisture to trigger
severe downpours when any disturb-
ance passes through.

To understand why so many lives

To understand why so many lives were lost, it helps to think not just in
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terms of hazard but in terms of exposure and vulnerability. REUTERS

were lost, it helps to think not just in
terms of hazard but in terms of expo-
sure and vulnerability. The hazard, a
cyclone that delivers extreme rain, was
well forecast, but the exposure of peo-
ple living in landslide-prone terrain
and on floodplains, and the vulnerabil-
ity created by limited warning-to-evac-
uation capacity, fragile housing, poor
drainage and lack of risk-informed
planning meant that a forecast alone
could not prevent tragedy.

This last mile is the weakest link in
South Asia’s disaster preparedness.
Inland flooding, landslides and com-
pound events — multiple hazards
arriving together —remain far harder
to manage than coastal storm surges.
Many local governments lack up-to-
date landslide maps, flood-inundation
models or clear protocols for emer-
gency evacuation. In many rural and
peri-urban areas, people have no safe
shelters within reach, no transport
during an emergency and no way to
receive real-time instructions once
communications fail. The result is that
communities are forced to cope on
their own, often reaching the soft lim-
its of what local adaptation can
achieve without stronger institutional
support.

The solution is not simply “more
warnings”. It is better planning,
stronger local governance and devel-

opment that recognises climate risk as
a central organising principle. That
means mapping dangerous slopes and
restricting construction there, and
investing in drainage, river-embank-
ment strengthening and slope-stabili-
sation projects. It means designing
reachable, trusted shelters, with drills
in schools and communities and early-
action plans that activate long before
water rises or hills begin to move.

These storms should shift the
regional conversation. South Asia and
Southeast Asia face a new class of dis-
asters — storms that may not be the
strongest by wind speed but are super-
charged for rain in a warmer ocean.
The infrastructure of the last century
cannot meet the extremes of this one.

Senyar and Ditwah revealed some-
thing uncomfortable yet undeniable.
Science has moved ahead, the satel-
lites see more than ever, and the fore-
casts reach further. But, unless homes,
roads, schools, farms and local institu-
tions adapt at the same pace, warnings
will remain as weather reports — sig-
nals that arrive on time, yet still too
late.

Roxy Mathew Koll is a climate scientist at
the Indian Institute of Tropical
Meteorology and a lead author

and reviewer of recent IPCC reports.
The views expressed are personal

New horizons for an
enduring partnership

hen President Vladimir Putin

arrives in New Delhi today for a

State visit and the 23rd India-

Russia Annual Summit, he will
be reaffirming one of the world’s most dura-
ble major partnerships. Few relationships
have demonstrated the steadiness, trust and
long-term strategic alignment that character-
ise India-Russia ties. At a time when
global politics is marked by fracturing align-
ments and divisive sanctions regimes,
the visit reinforces a legacy of friendship
while recasting the partnership for what lies
ahead.

At the core of this relationship lies the
India-Russia Special and Privileged Strategic
Partnership, a mutually chosen designation
that differentiates from all other strategic
partnerships and is unique to our two coun-
tries. It has been strengthened by a quarter
century of annual summits. One
thread that traverses the turbulence
of contemporary geopolitics has
been the regular, candid, high-level
dialogue between us. Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi and President

Putin have met over the last couple Ajai

Malhotra

of years in Moscow, Kazan and
Tianjin, and held multiple, discreet
phone conversations on issues ran-
ging from regional security to the
Pahalgam terror attack. Ministerial and NSA-
level engagements have been equally active.

Economic cooperation continues to
expand. Bilateral trade reached $68.7 billion
in FY 2024-25, driven largely by India’s
energy imports. While India’s exports
remain just under $5 billion, the scope for
growth is significant. Indian pharmaceuti-
cals, textiles and apparel, agricultural prod-
ucts, and marine exports such as shrimp
have strong potential in the Russian market.
The larger goal is to move beyond a hydro-
carbons-dominated trading pattern toward
a more diversified, resilient economic part-
nership anchored in industrial collabora-
tion, technology transfer, and investment.
India’s interests in coking coal, rare earths,
and fertilisers align naturally with Russia’s
pivot to Asia.

Connectivity will be central to achieving
this transformation. The Chennai-Vladivos-
tok Eastern Maritime Corridor and the
emerging Northern Sea Route could sharply
reduce logistics costs. Expanded cooperation
in the Russian Far East and the early conclu-
sion of the long-pending India-Eurasian Eco-
nomic Union free trade agreement would fur-
ther unlock opportunities. Several important
agreements — such as a new framework for
safe, regulated migration of skilled Indian
workers to Russia —are in advanced stages
of preparation.

Defence cooperation, long a cornerstone of
India-Russia ties, remains vital. While India

SUPPORT FOR STRONG
INDIA-RUSSIA TIES HAS
LONG CUT ACROSS
POLITICAL PARTY LINES IN
BOTH COUNTRIES. THE
RELATIONSHIP IS
UNDERPINNED BY A
SHARED COMMITMENT
TO AMULTIPOLAR
WORLD ORDER

has diversified its procurement sources in
recent years, platforms such as the Su-30MKI
fighter, T-90S tank, and the S-400 air defence
system remain central to India’s defence
capabilities. The partnership has evolved
beyond a buyer-seller model to encompass
joint research, design, and development —
most notably the world-class, India-made,
BrahMos cruise missile. India’s emphasis on
defence indigenisation under “Make in India”
aligns well with Russia’s interest in stable,
long-term markets for its defence industry.
The Inter-Governmental Commission on Mil-
itary and Military-Technical Cooperation will
be reviewing projects and advancing negotia-
tions on next-generation systems.

Civil nuclear cooperation provides another
layer of strategic depth. India’s largest
nuclear power plant at Kudankulam is a flag-
ship of our technological cooperation.
Progress on additional units, greater
localisation of components, and dis-
cussions on jointly implementing
nuclear power projects in third
countries underline the maturity of
this partnership. Explorations into
cooperation on small modular reac-
tors and across the nuclear fuel cycle
reflect an ambition to elevate the
relationship further into high-tech-
nology domains.

Support for strong India-Russia ties has
long cut across political party lines in both
countries. The relationship is underpinned
by a shared commitment to a multipolar
world order, and within it, a multipolar Asia.
India considers Russia a reliable partner that
has consistently supported it in the UN,
including for a permanent seat on the UN
Security Council. Our multilateral coopera-
tion will assume even greater salience as
India takes on the Brics Chairmanship
shortly.

The cultural and educational foundations
of the partnership are robust. Over 20,000
Indian students currently study in Russia,
principally in medicine and engineering. Yoga
enjoys enormous popularity across Russia.
Indian cinema, dance, and music have long
commanded an enthusiastic following. Tour-
ism and artistic exchanges continue to grow,
creating a reservoir of goodwill that helps
keep the relationship resilient.

India’s multi-alignment approach enables
it to deepen ties with the US, expand its role
in the Indo-Pacific, and diversify defence pro-
curement, while simultaneously maintaining
Russia as an indispensable strategic partner
in critical domains such as defence, energy,
nuclear cooperation, and space. In a frac-
tured international environment, India-Rus-
sia ties provide strategic cushioning and sta-
bility to both.

Over the coming decade, economic diversi-
fication, high-technology collaboration,
enhanced connectivity, and long-term
arrangements in energy and fertilisers will
help shape the next phase of the partnership.
Putin’s visit will re-anchor India-Russia rela-
tions within a transformed geopolitical land-
scape, while opening new vistas for coopera-
tion. For India, the visit underscores that stra-
tegic autonomy is not just a doctrine, but a
lived practice. Few partnerships demonstrate
that practice more consistently than that
between India and Russia.

Ajai Malhotra is a former ambassador to
Russia. The views expressed are personal
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Fake news is a threat to democracy.

There is a need to take strict action
against fake news and Al-generated

deep fake videos
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Development and clean
air are not binary choices

ast week, the Supreme Court of India

handed developers a surprising reprieve

in Confederation of Real Estate Develop-

ers of India (CREDAI) v. Vanashakti &
Ors. 2025. In a 2:1 verdict authored by former
Chief Justice of India BR Gavai and Justice K
Vinod Chandran (with Justice Ujjal Bhuyan dis-
senting), the Court reopened the door to ex post
facto environmental clearances (ECs), i.e.,
approvals granted to a project after construc-
tion has already begun, without the mandatory
prior environmental scrutiny.

The move is controversial not just because of
whatitallows, but because of what it
overturns —a hard-hitting judgment
from May that categorically banned
the practice. In this original Vana-
shaktiv. Union of India ruling, a two-
judge bench (comprising retired Jus-
tice Abhay S Oka and Justice Bhuyan)
had struck down the Union environ-
ment, forest, and climate change min-
istry’s 2017 Notification and 2021
Office Memorandum allowing ex post
facto ECs under strict conditions, call-
ing the practice contrary to the princi-
ples of environmental protection.

The ruling was hailed as a progres-
sive milestone in environmental juris-
prudence, reinforcing the principle
that environmental protection must
come before economic gain. But
shortly after, CREDAI (India’s largest
association of real estate developers)
filed for review with support from Union and
state governments. They argued that the judg-
ment had failed to consider precedents where
the Supreme Court had approved ex post facto
clearances in exceptional situations. The Court
has now reopened that door.

What's the real impact of this ruling? Real
estate companies and developers can now ini-
tiate projects even in ecologically sensitive
zones, proceed with construction, and later
seek regularisation with fines or remediation
conditions they can budget for. The earlier
deterrents of demolition, legal challenge, and
reputational harm are now softened. It also
sends a dangerous signal: In the tug-of-war
between profit and planet, short-term conve-
nience can trump long-term survival. Over
time, more projects will likely begin without
prior clearances, especially in areas where
delay is likely.

Proponents argue the judgment is prag-
matic. Demolishing half-built projects or halt-
ing ongoing infrastructure work would cause
economic losses, waste public funds, and, ironi-
cally, generate more pollution and debris.
Workers and communities that rely on these

Bharadwaj

Insiyah
Vahanvaty

projects bear the brunt. In many cases, proce-
dural delays, not deliberate violations, are the
reason projects start without prior clearance.

Yet this pragmatism comes ata steep cost. By
allowing retroactive approvals once again, the
Supreme Court has effectively signalled that
rules can be negotiated after the fact. Develop-
ers know that demolition is politically unpalata-
ble and economically costly. If violating envi-
ronmental norms can be regularised later, why
not proceed first and negotiate later?

Many may calculate that paying fines works
out cheaper than following the law. Over time,
this threatens to erode the precaution-
ary principle, the cornerstone of envi-
ronmental law that holds that damage
must be prevented before it happens.
Because once rivers are diverted, wet-
landsfilled, forests cleared, or ground-
water depleted, no penalty can undo
the damage.

Justice Bhuyan dissented strongly.
In his dissenting opinion, he slammed
the decision, arguing that environ-
mental protections cannot be reduced
to a financial transaction by giving a
free pass to rule-breakers who are
willing to “pay to pollute.” Bhuyan
called ex post facto ECs against the
spirit of environmental law, highlight-
ing that they betray Article 21 (right to
aclean environment) and Article 51A
(duty to protect environment).

Decisions that have a retrospective
impact like this tend to create perverse incen-
tives that end up worsening the problem; a
dynamic famously known as the cobra effect. In
colonial Delhi, the British introduced a bounty
on dead cobras to reduce their numbers.
Instead, it became a perverse incentive for peo-
ple to breed cobras to collect the reward, ulti-
mately increasing the population of snakes. It’s
entirely reasonable to fear that the same pattern
could play out — with more violations, not
fewer.

India needs infrastructure. It also needs
clean air to breathe and clean water to drink.
Pretending these goals are mutually exclusive
islazy political thinking. The recall judgement
avoids the spectacle of blasting apart half-built
towers, but risks setting off a quieter, slower cri-
sis; a slow, legalised erosion of environmental
safeguards. And the environment won't wait for
alarger bench.

Ashish Bharadwaj is professor & dean,
BITS Pilani’s Law School in Mumbai

and Insiyah Vahanvaty is a socio-political
writer and author of ‘The Fearless Judge'.
The views expressed are personal
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India’s services sector

growth in Nov driven by

new biz intakes: PMI

India’s services sector growth accelerated
during November, after losing some momen-
tum in October, driven by a faster upturn in
new business intakes and subdued price
pressures, amonthly survey said on Wednes-
day. The seasonally adjusted HSBC India Ser-
vices PMIBusiness Activity Index rose t0 59.8
in November, from 58.9 in October, sup-
ported by new business growth. In the Pur-
chasing Managers’ Index (PMI) parlance, a
print above 50 means expansion, while a
score below 50 denotes contraction. “India’s
services PMI Business Activity Index rose
from 58.9 in October to 59.8 in November,
driven by robust new business intakes that
fuelled output growth,” said Pranjul Bhan-
PTI

dari, chief India economist at HSBC.

Strong political push to

scal India-EU FTA by

2025-end: Ambassador

European Union Ambassador to India Herve
Delphin on Wednesday said that there is
“strong political commitment” from both sides
toconclude the revamped India-EU Free Trade
Agreement by the end of 2025. “Of the 23
chapters under discussion, 11 have already
been closed. Important chapters still under
negotiation include market access for cars,
steel, some aspects of services and investment
and technical barriers to trade,” Ambassador

MONIKA YADAV
New Delhi, 3 December

The Lok Sabha on Wednesday passed
the Central Excise (Amendment) Bill,
2025, with Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman emphasising that the
proposal restored substantive excise
duty on tobacco products that had
been drastically reduced after the
goods and services tax (GST) intro-
duction, and “is neither a new levy
noracess”.

Assuring Parliament that the
excise duty being restored on tobacco
products will go into the divisible pool
of taxes, the minister said: “Excise
duty forms part of the divisible pool,
and 41 per cent of the collections will
go to states,” she said. Several
members had termed the levy a cess,
but Sitharaman clarified: “This is not
a cess. It is excise duty. When there is
a cess, I will stand up and say it is a
cess. Thisis not one.”

“Tobacco levy
neither anew
tax nor acess’

LS clears Central Excise Bill 2025

Delphin said. PTI Moving the bill, Sitharaman said
the Centre had surrendered its power

. to levy excise duty on tobacco and

ONGC Chalrman tobacco-related products in 2017
Arun I(umar Singh gets solely to enable the collection of the
R compensation cess during the first

one —yeal‘ extension fiveyears of GST. “That right was given

The  government  has
approved the extension of
Arun Kumar Singh as Oil and
Natural Gas Corporation
(ONGC) chairman and chief
executive officer on contract
basis foranother year, accord-
ing to a senior company official. It has also
approved setting up acommittee for identifica-
tion and selection of a regular Chairman. The
committee will be headed by Public Enterprise
Selection Board Chairperson Mallika Sriniva-
san and comprise petroleum secretary Pankaj
Jain and former Indian Oil Corporation (IOC)
Chairman B Ashokas members.  BS REPORTER

Sarbananda Sonowal
flags off India’s first
all-clectric tug project

Union Minister for Ports, Shipping and Water-
ways Sarbananda Sonowal on Wednesday vir-
tually flagged off India’s first all-electric green
tug, marking a major milestone in the country's
shift toward sustainable and energy-efficient
maritime operations. The green tugboat,
designed for Deendayal Port Authority (DPA) in
Kandla, is being developed under the Ministry
of Ports, Shipping and Waterways’ Green Tug
Transition Programme, a flagship initiative
aimed at accelerating India’s maritime decar-
bonisation efforts. PTI

India sends mobile
ficld hospital to
cyclone-hit Sri Lanka

India has sent a mobile field hospital and over
70 medical personnel to Sri Lanka as part of its
continuing humanitarian assistance following
the devastating floods and landslides triggered
by Cyclone Ditwah, the Indian mission said on
Wednesday. Sri Lanka has been grappling with
widespread flooding, landslides and severe
infrastructure collapse, leaving several districts
isolated and severely straining the country’s
disaster-response capacity. As of Tuesday, 465
people have been killed, with 366 missing, in
floods and landslides caused by extreme

away to the GST Council so that com-
pensation cess could be collected on
items taxed at 28 per cent. That cess
was collected from 2017 till 2022 and
transferred to the states,” she said.

“With the sunset of compensation
cess, what was conceded by the
Centrein2017isnaturally reverting to
the Centre. This is not a new law, not
an additional tax, and not something
the Centreistaking away,” she told the
House. Even during GST, the basic
excise duty account head on ciga-
rettes was kept nominal “just to keep
the account alive”, the minister
pointed out. “In practical terms, the
excise per stick was a fraction of a
paisa,” she said.

Under the current regime, the
excise duty on tobacco products is:
3200-735per 1,000 cigarettes, I1-2 per
1,000 bidis, 64 per cent on unmanu-
factured tobacco, and 25-100 per cent
on chewing, snuffandjarda products.
The new Bill raises these sharply to
pre-GST-levels with cigarettes’ duty
moving to ¥2,700-11,000 per 1,000
sticks, unmanufactured tobaccoto70
per cent and smoking mixtures to 325
per cent, with other levies for chewing
and other tobacco products.

Pre-GST excise rates, however,
ranged between 31,585 and 32,850 per
100 sticks for non-filter cigarettes, and
31,585t034,170 per 100 sticks for filter
cigarettes. “So pre-GST rates were far

higher. During GST, compensation
cess did the major job while excise
remained only token,” she said.

The compensation cess rates on
cigarettes remained unchanged from
July 2017 to 2024. Citing the WHO’s
Global Tobacco Control Report, the
minister said India did not revise spe-
cificcessrateseven asretail prices rose
much slower than income growth. As
aresult, cigarette affordability “either
stagnated or increased in the past
decade”, meaning prices did not rise
in line with purchasing power.

More than 80 countries revise
tobacco taxes annually using infla-
tion indexing or multi-year sched-
ules, she noted, naming Australia,
New Zealand, the Philippines, Turkey
and South Africa. India also used to
raise tobacco taxes annually before
GST, she pointed out, adding that the
country’s tax incidence on cigarettes
is around 53 per cent, well below the
WHO benchmark of 75 per cent.

Responding to concerns about
tobacco farmers, Sitharaman said
efforts to shift them away from
tobacco cultivation have been
ongoing for decades. Under the Rash-
triya Krishi Vikas Yojana’s crop diver-
sification programme, ten major
tobacco-growing states — including
Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, Karnataka,
Odisha, Tamil Nadu and Uttar Pra-
desh — have been covered since 2015-
16. Between 2018 and 2021-22, 1.121akh
acres or 45,325 hectares have switched
from tobacco to crops such as sugar-
cane, groundnut, oil palm, cotton,
chilli, maize, onion, pulses and tur-
meric. Telangana has encouraged a
shift to bengal gram and chillies,
Odisha to vegetables and maize, and
Karnataka tosoybean and sugarcane.

PwC India sees 1.1 trn tax shortfallin FY26

PwC India expects buoyant non-tax
revenues to offset a projected ¥1.1
trillion shortfall in net tax collections
in the financial year 2025-26 (FY26),
keeping the fiscal deficit within the
target at 4.2-4.4 per cent of gross
domestic product (GDP), provided
nominal GDP growth reaches at least
9 per cent in the second half of FY26
(April-September). The economy
grew 8 per cent in the first half of
FY26. Following this uptick, PwC
expects growth to moderate to 7 per

weather conditions since November 16.

PTI

cent in the second half, putting full-

year expansion at 7.5-8 per cent.

The firm estimates gross tax rev-
enue atI40 trillion (94 per cent of the
budget estimate) with net tax rev-
enue to the centre likely at 326.6 tril-
lion against the budgeted I28.4
trillion. Excluding the impact of the
now-abolished GST compensation
cess, this results in a 1.1 trillion
shortfall. Total receipts are projected
at Rs. 33.4 trillion (96 per cent of the
budget estimate), leaving an overall
gap of 82,000 crore.

HIMANSHI BHARDWA|

Terrain changed, need to up
our game to court FDI: CEA

SHIVA RAJORA
New Delhi, 3 December

India needs to “up its game” in order to
court foreign direct investment (FDI) into
the country as geopolitical and geo-econ-
omic terrain have changed since 2023-24,
Chief Economic Advisor (CEA) V Anantha
Nageswaran said on Wednesday.

Accordingto him, since Indiaisadevel-
oping country, it will continue to need
higher inputs.

“The nature of the terrain has shifted. It
has become a much harder terrain (com-
pared to2014-23). Therefore, we need to up
our game with respect to courting FDI,
courting global supply chain companiesto
come here,” said Nageswaran.

The CEAwasspeaking at the IndiaEdge
2025 summit held by the Confederation of
Indian Industries (CII) on ‘Making India a
global foreign investment magnet.’

Nageswaran said gross FDI flows may
cross $100 billionin FY26 and added that it
is imperative for India to 'crack up' the
efforts with respect to FDI.

Data from the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) shows that gross FDI inflows in H1
FY26increased 16.1 per cent year-on-year
(Y-0-Y) to $50.36 billion. Net FDI in India
— inflows minus outflows — stood at
$7.64 billion during the first half of FY26.
In 2024-2025 India’s gross FDI inflows
were $81.04 billion, up 14 per cent, while
net FDI inflowswere 97 per cent down
year-on-year.

CHIEF ECONOMICADVISOR V
ANANTHA NAGESWARAN CALLED
FOR ADDRESSING ISSUES RELATED
TO TAX AND NON-TAX, REGULATORY
MATTERS, INFRASTRUCTURE AND
CONNECTIVITY ISSUES, AND
SINGLE-WINDOW DIMENSIONS

The reason for lower net FDI inflow,
according to the CEA, is that developed
economies in the last three years saw an
“abruptincrease” ininterest rates. This has
impacted FDI inflows into India.

Meanwhile, outbound investments

from Indian entities to developed econ-
omies have gone up, “because in order to
sell into those markets, you have to be pres-
entthere these days,” thus reducing the net
FDIinflow into India, said Nageswaran.

He also called for addressing issues
related to tax and non-tax, regulatory
matters, infrastructure and connectivity
issues, and single-window dimensions.

Speaking at the same event, Nidhi
Kesarwani, joint secretary at the Depart-
ment for Promotion of Industry and Inter-
nal Trade of India (DPIIT), said the central
government is reviewing its FDI policies
and the National Manufacturing Mission
(NMM) is very futuristic.

The government intends to take the
manufacturing sector’s share in gross
domestic product (GDP) to 25 per cent by
2030, from about 17 per cent currently.

“In the past, we have seen that many
sectors have been opened up. In the coming
days, you'll see many changes in the FDI
policies across sectors,” said Kesarwani.

Meanwhile, statistics ministry secre-
tary Saurabh Garg said that the National
Statistics Office (NSO) plans to hold an
economic census ‘soon’ following the
population census.

“Population census has already been
announced and we expect to do the econ-
omic census in 2027. That would be an
appropriate time to look at how we can use
this to prepare the statistical business reg-
ister (SBR). So, that’s something on the
agenda, if T can put it that way,” he said.

IMF hasn’t questioned
GDP growth figures: FM

MONIKA YADAV
New Delhi, 3 December

The ‘C’ rating assigned by the
International Monetary Fund
(IMF) to India’s national
accounts data was linked only
to the country’s use of an old
base year of 2011-12 for GDP
data, and the IMF had not
questioned India’s growth
numbers, Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman said on
Wednesday.

Terming the  debate
around the IMF’s rating for
India’s national accounts data
adequacy “veryill-informed”,
the minister said the IMF
report released recently
mainly talks about India’s
overall economic perform-
ance which it has praised. The
IMF expects India to grow at
6.5 per centin 2025-26, and has
appreciated its macro stability
and inflation management,
with inflation, she noted, is
expected to stay around
2.3 per cent, below the Reserve
Bank of India’s tolerance

band.

The IMF, she said, gives
data quality grades for coun-
tries from ‘A’ to ‘D’. A ‘B’ rating
means data has some short-
comings but 1is broadly
adequate, and ‘C’ means some
shortcomings that can “some-
what hamper surveillance”.

India got a ‘C’ grade only
for its national accounts data
because the base year used is
still 2011-12. “If my base year is
old, obviously the ranking will
reflect that,” she said. The
government has already
decided to update the base
year to 2022-23, which will
come into effect from 27 Feb-
ruary, 2026, she added.

On every other front,
including inflation, govern-
ment finance, external sector
statistics, monetary and
financial statistics, and inter-
sectoral consistency, India
hasbeenrated B. “Our median
rating is B,” she said, adding
that many developing coun-
tries such as China and Brazil
also get amedian B.

Participate in rare-carth
magnet scheme: Yadav

SAKET KUMAR
New Delhi, 3 December

The Centre on Wednesday
asked the industry to partici-
pate in the recently-
announced Rare Earth
Permanent Manufacturing
(REPM) scheme,
while calling it
“another mile-
stone” in its push
for green transition
and in acquiring
self-sufficiency in
critical  mineral
security.

“The scheme to
promote manufac-
turing of rare earth
permanent magnets (REPM)
is another milestone. REPM
powers EV motors and
enhances efficiency in grid,
wind turbines, and solar
panels. Industry can partici-
pate by investing in these
facilities, innovating across
EV and renewable value
chains, and scaling green
manufacturing through that

integration,” Union Environ-
ment Minister Bhupender
Yadav said.

He was addressing a Con-
federation of Indian Industry
(CII) event in New Delhi.

On November 26, the
Union Cabinet approved a
37,280 crore
scheme to pro-
mote manufac-
turing of sintered
rare earth perma-
nent magnets
(REPM), marking
India’s first
attempt to build
an integrated
domestic supply
chain for the
critical material.

“Through this first-of-its-
kind initiative, the govern-
ment aims to establish 6,000
metric tons per annum of
integrated REPM manufac-
turing in India, building a
technology self-reliant, glo-
bally competitive, and sus-
tainable industrial base,”
Yadav said.

Indian economy on a strong footing: Goyal

SHREYA NANDI
New Delhi, 3 December

Commerce and Industry Min-
ister Piyush Goyal on Wednes-
daysaid the Indian economy is
onastrong footing and there is
aggregate growth in merchan-
dise exports during October-
November, despite the global
turmoil. Goods exports had
dipped 11.8 per cent to $34.4
billion in October.

On the rupee falling to a

USdollar, the minister said the
Indian economy saw 8.2 per
cent growth in the second
quarter, beating all estimates.
Inflation has been at its lowest
in recent months and foreign
exchange remained robust.
“This only goes to show that
the economy is on a strong
footing. We are working
towards deeper integration
with global trading partners,
and, in the months and days
to come, you will hear a lot

ful engagements with many of
our trading countries,” he said
on the sidelines of CII
IndiaEdge 2025.

Present ‘realistic’ demands
Meanwhile, Department for
Promotion of Industry and
Internal Trade (DPIIT) secre-
tary Amardeep Singh Bhatia
on Wednesday urged industry
to present ‘realistic’ demands
while seeking relaxation in
regulations.

the industry wants certain
regulations to go away, there’s
a larger public purpose of
safety, of ensuring there is
orderly development. That
purpose should not be lost,”
Singh said. “I request the
industry also to carry out an
exercise, keeping yourself in
the shoes of the public... and
see what are the regulations
that need to continue and
which ones should be done
away with,” Singh emphasised

record low of below 90 to the

more about our own success-

“Let us be realistic. While

atthe CIlevent.

We should look at FDI from China with safeguards: CII President

reducing the factor cost of production in sectors such as power, and further

@Having delivered on alonglist of reforms, the government should focus on

incentivising manufacturing, says RajivMemani, president of the
Confederation of Indian Industry (CII), in an interview with Asit Ranjan Mishra in New
Delhi. Memani also suggests that the government should fast-track disinvestment of public-
sector units and use the proceeds for some large transformational projects. Edited excerpts:

The Centre has undertaken many
reforms in the recent past, like the
goods and services tax (GST), labour
codes. What areas can more be done in?
m  The government has been undertak-
ing reforms for along time now, but there
is a very palpable sense of urgency that
one can see over the last six months. We
are living in very interesting global times.
Because of geopolitics and geoeco-
nomics, things are very dynamic in every
respect. So reform has to be a very, very
constant process — whether it's around
power, logistics, labour, land, what can be
done for opening up other sectors, and
for ease of doing business.

Q. What are the top few priorities the
government should be focussing on?

m  For the government, the biggest prior-
ity is to encourage manufacturing much
more. And the way to encourage manu-
facturing is really to see how we create
greater value addition in India, which
requires some deliberate action and
much more focus on the competitiveness
of the economy. We feel there hastobe an
inter-ministerial group, so that we have a
very clear strategy on how we should
encourage manufacturing in India. That

could mean technology tieups, some
policy support, and clarity on what the
Customs duty rate should be over the
next three to five years. We have ident-
ified some items like compressors,
wafers, APIs (active pharmaceutical
ingredients), and some chemicals. I
would say that’s one big area.

The second is how you reduce the
factor cost of production. So, for example,
if you look at the power sector, because of
the cross-subsidisation, industry has to
pay almost X1.5-2 per unit more. Even if
you're using a captive power plant, the
access charges are much more on the
higher side. Also, the accumulated losses
of the state electricity boards are going up
by almost X2 trillion every year. So, one
bigidea is privatisation of state electricity
boards. The central government will have
toseeifthere are some areas where they
can provide soft incentives or hard incen-
tives to states for doing that.

On land, some states are already work-
ingon this area, but there’s free land
available with the government, public
sector units, etc. Likewise, the govern-
ment had said that they would establish
35industrial parks... about five of them
have come up... if we can accelerate that.

Can some of those industrial parks that
are taken care of by the government be
managed on a public-private partnership
basis?

Disinvestment, obviously, is another
big thing, given where the markets are
today. The value of the government stock
isalmost about I45 trillion. So, if every
private player is using this opportunity to
strengthen their balance sheet, the gov-
ernment should also be doing that. And,
one should be using this capital in a very
strategic way so as to assist states in pri-
vatisation of state electricity boards, do
some large transformational projects like
high speed rail, because that improves the
economy’s efficiency and creates much
greater manufacturing opportunity.

A sovereign wealth fund of $50 billion,
raised out of domestic capital, should be
created over a period of five years. This
fund should be focused on advanced
manufacturing, technology, and strategic
resources both in India and globally. Also,
itshould focus on providing a little bit of
risk capital in areas that are of long-term
strategic interest where capital is not
easily available for Indian companies.

What is your view on amending Press
Note 3 and allowing greater foreign

INDUSTRY’S VIEW IS THERE SHOULD BE A

RATE CUT, GIVEN THE FACT THAT THE
INFLATION NUMBERS ARE VERY LOW

Rajiv Memani, President, Confederation of Indian Industry

direct investment (FDI) from China?

m  Weshould look at FDI from China
when it comes along with technology and
greater manufacturing competitiveness
inIndia. Aslong as there are safeguards
on equity ownership, aslong as it doesn't
compromise any national interest of the
country, CII’s view has been that to some
extent, the Press Note 3 should be relaxed.

The rupee has hit an all-time low. Do
you see it as an opportunity or a risk?
®m It’svery hard to say. Any sharp move-
ment is not good. So, too much volatility
in any currency is not good. For exports,
this makes it more
opportunistic, but
also the cost of capi-
tal goes up when
you have this kind
of movement in
currency.

Do you expect the
Monetary Policy

Committee (MPC)
of the Reserve Bank
of India (RBI) to

further cut repo rate in its ongoing
meeting?

m  Industry's view is there should be a
rate cut, given the fact that the inflation
numbers are very low. And also given the
fact that relative to other economies that
we are competing with, our interest rates
are still higher by 3-4 per cent. The inter-
est rate should be coming down, but it
has to be seen in the broader macroecon-
omic policy context. When you have a
slightly weakened rupee, then you have
tolook at the interest rate cut in that con-
text. But definitely, given inflation, and
the focus on growth, the industry view is
that interest rates should come down.

What are the big tax proposals
that you have for the upcoming
Budget?

m  The government has done a lot
already. So, our approach has been

more on simplification. So, for

example, in the case of income tax,
there are alternative dispute resol-
ution mechanisms such as APAs
(advance pricing agreements), and
advanced ruling authorities. Can
we make them much more
effective than where
they are today? Can
we look at alter-
native ways of
mediation? There
isabigclog-up
that happens at
the CIT (Com-

More Newspgpg anglwagazines Telegram Channel join gegrchgt$s://t.me/Magazines_8890050582 @”Iaggi?es_8890050582)

missioner of Income Tax) appeals level.
So, we have made very clear suggestions
on how we can reduce the number of dis-
putes at the CIT (appeals) level? Then
regarding mergers and acquisitions,
some of the rules and laws need some
level of simplification. While GST is not
part of the Budget, we have told the gov-
ernment even if you can't reduce the
multiplicity of audits at state level, you
can cut the multiplicity of audits at the
central level. The government had ration-
alised the Customs duty structure last
time, can we rationalise it more?

For ease of doing business, the Com-
merce Ministry is preparing the Jan
Vishwas Bill 3.0. What issues do you
think should be resolved now?

m  Onease of doing business, many Acts
don’t have a statute of limitation, while
some Acts have a much longer statute of
limitation. So, can we limit the statute of
limitation to three to five years? Thereisa
lot of pendency of cases. In many cases,
when parties, whether government or
others, lose, they just go for one appeal
after another, and there is no negative
consequence. There has to be some disin-
centive for doing that, so that you reduce
the number of pending cases. Decrimi-
nalisation is a big ask in many Acts. We
have also suggested that each ministry
should digitally publish an updated,
clear, and comprehensive list of require-
ments such as fees, timelines, and griev-
ance procedures that one has to follow.
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Psychological levels

A weaker rupee will help exporters

The rupee on Wednesday breached the psychological level of 90 a dollar in trade
and has fallen over 5 per cent since the beginning of the year. However, it is impor-
tant that this depreciation is seen in the context of broader macroeconomic devel-
opments, and policymakers and other stakeholders do not get carried away by its
specific levels. The data shows that the balance of payments in the second quarter
this financial year turned negative to the tune of $10.9 billion, as against a surplus
of $18.6 billion in the same period last year. The trade deficit has also widened, and
economists are expecting the current account deficit to expand this financial year.
It has also been reported that the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) is not aggressively
intervening in the currency market, which is a sensible policy choice.

In asituation where the balance of payments has turned negative, the currency
would be expected to depreciate and act as a stabiliser. The currency-market move-
ment is also being influenced by the India-United States trade position. India is
facinga 50 per cent American tariff, which has started to affect exports. While some
segments are reported to have found alternative markets, the data on this must be
interpreted carefully. High-value items such as gems & jewellery may be getting
rerouted from other markets to the United States (US) and may not be sustained.
Thus, itisimportant that India and the US arrive atamutually beneficial trade deal
as soon as possible. Negotiators on the Indian side have expressed hope that an
agreement will be finalised by the end of the year.

However, it is unclear how the agreement will affect the India-US trade over
the medium term. Given the context of global trade, a weaker rupee will help
Indian exporters. Although rupee depreciation will not be enough to offset the
current US tariff disadvantage, it will help Indian exporters find other markets to
some extent. The latest RBI data shows that the rupee has also fallen in real terms
asreflected by the real effective exchange rate. Currency weakness in the present
situation will be useful for exporters. Notably, as highlighted in a recent analysis
in this newspaper, while the rupee has declined against a basket of currencies, in
real terms, it has appreciated significantly against the Chinese yuan since the pan-
demic. This makes Chinese imports much cheaper in real terms and can worsen
the trade deficit with China.

Therefore, the ongoing depreciation is in India’s favour and will help provide
some protection to the tradable sectors of the economy. The RBI is holding for-
eign-exchange reserves worth over $688 billion, which will help ensure that the
conditions in the currency market remain orderly. In the immediate short run,
the value of the rupee will be influenced by the outcome of India-US trade negoti-
ations. It will not only sway outcomes on the current account but also on the capi-
tal account. A favourable deal will encourage foreign-portfolio investors (FPIs) to
start buying Indian assets. FPIs have sold Indian assets worth over $15 billion so
far this year. The ongoing Monetary Policy Committee meeting will likely also
deliberate on the implications of developments in the currency market, though
these may not sway its decision. Given the low-inflation environment, a weaker
rupee does not pose a risk.

Danger-free driving

India must build safer road networks

As a recent analysis by this newspaper of the latest data showed, deaths in India
due toroad accidents, adjusted for population, reached a 30-year high of 12.02 per
100,000 people in 2023, higher than in Nepal (7.4), China (4.26), and Brazil (2.66).
Union Transport Minister Nitin Gadkari has emphasised the need for better road
design and safety enforcement, noting that over 400 people die every day on
Indian roads. The National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) data for 2023 states that
more than 173,000 people lost their lives and 447,000 were injured in road acci-
dents across India, with two-wheeler riders accounting for nearly 46 per cent of
the fatalities. The leading causes remain speeding and careless driving, indicating
that strict enforcement of traffic regulations and behavioural change remain weak
links in India’s transport system.

In this regard, it is worth noting that the budget allocation for road safety and
maintenance remains low. For 2025-26, the Ministry of Road Transport and High-
ways has allotted X595 crore for road safety, which is 0.002 per cent of the budget
ofthe ministry. Road maintenance and repair get a mere 34,595 crore, barely 2 per
cent of the total, far below the 10 per cent norm suggested by the NITI Aayog. This
underfunding hasrisked degraded roads and, by extension, resulted in rising fatal-
ities. Experts highlight that mixed traffic, inadequate pedestrian infrastructure,
and poor emergency response exacerbate fatality rates. Cars, trucks, bicycles, two-
wheelers, and pedestrians share the same lanes, often without proper demarcation
or speed-calming measures. The absence of pedestrian infrastructure, such as safe
crossings and footpaths, means that the most vulnerable road users are at constant
risk. Moreover, emergency response remains inconsistent, with trauma-care facil-
ities often too distant or ill equipped to save lives within the critical “golden hour”
after an accident.

India needs to build safer highways and road networks. Stricter enforcement
ofroad lawsis essential, supported by technology such as automated surveillance,
e-challaning, speed-detection cameras, and artificial intelligence-based violation
tracking. These tools can ensure compliance while reducing discretionary enforce-
ment. Every highway project should be integrated with mandatory road-safety
audits during both design and post-construction stages. Accident-prone stretches
or “darkspots” need targeted engineering intervention such as better signage, lane
separation, and surface improvement. Equally important is reform in driver licen-
sing, and it should be examined on the knowledge and execution of safe driving
rather than a skill test. Regular vehicle inspection, particularly for commercial
vehicles, must be made mandatory to ensure fitness and emission compliance.
Further, robust trauma-care networks must be inbuilt in the overall framework.
To be sure, a lot needs to be done at state and local levels. Ensuring safer roads is
the responsibility not just of the government but also of every driver and pedes-
trian. The cost of haste on the road is often a life lost. No journey or deadline is
worth that price. Without this realignment towards safety, India’s mobility gains
will keep coming at an unacceptable human cost.
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Stop blaming Nchru
60 vears later

The real question is why others changed

course but India did not

More than 60 years after his death, Nehru is still being
blamed for many of India’s problems and ills. In his
latest book, The Nehru-Era Economic History and
Thought & Their Lasting Impact, Arvind Panagariya
rehearses all of Jawaharlal Nehru’s economic mis-
takes, but then goes on to show that they had a lasting
impact that was hard for those who came after him to
reverse. While it is true that Nehru, as the country’s
first Prime Minister, made many mistakes in hisecon-
omic policies, the Nehru-bashing has gone too far.

First, by the time Nehru left power in 1965, India’s
economic performance was not so far behind that of
its Asian neighbours. The country’s per
capita income was just a bit lower than
Thailand’s and better than China’s or
even Korea’s (see chart). Its income per
capita fell far behind these countries
much later, when they changed course
in the 1970s and 1980s, while India
plodded along.

Second, Nehru’s policies were not
that unique. The state-led import sub-
stitution model, which he favoured,
was followed in many parts of the devel-
oping world after decolonisation and
the end of World War II. From Latin
America through much of Africa, and in
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Nehru’s mind and, therefore, prepared a plan that
mirrored Nehru’s thinking. He fails to explain why
such powerful industrialists who had Gandhiji’s ear
would be soscared of Nehru in 1944. AsT have argued
in a chapter in a book on the Bombay Plan edited by
Meghnad Desai and Sanjaya Baru, India’s industrial-
ists did not follow the path of Japanese and Korean
industry, which sought government support to indus-
trialise. Instead, they prepared a plan that handed
over all key sectors and heavy industry to the state,
leaving only consumer goods to the private sector.
Third, countries in East Asia — such as Taiwan,
Korea, Singapore, and Hong Kong — fol-
lowed Japan in shifting to export-led
growth in the 1970s, and China under
DengXiaoping did the same in the 1980s
with spectacular success. India did not
change course until the economic crisis
/ of 1991, and even then did so only par-
tially, continuingto maintainalarge and
expanding public sector. In fact, Nehru’s
successors pushed his failed model even
further. Indira Gandhi nationalised the
entire banking system, something
Nehru never even imagined. India had
five public sector units (PSUs) in 1951, and
around 80 by 1965 — the year after Nehru

China and East Asia, that model was

quite popular. What was perhaps unique in India was
the licence raj, where the private sector was given
production quotas, and the Industrial Disputes Act
of 1947, which made it very difficult to lay off workers
in firms larger than 100 workers. Dr Panagariya
appears to give the impression that Nehru developed
socialist ideas on his own, whereas the reality is that
those ideas were the flavour of the day.

In fact, even the Bombay Plan, prepared by a
bunch of capitalists led by Birla and Tata in 1944
looked very similar to the socialist Second Five-Year
Plan brought in by Nehru and Mahalanobis in 1956. Dr
Panagariya explains this awkward evidence by
arguing that these industrialists already knew

passed away. By 1991, when the first wave
of economic reforms began, the number had risen to
246,and by 2014-15it had reached nearly 298. Surpris-
ingly, the Modi government has increased the number
even further toawhopping 365, doubled the Maharat-
nas (giant PSUs) from7to 14, and reintroduced import
protection since 2018.

DrPanagariya’s explanation for the persistence of
the Nehru model is that it created an entire cadre of
politicians, civil servants, policy analysts and even
businessmen that were wedded to the socialist
model and resisted any attempts to change. The
problem with Dr Panagariya’s bookis that it is devoid
of any comparative analysis. Why was Deng Xiaop-
ing able to change Mao’s policies so dramatically
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after 1979, even while working with the same Com-
munist Party that had previously owed complete
allegiance to Mao, whereas Nehru’s successors found
it so difficult to change course? He provides no con-
vincing explanation for this. He praises Narasimha
Rao for the partial change in course in 1991, crediting
him with having read about Deng Xiaoping’s
reforms, and forgets that even in 1990, India’s
income per capita was higher than China’s. China’s
explosive double-digit growth came later. In fact,
Rao said so explicitly in an interview with Shekhar
Gupta — that he was not inspired by Deng’s reforms.
Iam, of course, heartened by the labour reforms
notified by the Narendra Modi government last
month, which were passed by Parliament five years
ago. Based on that five-year-old legislation, 19 states
had already implemented labour-market flexibility
— raising the threshold from 100 to 300 workers for
government permission to lay off — along with
many other elements of the codes. So the additional
benefit of last month’s notification may not be huge,
butitis welcome nonetheless. What India now needs
is more aggressive and transparent privatisation to
unlock the huge capital locked in PSUs, which could
be used to build more public infrastructure and
reduce public debt. With the economy doing well
despite Donald Trump’s tariffs and inflation staying
low, that is where I hope the next Budget will focus.
My point in writing this column is not to defend
the Nehruvian economic model. Istudied economics
under the redoubtable Raj Krishna, who was a
staunch critic of that model. He famously coined the
phrase the “Hindu rate of growth” for India’s nig-
gardly economic performance from 1950 to 1980, and
was a severe critic of the licence raj. My point is that
we have had 60 years to fix whatever Nehru left us,
and if his successors have not done so, let’s not keep
blaming Nehru for it. And while his economic policies
were in hindsight flawed, we must not forget that he
sacrificed a lot for India’s independence, including
nineyearsinjail, and left usavibrant democracy that
has endured despite many challenges.
The author is a distinguished visiting scholar at
the Institute for International Economic Policy,
George Washington University. His book
Unshackling India (HarperCollins India) was
declared the best new book in economics by the
Financial Times in 2022

A U-turn in the age of snooping apps

Breach of cybersecurity — carried out in multiple
ways and forms — has been a reality for more than
two decades in India and no solution has been good
enough so far. Even the latest government diktat to
handset makers, asking them to install or rather
pre-install Sanchar Saathi, which is an app meant
to combat fraud, on smartphones will remain just
an idea. In less than a week of the Department of
Telecommunications (DoT) order
being sent to handset makers, includ-
ing Apple and Samsung, and after
much noise in Parliament and TV stu-
dios, the mandate has been withdrawn.

While the storm has blown over, for
now, the issue will continue to be
debated for many reasons. First, hand-
set makers, especially the likes of
Apple, were not expected to comply
with such a diktat as it would have
meant an overhaul of their global algo-
rithm. Apple, known for its stand on
such issues, would have stood its
ground against such a directive. That
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draw its diktat to smartphone makers.

There are other reasons why smartphone
makers should not be made to bear the brunt of any
cybersecurity breach. They are not the perpetrators
of cybercrime, nor are they providing the telecom
service through which frauds are committed.

If a phone user has the liberty to keep or delete
the Sanchar Saathi app, as the government clarified
earlier this week after the issue became
a talking point, there was no reason to
impose a compliance burden on smart-
phone makers. The user, who’s at the
receiving end of any cybersecurity
breach, should be able to install any
app of his choice without involving the
smartphone manufacturer. It’s good

that the government made a
hasty retreat.
Sanchar Saathi, which was

launched in 2023 as an indigenously
made portal where users could report
suspicious phone calls and track lost
phones, pivoted earlier this year as a

may have been quite an aberration at a

time when the American major and its global ven-
dors are scripting an upbeat manufacturing story
for India.

Also, even though the installation of the app was
called a pro-customer move, it turned into a politi-
cal hot potato, with Opposition parties and citizen
groups labelling it as a Big Brother moment. Could
this app on our phones result in invasion of privacy
and snoop on the confidential data stored on the
handsets? While there’s no authentic evidence of
that, the fear of personal data leaks through an app
on the mobile phone could turn out to be as harrow-
ing as cyber fraud. That itself would have been a
good enough reason for the government to with-

mobile app version —which was at the
centre of controversy as a tool to check fraud
through phones.

The effort to fight phone spam began way back
in 2006 in the country through a process of consul-
tation initiated by the Telecom Regulatory Author-
ity of India (Trai). Rewind to the Trai consultation
paper on unsolicited commercial communication,
which said: “As telephones have become a ubiqui-
tous communications medium, there has been a
sharp increase in marketing and advertising activ-
ities through the telephone, a process colloquially
referred to as ‘telemarketing’. A significant share of
telemarketing is unsolicited....” It noted that over
the past year, commercial unsolicited calls have

engaged the time and attention of the Rajya Sabha,
the Supreme Court of India, the High Court of Delhi,
the Reserve Bank of India, and the State Commis-
sion (Consumer) of Delhi. Trai sought public
response and comments on the issues related to the
setting up of a do-not-call registry and possible sol-
utions involving telemarketers, service providers,
and subscribers.

That was a decade after mobile phones came to
India, and apps (other than clocks, calculators and
the like) were yet to populate our devices. It was in
2007 that Cupertino-headquartered Apple released
its first iPhone, which came bundled with built-in
apps like maps, weather and photos. In 2008, the
company launched its app store, opening the flood-
gates for third-party apps. Then in 2010, “app”
(abbreviation for application) was listed as the word
ofthe year by the American Dialect Society, accord-
ing to reports.

As for cybersecurity, the level of threat was
much lower in the app-less world at the time when
deliberations on unsolicited communication first
began. Even so, spam and unsolicited communica-
tion emerged as a major worry point for businesses
and individuals even then.

After 2006, when DoT and Trai began looking at
anti-spam regulations, there were multiple consul-
tations and recommendations— in 2008, 2010, 2012,
2014, 2017, 2018... and, it continues, with the prob-
lem growing manifold in the intervening years.

Government representatives close to the matter
say whatever is in the best interest of the people
should be done, and that includes the withdrawal of
an order that seemed intrusive. Now is a good time
to restart a concrete consultation process with all
stakeholders to find a solution to a problem that is
larger than life. And a government app is unlikely to
be amagic wand here.
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Suicide is a contentious subject. It
involves deeply held moral, religious,
ethical and legal beliefs. Those who
choose to die by suicide usually cannot
argue their case amid the speculation
that follows. Recently, a former Cana-
dian High Commissioner informed his
friends that he had chosen to use
Canada’s Medical Assistance in Dying
following a diagnosis of early-stage
Alzheimer’s. This has sparked a
domestic and international discussion
on the ethics or otherwise of assisted sui-
cide. So, when a mother who lost both

her sons to suicide (unassisted in the US)
chooses to respect their decision,
readers are likely to be stunned and pro-
life contenders agitated.

Yiyun Li is an award-winning Chi-
nese-American author with multiple
novels and short story collections to her
name. She lost her elder son, Vincent
(16),in 2017, and James (19) in 2024. Both
chose suicide. Upon Vincent’s death, she
wrote a novel Where Reasons End (2019)
featuring dialogue between a grieving
writer and her son after his suicide. She
writes, “The book for Vincent [who lived
flamboyantly and demandingly] was
published as fiction because it could
only be called that: no dead child has
ever come back to have an argument
with his mother.”

For James, the silent one who
indulged in philosophy and languages,
she says, “It’s an impossible task to write
abook for James. It will have to be done
through thinking, rather than feeling;
that is how I will reach for an approxima-

tion of understanding James.” The result
isa profoundly poignant contemplation,
Things in Nature Merely Grow.

Thisisn’t a grief memoir and isn’t
meant for anyone searching for lessons
or resolution. Losing two children
entails chronic suffering for parents. Li
chooses radical acceptance as a way of
living, an acceptance of being in an
abyss, and writing about facts and logic.
She neither provides any closure nor
answers the questions readers might
have about suicides in the first place. She
reflects on life’s extremities, quotes
Montaigne, reads Shakespeare, Euri-
pides and Euclid and, most importantly,
she denies any comfort to readers at the
expense of making herself understood.

Liwrites with precision, and denies
using “grief” or “mourning” to describe
her experiences. These words imply that
there’s an end to the suffering. In speak-
ing of such never-ending suffering, she
provides alanguage to people who find
themselves at a loss. In being unapolo-

courage to people living with
continuous hard-to-categorise
loss that “suffuses one’s being;
one no longer resists.”

Asshedistinguishes facts
from feelings and weak wishes,
the helplessness of a parent
comes to the forefront. Liand
her partner come from abus-
ive families, and created an

openspace for theirchildren ~ Merely Grow
to have honest conversations. by Yiyun Li
Vincent asks about the suffer-  Published by

ingin existence, James con-
fesses that his skill is to not be
noticed by anyone. The
author questions, “Ifa child is
not, in many ways, compatible with the
world, should the parents gently usher
him out of his cocoon [...] Or should the
parents fortify that cocoon to keep him
safely there?”

Without intending to, she invites
readers into the discourse of parenting:
Isthere any right way of parenting, and if
there is one, then does that keep their
children safe? It drives home the absurd-
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Myth of Sisyphus, abook that
James read before his deci-
sion to end hislife. Li refrains
from making a connection,
from interpreting something
she can never know.

Her restraintisthe
strength of her prose even as
she rightfully rages against
people who make her suffer-
ing about themselves, the ones
who see this as an opportunity
topreach God, and the
aspiring writers who sent her
manuscripts for feedback,
asking her to connect them to
the publishers. She was called
amurderer by Chinese media owingto
the fact that she fled the country in 1990s,
never to look back. This sheer malevo-
lence when juxtaposed with Li’s nuanced
understanding for her son’s decision
makes the readers look at the world in its
most cruel form where people are keen to
speak, unwilling to sit in discomfort.

Things in Nature Merely Grow is as
difficult abook to review as it is for par-
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with words, philosophies, intellect and
feelings, one is struck by the intimate
relationship between the brothers. Vin-
cent wanted to take care of James after
his parents, and for James, Vincent was
his whole world. As the author weaves
through deep philosophies and the love
between the siblings, it leaves the grim
reality, even a purpose to one’s life
cannot stop him from choosing death.
The book draws attention to the discom-
fort of not knowing the “why” behind
these suicides. This intimacy isn’t let out
for the readers’ voyeurism. It asks, can
we sit with this discomfort?

Inthe end, thisbookisalament of a
mother: “That a mother can no longer
mother her children won’t change the
fact that her thoughts are mostly a
mother’s thoughts.” In her explorations,
Li has created compelling and unforget-
table prose that challenges the ongoing
discourse on suicide.

The reviewer is an independent writer
based in Sambalpur, Odisha.
Instagram/X: @geekyliterati
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Theretail pivot of banks
has seen lots of friction

Grievance data from RBI'’s Ombudsman Scheme report reveals rising discontent—much of

it traceable to a major retail thrust by private sector banks. Remedial measures are a must

oon after assuming office at the

Reserve Bank of India (RBI) almost a

year ago, Governor Sanjay Malhotra

had flagged the central bank’s

growing concern over the banking

sector’s disregard for customer ser-
vice, especially the scant resources that banks
earmark for timely redressal of grievances.
The 2024-25 annual report of the Integrated
Ombudsman Scheme (I0S), a framework
designed for complaint handling, offers details
and analysis of the sector’s receipt and resolu-
tion of complaints. It shows the scale of the
problem that needs to be tackled. At a broad
level, the I0S platform received 1,334,244
complaints during 2024--25, arise of more
than 13.5% over 2023-24. How lightly the
banking industry appears to take customer
service isreflected by the fact that over 87% of
them came from individual customers. Signifi-
cantly, most related to loans and advances,
with disgruntlement over credit cards coming
second and both categories making up over
46% of all gripes. Rising discontent, with many
grievances left unaddressed, reveals a weak-
ness that must not be allowed to persist.

The sector’s retail services account for most
of last fiscal year’s grievances. Retail customers
are far more numerous in general, but rapid
expansion in this segment over the past few
years has had an effect on complaint data
sliced by the nature of bank ownership. Private
sector banks notched up the highest number,
accounting for over 37.5% of the grouses. This
turns on its head the popular perception that
public sector banks (PSBs) lead the field in cus-
tomer apathy and deficient service standards.
Complaints against PSBs shrank by close to 9%
from the previous year. The reason for this

switch can be traced to the private sector’s
particularly sharp pivot to retail growth once
corporate credit began to slow down. Private
banks have not just been hyperactive in the
origination of unsecured small-ticket loans,
but have aggressively enrolled credit card
customers, many of whom are debtors with
nothing put up as collateral. All-out drives
by lenders to sign up people are often at the
expense of proper loan appraisals or assess-
ments of creditworthiness. Friction tends to
arise or worsen when loan repayments fall due
and collection agents use underhand methods.
Confusion over dues is another fallout of hasty
or faulty on-boarding processes.
Thereisalessonin all thisfor RBI and its reg-
ulatory framework. The justice system for retail
customers, asrevealed by the central bank’s
ombudsman scheme, exposes gaps in the treat-
ment of retail customers by regulated entities
and points to a crying need for remedial meas-
ures. A four-fold increase in complaints against
credit bureaus also demonstrates today’s lop-
sided design: most of these bureaus accept
whatever banks tell them to adjust their ratings
of individual customers, even if there might
be a dispute. This is because these entities are
beholden only to the banks that pay their fees,
relegating those who suffer rating cutsto a
secondary position in their hierarchy of impor-
tance. Typically, the banking industry still
treatsretail customers primarily as a source of
deposits, deserving of limited service, and this
flies in the face of its effort to convert this cohort
into areliable source of revenue. Depositors
shifting their attention to other asset classes
should come as a wake-up call for private banks.
They may have to contend with lower margins
if this trend strengthens, as it well might.
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Putin’s visit is an opportunity to
recalibrate relations with Russia

New Delhi and Moscow need to look beyond the past in a rapidly evolving geopolitical context

£l

is professor, Kautilya School of Public
Policy in Hyderabad.

his week’s visit to India of Russia’s

President Vladimir Putin has

drawn New Delhi’s long relation-
ship with Moscow into the spotlight.
The India-Russia bond has been strong
and steady, as evident in the fact that it
has outlasted many shifts in global geo-
politics. Looking at the cooperation
between the two, whether it is on
defence materiel or navigating past
twists and turns in the global order,
India and Russia have understood each
other’srequirements and managed to

support each other in their time of need.

Butis the relationship ready for anew
wave of geopolitical shifts?
The1971Indo-Soviet Treaty of
Friendship and Cooperation paved the
way for India-Russia relations where
both could benefit from bilateral ties.
Moscow supported India in multilateral
forums with its veto power and New
Delhi bought its defence equipment
from the Russian Federation (or Soviet
Union before it split). The relationship
also had soft-power elements, with
Indian movie actors finding popularity
in Russia and the latter being a popular

destination for Indian medical students.

In the 2000s, Russia’s support for
the India-US nuclear deal as well as for
India’s membership of the Nuclear
Suppliers Group assisted New Delhi in
its negotiations at various levels. This
led to anew dawn in the relationship
between the US and India, making

space for an enhanced global role for
New Delhi. But this new role was not to
be at the cost of its ties with Russia.

Even though India’s ties with the
Group of Seven (G-7) countries—the
US, UK, Canada, France, Germany, Italy
and Japan—have expanded signifi-
cantly in the recent past, these nations
were unable to convince India to speak
against Russia in the context of Mos-
cow’sactions in Ukraine.

India’s foreign policy has maintained
abalance in its engagement with differ-
ent nation-states, where a third party
does not determine its relationship with
any of them. If India’s engagement with
Saudi Arabia is not determined by the
latter’s relationship with Pakistan, ties
between India and Russia should not be
held hostage to India’s engagement
with the US or Russia’s growing ties
with China.

Russiais still etched in Indian minds
asour one steady friend in the world.
However, it is important to bear in mind
that the Russia imprinted in Indian
thought is a Russia of the past.

For more than a decade, Russia has
been facing challenges and adapting
to the world around it. Moscow was
removed from the G-8, which was
quickly converted into the G-7 in 2014
after Russia’s annexation of Crimea.
Since Russia embarked on a full-scale
military operation against Ukraine
in 2022, it has faced many hurdles,
including Western sanctions and a loss
of access to European and American
markets, which until then had been
integrated with the Russian market.
Moscow, however, was able to garner
some support from the Global South on
the issue of pressure from the G-7.

Additionally, Russia has considerably
expanded its relationship with China
into different arenas, from military and
diplomatic to cultural and economic.
Moscow continues to face pressure at
multilateral forums even asit tries to
navigate its economy through multiple
storms. The Russian Federation has also
evolved itsrelationships with different
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powers in Asia and Europe to deal with a
geopolitical landscape in flux.

Nostalgia is an important element in
relations, but it should not act as a deter-
rent in finding pathways for the future.
While Russia’s support had been valua-
ble to India, a continuation of past poli-
cies may not suffice anymore.

Halfa century ago, India was a newly
independent state that was looking for
support, economic and political, from
an established global power; but today,
Indiais poised to become the world’s
fourth largest national economy. New
Delhi thus seeks its own place in the
global order on its own terms. Russia,
once the second pole in a bipolar world,
was India’s perpetual helper; today, it
seeks assistance in evading sanctions.
Moscow is also reinventing itselfand
seeking anewrole in the comity of
nations.

AsIndia and Russia navigate new
geopolitical realities, the mutual
engagement may need to span scientific
collaboration, academic exchanges and
people-to-people connections, where
understanding each other and breaking
free of past baggage would be a key fac-
tor in finding new pathways.

The India-Russia Inter-Governmen-
tal Commission on Trade, Economic,
Scientific, Technological and Cultural
Cooperation provides space for the
expansion of relations in many fields. A
new entity, it hopes to expand the rela-
tionship in a direction that benefits both
countries in equal measure.

The Russian President’s visit this
week comes in the backdrop of India’s
external affairs minister S. Jaishankar’s
visits to Russia in August and November
2025 and the opening of two new
Indian consulates in Russia.

With wide-ranging talks on the
bilateral agenda, this visit may provide
the impetus required to plug gaps in
understanding between the two nations
and identify areas and means of mutual
cooperation that could yield fruitful
results for both in today’s context of
geopolitical dynamics.

JUST A TROTQAT

This big bet on Al [had]
better work out for
America—because if it
doesn’t work out, then
I think there’s a lot of trouble
for this country ahead

RUCHIR SHARMA

Is there an AI bubble? Here is a look at what's brewing

DEVINA MEHRA

he question I am asked most often

these daysis whether there is an artifi-

cialintelligence (AI) bubble forming in
global markets. Rather than offering my
opinion, let me tell you some facts.

Yes, I do have concerns. Especially ifone
looks at the US market. Its move has been
very narrow. It has basically been a tech
move, and even within that, just a handful of
companies have been powering the whole
rally. Even globally, the whole equity market
move has had a contribution of 70% from
technology stocks. Among Nasdaq shares,
the biggest returns have come from compa-
nies with either no revenues or no profits.
And there is this mindset around new tech-
nologies, an almost irresistible urge to ‘go
chase the nextnew thing.’ But it’s often just
amirage. Because the real questions are:

How long will this new technology take to
succeed? Who will actually succeed? Or, to
be specific, which particular technology and
which company will succeed? And, most
importantly, will even that company make

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

enough of areturn on capital employed?

Letusgoback to the dotcom boom. Back
then, there was this thinking that if the inter-
netwill be used by everybody in the world—
which turned out to be true—then you can-
not go wrong investing in companies that
are building the infrastructure for it.

Theinternetis carried across the world on
undersea cables. There was a company
called Global Crossing that laid many of
these cables. These are still in use, but the
company went bankrupt more than 20 years
ago. Soitisnot only about whether a particu-
lar technology succeeds. Will it earn areturn
on the massive amount of money being
invested? That’s the question.

Coming to Al, large companies in the Al
race right now, such as Meta, Google and
others, are hiring individuals and buying
very small companies with just one or two
people at eye-popping figures like $100 mil-
lion and $500 million.

They are also setting up huge data centres.
Nowwhatisadatacentre? Itisreal estate. It
isavery substantial investment in buildings
and equipment, which depreciate very
quickly. As for their running costs, they
require a lot of energy.

The cost of being in the Al game isrising.
And the dilemmaiis that if you run a technol-

ogy company, you cannot afford not tobe in
the game. But, again, the real question for
any investment is: Are you really going to
make good returns on it?

Here is one damning fact: when schools
and colleges shut down for vacationsin the
US recently, the usage of many AI models
dropped by 50-70%. I am
sure if we map it onto
school breaks in other

regions as well, this per- H total debt taken on for data
centage will rise even fur- IS acause for centres will cross $1 trillion
int?
modelsaremanyusedby  COMCEML AlSO, o e akenagains
sudeniior herasion  tech adoption bl ad aupmon
}K/Iigh—paying 1tl[s§r base. need not deliver cim;)ete);péc.tedi(})ldtepreci};
oreover, most Al compa- . ate fast, leaving that muc

niesare losing money, and investment less value to be reclaimed
not just on an aggregate by lenders if it comes to
basis. With every incre- SUuccess that eventuality.

mental subscriber, their
losses go up, not down.

An additional danger is that this over-in-
vestment cycle could spill over to the world
of finance. Thisis visible in two things.

One is the debt being raised, not just by
existing mega players, but a number of
much smaller players. A New York Times
article on 10 November titled ‘Debt Fund-

Today's Al race

ing Racheting Up Risks of Al Boom’ details
some of this debt-raising. For example,
Meta has committed to buy $14 billion
worth of computing power from a company
called Core Weave, which in turn is financ-
ing about 55% of its investments via debt.
There is a similar arrangement between
Microsoft and Nebius, a
startup.

By some estimates, the

Then there are also a

bunch of financial tangles

that you may have seen in the form of info-

graphics. For example, Nvidia and Microsoft

funding OpenAl, which gives them business
in turn, either directly or through Oracle.

This crisscross of lines between compa-

nies looks like a spider’s web. But net of all

the details, it is a case of capital funding by

bigger companies like Nvidia, Meta or Mic-
rosoft coming back asrevenue for them. So
negative fund flows showup only on balance
sheets, while boosting revenues and profits
inincome statements.

Insimple terms, Company A investsin the
debt or equity of its Customer B. This capital
infusionis used to buy goods from A, which
boosts its revenues and profit. This type of
circular financing is ared flag in general.

But for now, the Al music is still playing
and, as Citibank’s then head Chuck Prince
said before the 2008 blow-up in America’s
mortgage market, “As long as the music is
playing, you've got to get up and dance.”

That, in some sense, is the dilemma of all
tech companies in the world. While the AI
race is on, you cannot opt out of it without
protests from your stakeholders, evenifthe
race veers into risky territory.

Let me end with one of my favourite
examples of investing in successful technol-
ogies. Which were the two technologies of
the 20th century that fundamentally trans-
formed how human beings live? One was the
automobile and the other aviation. Both sec-
tors have been graveyards for companies.
The two have largely been terrible industries
toinvestin, even though these technologies
succeeded so dramatically.
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Capital deepening has weakened
and our productivity has stalled

Mobilizing labour and capital isn't enough. India must make more efficient use of both for sustainably higher GDP growth

is professor, Madras School of Economics

ndia is at the threshold of one of the most

promising economic decades in its modern

history, yet the hard arithmetic underlying

growth reflects a more fragile situation than

our headline GDP figures suggest. Economists

apply the Sala-i-Martin framework to break
growth down into its core components and ask a
simple-yet-powerful question: How much of the
rise in output per worker can be attributed to the
use of more capital (a single factor of production),
and how much can be attributed to India becoming
more productive on the whole? The results from
India’s growth decomposition between 1990 and
2023 reflect the emergence of a two-pronged chal-
lenge: capital deepening is now uneven and no
longer accelerating, while total factor productivity
(TFP) hasremained stubbornly stagnant.

Trendlines demonstrate that India’s capital
deepening has followed an inverted-U path: it
increased steadily through the 1990s and early
2000s, peaked around the mid-2000s, and then
gradually declined—consistent with a slowdown in
India’s investment cycle after 2011. By contrast,
TFP exhibits a shallowrise in the early reform
years, along plateau and then a noticeable down-
ward bend after the mid-2010s; this indicates that
productivity gains have not been continuous. Both
curves reveal that neither capital deepening nor
TFPisonan upward long-term trajectory, which
reinforces the concern that India’s growth engines
are weakening rather than strengthening.

The long-run growth arithmetic shows that
from 1990 to 2023, India’s output per worker grew
atamedian rate of4.71% per year. On paper, this is
astrong performance. But the decomposition
shows something critical: TFP contributes only
1.19 percentage points, while capital deepening
contributes 1.91 percentage points; the residual
part, which measures labour-quality shifts, struc-
tural changes and also measurement noise, adds
less than 2 percentage points. These figures tell
us that our economy remains driven predomi-
nantly by resource accumulation rather than
productivity, a pattern characteristic of early-stage
development but potentially inadequate for India
to sustain 7-8% annual growth over the long run.

This is not an unusual outcome for a developing
economy with a rapidly expanding labour force,
since it implies that capital deepening is occurring
atarate thatis higher than growth in output per
worker. More workers are entering the market
every year, which implies that the capital stock
must grow faster simply to maintain the same ratio
of capital per worker. But the worrying part is that
this engine isnow cooling. India’s investment rate,
once near 35% of GDP, now hovers around 30%.
Bank credit to industry has grown only modestly,
infrastructure investment faces execution gaps
and private capital expenditure remains cautious.

India’s challenge of sustainable growth

Capital deepening is uneven and no longer accelerating while total factor productivity (TFP)

has remained stubbornly stagnant.

Capital deepening
(quadratic trend)

/Cfp/itinl deepening (in %)

Total factor productivity
0.08 (quadratic trend)

Total factory productivity /
contribution (in %)

-10 1

1990

Note: All calculations are done by the author.

These macro patterns reflect why the contribution
of capital deepening has not translated into faster
output-per-worker growth.

The second and more structural problem is our
stagnant productivity growth. With a contribution
of around 1.9 percentage points, our TFP is far too
low for a country that aspires to high-middle-in-
come status by 2047. Productivity improvements
require not just factor accumulation but also deep
institutional reforms: eliminating frictions in land
and labour markets, improving contract enforce-
ment, reducing logistics costs and radically
improving human capital. India’s TFP stagnation is
visible in manufacturing, where output has grown
but productivity hasn’t accelerated meaningfully;
and also in services, where traditional high-growth
segments are maturing. The plateau is particularly
concerning because the phenomenon of ‘catch-up
growth’—the ability to absorb and implement
global technologies—should theoretically drive
TFP up faster in a developing country.

Meanwhile, financial behaviour and capital
allocation trends further complicate this picture.
India’s recent public-offer boom, with a record-
breaking 1.8 trillion mobilized in 2024, reflects
market enthusiasm but has not catalysed broad-
based investment. A large part of these offers com-

I
2023
Source: Penn World Table 11.0
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prise offer-for-sale transactions, wherein the funds
flow to existing shareholders instead of financing
new production capacity. Investors are taking part
in equity markets, but so far it has not become a
driver of productive capital formation.

Gold imports, crossing 780 tonnes last year, tell
another story. High household gold demand sig-
nals limited trust in financial instruments and con-
tinues to divert household savings away from pro-
ductive capital. Every tonne of gold imported rep-
resents capital not invested in machinery,
technology orinfrastructure. In the growth-ac-
counting framework, this matters: weaker domes-
tic savings reduce the pool available for investment
and ultimately makes capital deepening harder.

Yet, while India’s situation is one of strategic
urgency, itisnot a sign of an impending slowdown.
In fact, the unusual clarity provided by the decom-
position of growth makes policy priorities unusu-
ally clear: To sustain 7-8% real GDP growth for
another decade, we must both revive capital deep-
ening and unlock TFP growth.

The first requires an investment renaissance.
Easing India’s remaining infrastructure bottle-
necks, stabilizing policy signals for long-gestation
industrial projects, accelerating insolvency resolu-
tion and enhancing state government execution
capacity will help. India’s infrastructure push has
been abright spot, but private investment must
rejoin the cycle. Strategic public investment in
green energy, semiconductor fabrication, advanced
manufacturing and logistics corridors can crowd in
private capital.

Unlocking TFP is harder but more essential.
Judicial reforms, GST simplification, quality
improvements in public education and greater
competition in key markets—especially energy,
logistics and digital commerce—can all raise pro-
ductivity. Reducing logistics costs from 13-14% of
GDP to global levels near 8% would alone shift
India’s TFP path. Human capital is equally critical:
India’s demographic dividend will turn into a bur-
den iflabour-force entrants lack the skills needed
for a technologically evolving economy.

While India has accomplished remarkable
growth through mobilization of labour and capital,
the next stage of development requires something
deeper: efficiency. What growth accounting data
tellsus isunambiguous: capital deepening is weak-
ening and TFP is stagnant. Both challenges must
be tackled head-on for India to achieve a sustaina-
bly higher growth path. The arithmetic is easy;
execution is the real challenge.

Climate chaos: Megacities face
rapidly rising risks of flooding

Urban spaces in the tropical monsoon belt are the most vulnerable

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
climate change and energy.

umanity’s future lies in some of the

most vulnerable spots on the

planet. We’ve seen that in stark
relief of late. A United Nations report last
month concluded that the world’s popula-
tionisincreasingly crowded into a group of
often low-lying, middle-income megaci-
tiesin Asia and Africa.

Jakarta and Dhaka dethroned Tokyo’s
long-held status as the world’s biggest city,
with 42 million, 37 million and 33 million
people respectively.Mexico City and Sao
Paulo were overtaken by Shanghai and
Cairo among the global top 10. Bangkok,
Delhi, Karachi, Lagos, Luanda and Manila
were some of the fastest growing among
metropolises of more than 10 million.

Many of these very regions have been hit
by a devastating run of floods in recent
weeks. The monsoon belt from Southeast
Asiato West Africais aswathe of the globe
that’s urbanizing the fastest and also the
one where catastrophic rainfall is set to
increase most dramatically. Nearly 1,000
people have been killed in a wave of storms
that have stretched from Sri Lanka to Viet-
nam, with more than 442 dead in the north
of Indonesia’s Sumatra island and at least
160 fatalities in southern Thailand.

Such disastrous events are hardly
unprecedented. Most early civilizations
grew up along inundation-prone river val-
leys, as evidenced by the near-universality
of deluge myths. Inthe same rural areas of
Southeast Asia that have been among the
worst-hit by the rains of recent weeks,
homes were traditionally built on stilts
under steeply-pitched roofs to allow water
torun offwithout doing harm. Local tradi-
tions often warn against building near wild
rivers prone to bursting their banks.

The sophistication of this vernacular
technology isunder-appreciated, but—as
withmodern urban flood modelling—it’s
inadequate to the challenges we’ll face as
our planet warms.

With each degree that the local temper-
aturerises, the atmosphere’s ability to hold
moisture goes up by about 7%. That’s an
immense amount when you consider that
acyclone can easily hold halfabillion ton-
nes of water. Indigenous knowledge, like
modern flood maps, is grounded in a his-
torical understanding of how rainwater
behaves—but the heating of our planet is
making all those old predictionsirrelevant.

Theserisks are greatest in the expanding
megacities. The current rural population of
about 1.5 billion will barely grow before
heading into permanent decline in the
2040s, according to the UN, but two-thirds
ofthe population growth between now and

Y

Global warming is increasing atmospheric
moisture and rainfall volumes. REUTERS

2050 will be in cities. About halfa billion
new urbanites will be in just seven coun-
tries, most of them in the Asian and African
monsoon belts: India, Nigeria, Pakistan,
the Democratic Republic of Congo, Egypt,
Bangladesh and Ethiopia.

Unlike rural dwellers who can often site
their settlements in more stable locations,
city migrantsrarely have much choice on
where to live. That’s why so many shanty
towns are built on land once neglected as
too risky, from the landslide-prone hill-
sides of Brazil’s favelas and Venezuela’s
barrios to the swamps that gave rise to
slums in Mumbai’s Dharavi, Bangkok’s
Khlong Toei and Lagos’s Makoko.

Precious few of these places have the
sort of wealth to handle the engineering
challenges of weather-proofing their built
environment. Out of 1.8 billion flood-
threatened people worldwide, just 11% are
in high-income countries.

Unlike famine and infectious disease,
urban floods are rarely the result of abso-
lute poverty. Instead, they’re most often
the outcome of development that’s failing
to keep pace with the problemsit bringsin
its wake—cities whose allure is drawing
people in so fast that infrastructure isinca-
pable of moving at the same speed. The
most damaging flood over the past week in
Thailand was in Hat Yai, a bustling tourist
and shopping destination close to the
Malaysian border that’s home to a special
economic zone and one of the country’s
busiest airports. In Sri Lanka, the fast-
growing capital Colombo was worst-hit.

That puts a grave responsibility on
municipal and national governments. All
are counting on cities as their engines of
growth over the coming decades, but
they’llneed to work hard in the face of nat-
ural disasters that will perpetually threaten
to tear apart their urban fabric. The great
centres of India, straining under water
shortages and choking urban pollution,
show what can happen to a country when
urbanization starts to fail.

Bringing fresh water and global connec-
tions with them, rivers and coastlines have
longbeen thelifeblood of the world’s great
cities. Asrising seas and devastating floods
now make those same places increasingly
unliveable, we must confront the possibil-
ity that these life-giving attributes could be
their doom as well. ©BLOOMBERG

Electricity: Empowered markets need good regulation

SHUBHRANSHU PATNAIK

b
is partner, Deloitte India.

he power sector hasemerged as a key
Iynchpin of the economic engine that
the government is revving up to help
drive India’s growth in times of geopolitical
tumult. The distribution business continues
to be a bugbear of the power sector, with
snags that curtail the ability of consumers to
benefit from modern technology, be it the
low cost of solar electricity or smart meters
that enable consumers to schedule some
part of their consumption (like the use of
washing machines) to reduce bills.
Successive governments have tried to
address this problem with repeated rounds of
financial restructuring and bailouts, begin-
ning with the one-time settlement of dues
owed to Central-sector power generators in
2002. A decade later, distribution companies
(discoms) again amassed large payables and
unserviceable debt, contributing to econo-
my-wide concerns ofa ‘triple balance sheet’
crisis, with debt contagion at risk of spreading
to lenders, other financial institutions and
power-generation firms. To mitigate this, in

2015, the Ujwal Discom Assurance Yojana
scheme was implemented, wherein states
took over liabilities of about 32.3 trillion by
issuing bonds to financial institutions.

The financial overhaul proved inadequate
to stem the haemorrhage as distribution
losses kept mounting. In 2021, the
Revamped Distribution Sector Scheme
addressed this issue by making central
financial assistance contingent on achieving
minimum operational improvements. This
outcome-focused approach has begun to
show positive results. Average technical and
commercial losses have declined from 22%
in 2020-21 to around 16% 2023-24. More-
over, there are early signs of improved cash-
flows in 2024-25 due to more timely subsidy
disbursals by state governments. Sustaining
this positive trend will, however, require
deeper structural and governance reforms,
including greater private participation in
urban distribution.

The ministry of power’s draft Electricity
(Amendment) Bill, 2025, seeks to enable
this. It addresses several critical regulatory
issues in electricity distribution and pro-
poses other timely reform measures. Key
changes include suo motu tariff determina-
tion if regulated entities fail to file submis-
sions on time, cost-reflective tariffs and the

elimination of cross-subsidies for manufac-
turing enterprises, Indian Railways and
metro railways within five years. The bill also
proposes Central powers to remove state
regulators for wilful violations or gross neg-
ligence and faster time-bound adjudication.

While these steps are necessary and give
statutory force to princi-

One possible approach is to transition
from state toregional regulators, with selec-
tion committees comprising representatives
of concerned states and the Centre. Creating
adedicated all-India regulatory cadre would
aid this effort with domain expertise. A con-
sensus on such reforms is not easy to attain

in afederal system, but the

les articulated in rulings = resent political context—
gf the Appellate Tribun%l Indla'S new \Ii)vith grlzeater alignment
for Electricity aswell asthe x : between most states and
Supreme Court, they stop IegISIatlve the Centre—makes thisan
short of addressing the opportune moment.
core issue—the ofg)era— proposals p/i)s for the proposed bill, a
tional independence of brighten the key amendment that could
state regulators. Two dec- be improved upon concerns
a.des. f(‘)f eXfeﬁeﬁce revetall outlook but Ijhetp%ntl'iSSi(l)'n granteid toa
significant challenges to istribution licensee to use
thecilrau‘i?n%llnyenvisioged reforms need anotherliciensee’snetworl}
under the Electricity Act. in an overlapping area o
These have manifested as to gO further supply. The second licensee

long gaps in tariff orders,

persistent shortfalls in

cost-reflective tariffs and the accumulation
of significant regulatory assets (money owed
to discoms by the state but not paid) across
states. Achieving genuine independence for
state electricity regulatory commissions will
require a national consensus and isa worthy
reform initiative to pursue.

is exempt from universal

service obligations to large
consumers, subject to the state regulator’s
approval and consultation with the state gov-
ernment. No doubt, shared network access
would lower entry barriers for new suppliers
and let large consumers procure power com-
petitively without cross-subsidy surcharges
or the capital costs of parallel networks.

However, this looks more like a worka-
round than a clean and transparent structural
separation of wires and supply businesses—
the direction in which mature electricity
markets have moved. It also risks suppliers
cherry-picking large consumers without
committing to genuine universal service. We
need a clear structural separation between
the network and supply businesses with
transparent tariffs for each, especially for an
eraof ‘green open access, where consumers
procure renewables from resource-rich areas
across the country but will also need to rely
on the incumbent network for periods when
it is not available. This will help businesses
pursue their net-zero goals.

Looking ahead, grid modernization, digi-
talization and climate resilience will demand
large investments in distribution—estimated
at about $500 billion by 2050. Relying solely
on public financing is neither feasible nor
efficient. To realize India’s Viksit Bharat
vision, we must prioritize regulatory inde-
pendence, separate network access from sup-
plies, enable transparent cost recovery and
foster private investment, particularly in
urban distribution.

Strengthening these foundations will ena-
ble the power sector to play the role it must in
India’s economic emergence.
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All That’s Pledged
Isn’t Investment

Political will, economic conditions convert MoUs

Last month, during Mohammed bin Salman’s Washing-
ton visit, Donald Trump said Saudi Arabia had pledged
$1 tn in US investments. With no details of any timefra-
me, it would be wise to take this claim with an oil drum of
salt. The cleverness of such an announcement is that
this 1s something that the Saudis needn’t deny even if it
1s an exaggeration or plain untrue. And if MbS, indeed,
hasheldoutapromise hecan’'tfulfil, there’slittlethatthe
Trump regime —or its successor(s)—can do about it.
The problem with investment commitmentsisthelack
of enforceability. Indian states routinely trot out giant
numbers of promised investments, a bigchunk of which
never materialises. Take West Bengal. Almost none of
the much-touted MoUs materialise, despite the annual
jamborees and photo-ops. Real investment 1is typically
pledged conditionally, with specific and general expecta-
tions about ease of doing business. If
these issues stay unaddressed, ‘un-
bt derstandings’ fail to turn into horses
8 that beggars plan toride. Chronic un-
¥ der-delivery on Investment signals
=" progressive weakness in the business
- environment when competing states
Improve their investment prospects.
Greentield investment is driven by a definite set of eco-
nomic parameters, such as proximity to resources and
markets. If a political establishment wants to speed up
the process, it must offer another set of governance deli-
verables. Besides, governments may need tocommit addi-
tional investment to fill gaps in physical and social infra.
These steps improve the investment climate, butdon’t en-
sure enforceability of pledges. Business conditions may
alter; affecting planned investments. The business cycle
could alter, affecting capital timelines for capital infu-
sion. Theidea would be toreduce governanceriskstoapo-
int where businesses feel comfortable to commit. But in
most cases, announcing romantic intent itself is trotted
out asfixing a wedding date. As anyone on their first date
knows all too well, that’s merely political, notfinancial.

India Needs to Take
Care, Ease the Pain

Caringforaloved one with a terminal illness becomes an over-
whelming physical and emotional struggle. For an overwhel-
mingnumber of families, itisalso afinancial ordeal. Globally;
WHO data shows 56.8 mn peopleneed palliative care. Only abo-
utl14% receiveit.InIndia, 710 mn require such care every year,
butfewerthan4% accessit. Anew Aiimsstudy, ‘Building Palli-
ative Care Capacity in North India: A Multicenter Approach’,
underscores how thousands endure avoidable pain because
palliative care is still misunderstood (often reduced to ‘end-of-
life care’), under-used, and poorly integrated into healthcare.

This isacritical gap, since India’s demographic shift is acce-
lerating. Close t0 19,500 Indians turn 60 every day. This cohort,
larger than Japan's population, will in-
creasingly live with cancer, dementia, or-
ganfailureorchronicpain. For them, pal-
, liative care can help them sleep better,

"W breathe easier and retain dignity. India
has a National Programme for Palliative
Care. But without a dedicated budget, its
impact is limited to well-meaning docu-
ments and pilot initiatives. Private providers have stepped in,
sensing demand. But at prices out of reach for most and con-
centrated in urban India.

Yet, progress is possible: training doctors and nurses in pain
relief, symptom management and communication reduces
patient distress and cuts unnecessary hospitalisations. What
India needs now is political will and stronger systems. Dis-
trict-level palliative services, better availability of essential
medicines and proper funding for building a care system that
supports every Indian who needs it — availability of high-va-
lue service for those who can afford it, as well as for those for
whom good care is financially still out of reach.

,,T JUST IN JEST

Always at the tip of our tongue,
forever about to be typed..

ET ’s 2025 Unsaid
Word of the Year

Oxford University Press may have cornered the ‘Word of
the Year’ market when 1t comes to its annual self-branding
exercise. But considering that this year’s bon mot 1s fwo
English words — ‘rage bait’—and not one, clearly, the lexi-
con job conducted from a Starbucks outlet on Cornmarket
Street in the City of Dreaming Spires has started to show.
Which is why, after years of watching OUP turn Hamlet’s
deeply ironic ‘Words, words, words’ into arighteous, locu-
tionary top of the pops, we decided to put our heads toget-
her —specifically, our Wernicke’s area in the left temporal
lobe that is crucial for understanding language — and co-
me out of the shadows to announce the first ‘ET Unsaid
Word of the Year’.

The beauty of this unsaid champion is that it cannot be
misquoted, mispronounced, mistranslated or misconstru-
ed. By pure implication, its power lies in its perpetual state
of about-to-be-made-visible-but-never-visible under every
hovering finger on a phone screen or keyboard, or as the
word that comes to mind that never finds its way out into ac-
tual utterance. This rather rotund, potent word that never
arrives has the gravitas that no uttered or written word in
any language contains. Like that noseless dark lord in Har-
ry Potter stories is ‘He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named’, so1s ET's
2025 Unsaid Word of the Year, forever at the tip of our tongue.

Swaminathan S
Anklesaria Aiyar

w ndia’s GDPgrowthof 8.2% in Q2
FY26hasastonished even season-
| ed observers. This is not merely
~  ‘better than expected’, or ‘excel-
“ lent’. It's,asoneanalystput it, ‘al-
mostsurreal’. Surreal not because Ind-
1a has never grown at this pace. But be-
cause it has done so in one of the most
difficult global economic years inrece-
nt memory, marked by Trump tariffs,
supply-chain fragmentation, geopolitical
volatility and anaemic world demand.

Onequarter doesnot make arevolu-
tion. ButIndia hasbeen exceeding ana-
lystexpectations quarter atter quarter,
year after year, in its post-pandemic re-
vival. India’s long-term growth rate
since 2000 has been 6.5%. This 1s also
therate projected year after year in the
Economic Survey. But India now exce-
eds that figure so comfortably as to
suggest a structural shift.

Resist the search for a single magic
explanation. Thestory of India’srecent
growth 1s not that of one super-
star reform. Itlooks like a compo-
site story — of many small and 7"
medium changes over many ye- r‘r‘ ¥
ars, finally compounding into a L’m
visible structural shift.

y

Its economic moment resembles, < "" _

in spirit, India’s 1983 cricket World

Cupvictory. Then, ateam that had “® _' Uons
never been considered among the (Sl ==

world’s best, won the trophy insplen-

did style. It was not a triumph of one 4
or two dominant players. It was the f bt
collective effectfromallll players A &

that won a championship.
A similar convergence may
now be reshaping India’s eco- |
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nomy. That 1s good news. But remem-
berthatafter1983, Indian cricket suffer-
ed many ups and downs. The same mi-
ght happen with economic performan-
ce, unless India constantly adjusts to
meet challenges.

The latest GDP print is remarkable
not just for its topline number;, but also
for the structural drivers beneath it.
Overall GVA (excluding agriculture
and public administration) grew 8.5%
y-0-y iInQ2FY26—farabove5.6% record-
ed In Q2 FY25. Core of the economy —
industry and services—is infinefettle.
» Agriculture grew 3.5%, a healthy
Improvement, despite climatic uncer-
tainty.

» Industry clocked 7.7%, double the
3.8% growth of ayear earlier.

p Manufacturing, longIndia’s Achil-
les’ heel, grew a fine 9.1%, compared to
2.2% In Q2FY25.

P Services expanded 9.2%, powered
by strong10.2% growth infinancial, re-
al estate and professional services.

With GDP growth averaging8.0% n
H1 FY26, analysts such as SBI chief
economist Soumya Kanti Ghosh esti-
mate full-year growth at 7.6%, even al-
lowing for a coming slowdown. A year
ago, Indiaappearedtobeflirtingwitha
mild stagflation scenario—growthlos-
Ing momentum, even as price pressu-
res mounted. Today, the situation is al-
most inverted:

P Inflation hasfallen toalmost
Zero.
¢ » GDP growth at 8.2% is
N far above IMF's estimate
_}} " of 6.6% for the year:
oy ” B Trade deficit has dou-
q? bled but remains within
3 L)Y ourcomfortzone, and ash-
& arp rise in imports of capi-
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Indla s 8.2% growthis
) ‘almost surreal’, not

because India has never
grown at this pace, but
& A becauseithasdonesoin
7= one of the most difficult

global economic years

Catc hingon

tal goods suggests a vibrant economy.
P Investment-GDP ratio is up to 34%,
well above the 2024 figure of 30%.

What explains the reversal? GDP
growth of 9.2% in FY24 was dismissed
by critics as a statistical mirage driven
by an exceptionally low deflator. So, the
nextyear would bringusdown toearth.
Instead, FY25 delivered a strong 6.5%.
The2-yraverage was7.85%, far beyond
the ‘deflator washout’ hypothesis.

In FY26, the economy has opened
with7.8% In Q1,and 8.2% In Q2. Even if
the next two quarters soften — as they
realistically might — India will com-
fortably exceed 7% growth in a year
when global growth will fall to 2.5%.
Clearly, something deeper is at work.

Today'snumbers suggest an unanti-
clpated improvement in productivity.
Earlier, India had an incremental capi-
tal outputratioof around5, suggesting
It needed Investment of 40% of GDPto
getto8% growth. Buttheratio wasjust
30% In 2024, and 34 % in the mostrecent
quarter. It seems India is getting more
output per unit of capital.

Where is this productivity coming
from? Not through a single reform, but
many reinforcing ones:

» GST and tax reforms, reducing log-

ISWAM|SPEA|( Q2 marks structural shift not out of one superstar reform, but smaller ones

8.2% India’s ’83 Momey t?

1stical frictions.

P Digital public infrastructure thatlo-
wers transaction costs.

P Fiscal discipline, aided by asset mo-
netisation.

» Lower inflation, improving planni-
ng horizons.

» Public capex, upgrading roads, por-
ts, railways.

P Stable policies that have encouraged
1,600 MNCs toopen GCCs in India. The-
se are no longer 1 low-skilled call cen-
tres, but in design, R&D and Al They
have spillover effects: engineers and
scientistsskilled by MNCsare later hir-
ed by top Indian companies. Some ha-
ve become entrepreneurs.

P India has attracted global inflows of
PE and VC to fund thousands of start-
ups thathad no financiers two decades
ago. This has helped India breed over a
hundred unicorns.

P Opening of new sectors like defence
production, space and now nuclear po-
wer to private players has attracted
many startups.

None of these changes was drama-
tic 1n 1solation. But together, they ap-
pear to have created a quiet revolution.
It’s too early to be certain of this. But
the prospects look good.

Ease of Biz Starts inthe States

Ajay Shankar
L —

The modern industrial economy has
been getting Increasingly complex.
There 1s greater need for better stan-
dards for satety, health and environ-
ment. No inherent contradiction
exists between this and improving
ease of doingbusiness.

The problem 1s the legacy mode
of thinking in government.
While large firms can find re-
sources for coping with ex-
cessive regulatory burden,
MSMEs and startups find
the burden too heavy. Much
of the work that needs tobe doneis
the job of state governments, and
municipal and district authorities.

Allregulatory requirements across
all agencies in a state should be histed.
They should be subject to a fresh inde-
pendent scrutiny, Only those that pass
thetest of a professional regulatory
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impact assessment (RIA) should be
retained. Officers heading depart-
ments and agencies normally don’t
have time or Inclination for this.

Gol could take the initiative and start
working in partnership with willing
chief ministers to put together an ex-
pertteam for undertaking a wholesale
review exercise. This team should
take one sector at a time and make
recommendations. This would be a
new model of central and state go-
vernment partnership. This exercise
could be guided by a few suggestions:
©® Do away with prior permission
For instance, a radical reform would
be having European pollution control
standards for an industrial plant,

with sensor-based real-time
measurement of airand wat-
er emissionstobeloggedina
control room. There would
be pre-programmed escalat-

Y,

'-Mdf » Ingfiinancial penalties for brea-

ches, and time-bound closure till
processes are rectified to keep emis-
sions within permissible limits.

This would be better than the present
lengthy process of experts going throu-
gh pollution control technologies pro-
posed, and recommending environ-
ment clearance. Prior clearance could

Betweanfederalismandahard place

be done away with. Adequate capacity
and codes would need to be built to op-
erationalise this.

® External certification Govern-
ment inspectors could be replaced
with a credible, real-time data-logged
third-party inspection and certifica-
tion process. The latter would, in turn,
need to be subject to audit, and strong
penalties 1n case of breaches, to ensu-
re quality.

© Reduced record-keeping and re-
porting requirements This canre-
duce costs of regulatory compliance
substantially Institutionalisation of
regulatory impact assessment and
undertaking of cost-benefit analysis
would be crucial. The exercise would
make transition to digital governance
more efficient. But someone would
have to read forms with a fresh mind,
and see what can be eliminated,

merged or simplified.

As the work proceeds, legal provisions,
rules, regulations, implementation
and government orders would need to
change. There is huge inertia and resis-
tance to change in government agenci-
es. Patient, transparent consultation
with all stakeholders, in an effortto
generate a broad consensus, would be
essential. This would make it somuch
easier for a CM touse her or his politi-
cal capital to steer the transformation.

Success in any one area would have
the effect of getting other states to stu-
dy and see whether they can do some-
thing similar. A grassroots constitu-
ency for reforms could emerge and
gather momentum. This would gene-
rate a sustainable momentum for
reform across departments.

This mitiative would need backing
of astrong central leadership. Test of
success would be honest feedback from
small entrepreneurs and startups,
whose growth would be the proof of
the pudding.

The writer is former secretary, Department
of Industrial Policy and Promotion, Gol.
This article is part of an expert series

on trade policy curated exclusively

for ET by CUTS International

Aditya Sinha

In Franz Kafka’s The Trial, Josef K nev-

erlearns the rule he has supposedly
broken, vet finds himself trappedina
maze of clerks, sub-clerks and shado-
wy authorities. No one intends tyran-
ny, it grows organically from the sys-
tem’s momentum. This s the paradox
of regulators. Even well-meaning re-
gulators, driven by asymmetric acco-
untability and fear of type-Il errors,
drift toward adding rulesrather than

removing them. Over time, the regula-

tory state behaves like a self-referenti-
al organism, expanding its boundari-
es toreduce uncertainty, even when
that expansion creates more complex-
ity than clarity. Against this back-
drop, the RBI has done something al-
most unimaginable: it has voluntarily
shrunk some regulations.

On November 28, the apex bank an-
nounced that it has consolidated more

than 9,000 circulars, guidelines and
Instructions into 244 function-wise
Master Directions (MDs), a97% re-
duction in regulatory clutter.

Across 11 categories of regulated en-
tities, iIncluding commercial banks,
small finance banks, payments banks,
NBFCs, cooperative banks, All-India
Financial Institutions, asset recons-
fruction companies, credit informati-
on companies and others, RBI collap-
sed nearly 3,500 active Instructions
into coherent MDs while marking
9,445 circulars asready for withdrawal.

Draft MDs were released for public
comment in October; eliciting over 770
submissions. After filtering out sug-
gestions that sought substantive regu-
latory changes (beyond the scope of

consolidation), the RBIfinalised a
clean, authoritative library of ins-
tructions that now replaces decades
of overlapping amendmentsand
un-repealed circulars.

This template can be adopted by
other regulators. However, it 1s not
easy, asregulators tend toregulate
and, In most cases, over-regulate.
There are several reasons for this.

P Asymmetric accountability Reg-
ulators are punished far more severely
for failures of omission than for failu-
res of commission. When the political
cost of amissed risk is high, rule accre-
tion becomes rational self-protection.
P Path dependence and instituti-
onal lock-in Bureaucratic systems,
once set on a trajectory, reinforce their
routines through sunk costs, procedu-
ral memory and justificatory narrati-
ves, making expansion easier than
recalibration.

» Knowledge asymmetry vis-a-vis
industry Insectors characterised by
high technical complexity and rapid-
ly evolving risks, regulators respond
to Informational disadvantage by er-
ecting broader and more conservative
guard rails, a tendency often called
‘regulation by approximation’.

P Legislative and judicial incenti-
ves Statutory mandates often empha-
sise consumer protection, prudential
safety orrisk aversion, not efficiency,

leading agencies to hedge politically
by over-specifying compliance requi-
rements,

Deregulating from within the system
is even harder, and there are several
reasons for this.

» Bureaucracy favour expansion
As William Niskanen's theory of bur-
eaucracies shows, agency budgets,
staffing and prestige are positively cor-
related with regulatory scope, making
reduction counter-incentivised.

P Loss aversion and institutional
risk aversion Daniel Kahneman and
Amos T'versky's prospect theory app-
lies toregulators too. Removingarule
carries therisk of blame if something
goes wrong, whereas adding arule dis-
tributes costs diffusely across soclety.
P Legal entanglement and proce-
dural inertia Once aregulation in-
teracts with multiple statutes, appel-
late decisions and internal guidelines,
removing it requires coordination ac-
ross agencies, ministries and courts.
» Absence of sunset clauses and
feedback loops Mostrules are desi-
gned to be permanent by default, with-
out mandatory review mechanisms,
sorules linger long after the original
risk has changed or disappeared.

The impact of thisregulatory accu-
mulation is multidimensional.

» Highregulatory density increases
transaction costs and compliance bur-
dens, disproportiona-

tely affecting small
firms.

» Regulatory comp-
lexity reduces Inno-

| vation Incentives, as
excessive ex ante app-
roval requirements
suppress experimen-
tation.

P It generates inter-
.| pretive uncertainty,
causingfirmsto
over-comply or ‘self-
censor’ activity.
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Regulators, Declutter Like RBI

bents and reduces competition, as com-
plex compliance regimes increase fix-
ed costs that only large players can ab-
sorb, leading to market concentration.
» It weakens state capacity by diffus-
ing attention. When regulators must
enforce thousands of micro-rules,
they shift from outcome-based super-
vision toform-based policing, redu-
cing strategic capability and creating
‘regulatory overload’.

Against this backdrop, RBI's move pro-
vides a coherent framework for other
regulators to adopt. Regulatory conso-
lidation must focus on these steps:

» Establish a single, authoritative lib-
rary of instructions by collapsing all
circulars, notifications and amend-
ments into unified MDs organised by
function rather than chronology.

» Conduct afull audit of the existing
rulebook, identifying obsolete, dupli-
cative or superseded provisions, and
formally marking them for withdraw-
al to prevent regulatory sedimentation.
P Enable structured public consulta-
tions that filter substantive policy ch-
anges from clarity-enhancing sugges-
tions, ensuring that consolidation
does not become a backdoor for new
rule-making.

» Embed periodic review mechani-
sms, sunset clauses, repeal cycles and
regulatory impact assessments, so
that the rulebook remains contempo-
rary and proportionate.

» Internally, agencies must strength-
en technical capacity toreduce relian-
ce on over-specification driven by
information gaps, while rebalancing
Incentives so that officials are reward-
ed for clarity, coherence and propor-
tionality rather than the volume of
Instructions issued.

» Consolidation must belinked toa
shift toward outcome-based supervi-
sion, which allows regulators to sim-
plify ex ante rules while enhancing
risk-based, ex post oversight.

The writer is a public policy professional
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Nature
Is Us

GANESH KOLAMBAKAR

Nature and human beings are of-
ten talked about as if they aretwo
separate realities. Therishis saw
nature as an extension of ourown
existence. Our breath, food, heal-
th and peace arise from her rhy-
thms. When this relationship weak-
ens, imbalance sets in, and both
nature and humanity sufter. The
Atharv Ved captures this truth
with deep intimacy. ‘Mata Bhum-
ih Putro Aham Prithivyah,’ mean-
ing Earth is the mother and we
are her children. This 1Isnot mere-
1y poetic but a reminder of iden-
tity To harm the Earth is toharm
the foundation of our own life.
Saint Dnyaneshwar expressed
the same spirit in his timeless abh-
ang. ‘Vruksha valli amha soya-
re,’ reminding us that treesand
plants are our relatives. He invi-
tes us to see the natural world as
afamily to be cared for and pro-
tected. When we nurture nature,
we nurture a part of ourselves.
Today; this sacred balance is un-
der strain. In the name of devel-
opment, forests are cleared, moun-
tains are cutdown andriversare
polluted. Such actions have caus-
ed severe ecological disturbance.
We are meant to enjoy nature’s
gifts with responsibility, taking
only what we need and giving back
what we can. This balance 1s not
only ecological. It is spiritual. Cru-
elty towards nature eventually
becomes cruelty towards us. We
have forgotten how to coexist.
The sages have already shown
the way. Now 1t 1s our turn to pro-
tectand care for the Earth that
has always supported us with
patience and love. By protecting
her, we protect our present and
future of all life.
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Restaurant Jan
Munich

Between Munich’s cultural
hub, the Kunstareal, and the
lively streets of Maxvorstadt
sits Restaurant Jan, where chef
Jan Hartwig deliversa dining
experience that feels both po-
lished and personal. The set
menu—seven courses at din-
ner, and a shorter version at
lunch —showcases Hartwig's
talent for sleek, modern hau-
te cuisine, with the option to
add some of his celebrated sig-
nature dishes alnng the way:

Each course arrives asami-

SO work, hut
e nheverstyle
& over subst-
ance. Hart-
wig blends
classic Fr-
- ench techni-
ques with contemporary flou-
rishes, creating plates that sur-
prise without overwhelming.
Afole gras wonton appears gla-
zed in a daring, beetroot-red
sheen, delicate slices of arctic
char rest in a clear onion broth,
brightened by a split of kaffir
lime oil. For extra indulgence,
additions like sea urchin Loui-
se, pate en croute, or arefined
beef Wellington show off the
chel’s deeper repertoire.

The dining room matches the
food for elegance: sleek design,
warm lighting and easy luxu-
ry. The prime seats dare those
overlooking the open kitchen
—charmingly dubbed ‘Lab-
or der Liebe’ (Laboratory of
Love)—where you can watch
culinary precision in motion.

Share Contentto
Secure Phone?

Apropos ‘Much Too Trigger
"Appy’ by Subimal Bhattacharijee,
and ‘So, Telecom Binds Digital’
by Nikhil Pahwa (Dec 3), Gol's
insistence on an app preinstal-
led, and undeletable, on citizens’
phones puts them in a perilous
position. Gol has, for now, walked
back on both the directives, but
concerns about 1ts access to per-
sonal data on devices with the app
already installed remain. A brea-
chof theapp’s privileged layer
could expose crores of devices
tomaliclous actors. Gol cannot
give afoolproof guarantee as
there have been instances of its
websites being hacked, besides
Aadhaar and SBl data breach
recently. Asfar as SIM-binding
mandate 1s concerned, users who
use messaging apps like Telegr-
am or WhatsApp withouta SIM
will face frequent interruptions.
Protecting national security and
citizens’ devices doesnotrequ-
ire turning every mobile phone
into a potential observation post.
Bal Govind

Noida




