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T
here have been some signi�cant policy
changes in the recent past — this
includes the implementation of the
new Labour Codes and the Viksit

Bharat-Guarantee for Rozgar and Ajeevika
Mission (Gramin) Bill, 2025 replacing the
Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) — which have raised
serious concerns regarding the welfare of
informal workers and those belonging to rural
India. These changes are accompanied by the
o�cial understanding that inequality is much less
of a concern today than it was in the early 2010s,
even though data comparability itself is an issue.

Inequality estimates, initial observations
Analysis of inequality warrants clari�cation on a
few issues, among other things. 

The �rst is inequality of what — income,
wealth, consumption expenditure? Second, how
is it measured? Third, along which axis it is
assessed — caste, class, gender, religion?, and
fourth, data source and comparability of
estimates generated from multiple surveys, if

marked with methodological changes. Our
estimate from the Household Consumer
Expenditure Survey (HCES 2023-24), conducted
by the National Sample Survey Organisation
(NSSO), suggests that overall consumption
expenditure inequality, measured by the Gini
index, is 0.29 — higher than the widely cited
World Bank estimate of 0.25. The World Bank’s
method too, in this regard, came under scrutiny.
With further disaggregation, one �nds that
urban, as expected, is more unequal than the
rural sector. India’s consumption boom during
the last couple of decades has been primarily
driven by non-food expenditure. We �nd that
inequality is much higher for the same compared
to food expenditure. This is true for the rural and
urban sectors, the inequality for both being
higher in case of the urban sectors, and relatively
more for non-food expenditure.

Since most growth-inducing activities are
urban-centric and agricultural distress persists, it
is imperative to examine the urban-rural gap,
which is shown by the mean ratio here. A higher
than unity mean ratio would re�ect a relatively
better position than the respective all-India
average. Lesser than unity would imply
otherwise. There is a substantial gap between
urban and rural sectors in this regard and the
disparity is more striking in the case of non-food
expenditure. For example, average urban
non-food monthly per capita expenditure (MPCE)
is about 1.5 times higher than the all-India
average, while that for rural is much lower than
the same point of reference.

Our disaggregated analysis also reveals a
considerable gap between the consumption share
and per-capita spending of overall MPCE-based
deciles. In the urban sector, the top 10% of the
population alone contributes 27% of the total
non-food expenditure, implying that the rest of
the 90% contributes only 73% of the same. The
mean MPCE of the topmost decile is six times that
of the bottom most decile for the urban sector,
compared to 4.5 times in the rural sector.
Strikingly, the mean MPCE of the top most decile
in the urban sector is nine times that of the
bottom most decile in the rural sector. Once we
proceed a step further and decompose total
inequality into within- and between-group
components, it appears that: in urban India,
within-decile and between-decile inequalities
account for about 33% and 67% of food
expenditure inequality, respectively, and about
10% and 90% of non-food expenditure inequality.
The relative importance of between-decile group

inequality for non-food consumption holds true
for the rural sector too. Further, the per-capita
consumption expenditure of the richest 5% is six
times higher than that of the poorest 5% in the
rural areas; the same is nine times for urban
areas. In short, the urban sector, which is more
a�uent, is more unequal than its rural
counterparts.

Inequality dynamics in India
First, it is almost unanimously agreed upon that
the superrich segment of the Indian population is
hardly captured by the NSS surveys
(consumption or wealth); thus any inequality
estimation based on the same is a gross
underestimation. Our own calculation based on
this data suggests that about one fourth of even
the richest 10% in India bene�ted from the
Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Yojana (PMGKY)
and about 13% of them have access to Below
Poverty Line (BPL) ration cards.

Second, for a nuanced understanding of
inequality dynamics in India, one must go
beyond inter-personal or solely income/spending
groups-based (for example, decile; percentile)
inequality calculations and analyse disparity
along various socio-economic axes such as caste
and class. Deploying an alternative class-based
analysis alongside a closer examination of the
growth process and policy changes since
Independence, Vamsi Vakulabharanam of the
University of Massachusetts, Amherst, in his
book, Class and Inequality in China and India,
1950-2010, shows that since the 1980s (even
before the 1991 reforms), urban owners,
managers, and professionals have gained
disproportionately, contributing to India’s
consumption boom,

In contrast, urban informal workers, rural
small farmers, and agricultural labourers have
lagged markedly behind. All these added to
increasing between-class inequality vis-à-vis
within-class inequality in India’s evolving urban
landscape. Over the last decade or so, there has
not been any systemic change despite various
welfare measures, to counter or reverse such
trend in class-based inequality. Typical
explorations of inequality often overlook this
growth-class-inequality nexus. Moreover, a large
share of Indians remains engaged in debt-led
consumption. The complexities involved in the
issue of inequality in India warn us that policies
formulated on the presupposition of lower
disparity could be misleading and may produce
adverse, albeit unintended, welfare implications.

Understanding inequality in India’s growth story
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H
imanta Biswa Sarma is expected to take
oath as Chief Minister after leading the
BJP to power in Assam yet again. Mr. Sar-

ma was a Congress leader when the party came
to power in the north-eastern State in 2011, but
switching sides in 2015, he became the central �-
gure of the BJP not only in Assam but also in
States around it. Starting in 2001 on a Congress
ticket, he has won six consecutive elections from
the same Assembly seat. Having emerged as a ve-
ry powerful leader, he joined the BJP, and was ap-
pointed Chief Minister in 2021. Since then, he has
reshaped the politics of the State through excep-
tional organisational ability, communal rhetoric,
and the partisan use of state power. An infras-
tructure push combined with welfare delivery —
the Orunodoi scheme of direct cash transfer to
women and Mission Basundhara, a �agship initia-
tive to streamline and digitise land records and
protect land rights — not only enabled the BJP’s
deep expansion, but along with other measures,
including the delimitation of Assembly consti-
tuencies in 2023, reshaped the State’s political
landscape. Mr. Sarma has been both the creator
and the principal bene�ciary of this process.

The BJP’s victory in Assam has signi�cant im-
plications for power dynamics within the party
nationally. Mr. Sarma is perceived to be close to
Union Home Minister Amit Shah. The BJP alone
commands a majority in the 126-strong Assemb-
ly, and the ruling coalition has 102 members. The
BJP has not only decimated the Opposition but al-
so rendered regional parties inconsequential. It
has consolidated a spectrum of fragmented social
groups and diluted the linguistic and ethnic polit-
ics of the State. But in doing so, it has sharply po-
larised Assam along religious lines. The delimita-
tion carved out constituencies by packing and
cracking communities in ways that suppress Mus-
lim representation, with the BJP and the Con-
gress now mirroring a Hindu-Muslim binary in
the newly elected Assembly. Eviction drives have
disproportionately targeted Bengali-speaking
Muslim communities; 40,000 individuals were
displaced in 2025 alone, o�cially framed as anti-
encroachment action but widely seen as selective
targeting. Assam is a sensitive border region, and
the BJP’s approach to its governance needs to be
commensurately sensitive. All parties have a leg-
itimate right to consolidate themselves and win
elections. But that must be done with the utmost
attention to the long-term health of the polity and
the interests of the country as a whole. At this
moment of triumph, the BJP in Assam would do
well to re�ect on the costs of the victory that it
has just secured.

Cost of success
The BJP’s path to victory in Assam

undermined the health of India’s polity

R
iding a massive anti-incumbency wave,
the Congress-led United Democratic
Front (UDF) returned to power in the

Kerala Assembly on May 4, ending 10 years of its
being in the political wilderness. After an unpre-
cedented defeat in 2021, the alliance worked sys-
tematically for a comeback, winning four by-elec-
tions, the general election in 2024 and the
civic-body polls last year before storming back in-
to the State Assembly through deft electioneering
and collective e�ort that sought to capitalise on
surging resentment against the functioning of the
Left Democratic Front (LDF) government led by
CPI(M) leader Pinarayi Vijayan. The BJP reo-
pened its account, securing three seats, �nishing
second in six and clinching a substantial share of
votes in pockets in north, central and south Ker-
ala, redrawing the electoral landscape. Its low
vote share notwithstanding, the party is doubt-
less growing, albeit incrementally. To be fair to
the Left, which received a debilitating blow, the
outgoing government embarked on a path of
growth, �lling infrastructure gaps, soliciting priv-
ate investment and pursuing sustainable indus-
tries without forgoing its Leftist thrust on welfare
and public governance, despite facing �scal em-
bargoes and pocket veto by inimical Governors.
While Left supporters acquiesced in its political
economy, many could not digest the lack of ac-
countability and the overbearing, if not dismis-
sive, demeanour of the CPI(M)’s senior leader-
ship. The Left tried to claim what was seen as an
emerging Hindu vote base through events such as
the Global Ayyappa Devotees’ Meet, even while
selectively targeting the Indian Union Muslim
League (IUML) for presumably being in concert
with the forces of political Islam. The IUML em-
ployed everything in its armour to hand a crush-
ing defeat to the Left, not just in Malappuram, its
stronghold, but also in other parts of the State.
Rebellion broke out in the rank and �le of the Left
ahead of the elections over issues of nepotism
and the concentration of power in a single person
bestowed with a cult status, which the UDF lever-
aged. It led to the fall of some decades-old Left ci-
tadels, with a cascading e�ect elsewhere as well.

Back in the saddle, the immediate task before
the Congress and the UDF will be to stay true to
their slogan of being a team and �nalise a cabinet
with a popular and e�cient leader. A historic
mandate of 102 seats, also counting the indepen-
dents it backed, should inspire the alliance to
form a government that is accessible, competent
and grounded. The period between polling and
counting saw senior Congress leaders draw pu-
blic ridicule for an unabashed display of a lust for
the chief ministerial post, to the dismay of the
party high command and the allies. Democracy
would be better served if the Congress acted res-
ponsibly, with the leaders setting aside personal
ambitions for the larger good.

Back in the saddle
Congress leaders in Kerala should rise

above personal ambitions

O
n March 11, 2026, the Minister of State for
Health, Anupriya Patel, informed
Parliament that 43 new medical colleges

have been established and 11,682 MBBS seats
along with 8,967 postgraduate seats have been
approved for the 2025-26 academic year.

Will this address India’s problem of
non-availability of doctors in the public health
system? Of the 8,967 new postgraduate doctors,
how many will actually have the inclination to
serve in aspirational districts or underserved
areas? Of the 43 newly sanctioned medical
colleges, only eight are under State governments,
eight are in the Employees’ State Insurance (ESI)
sector, and 27 are in the private sector. Private
medical colleges, after charging high capitation
fees, have no obligation to post their trainees in
government service, nor can they be compelled
to do so. There is also no clearly de�ned policy or
stipulations to ensure that public health
institutions bene�t maximally by �lling existing
vacancies in specialist cadre posts.

Merely investing in capital expenditure and
infrastructure alone will not yield the desired
improvement in health services in hilly, tribal,
and other remote underserved areas. Eleven out
of 18 All India Institutes of Medical Sciences
report around 40% vacancies in their teaching
and research faculty positions. Without adequate
research and teaching capacity, how can we
e�ectively train specialists?

Glaring vacancy rate
According to The Health Dynamics of India
2022-23 report, the vacancy rate in 5,491 rural
Community Health Centres (CHC) across 757
districts in India is 79.9%, with only 4,413
specialists available against a requirement of
21,964. Since 2014, the shortfall of specialists in
CHCs has remained at around 17,500, despite the
creation of additional postgraduate medical seats
— 72,627 across 731 medical colleges.

Newly graduated specialists are often unwilling
to work in remote and underserved areas due to
inadequate facilities, including lack of equipment,
decent sta� quarters, schools for their children,

and adequate peer medical support. If specialists
were available at CHCs, patients from rural and
tribal areas would not need to travel long
distances to district headquarters hospitals or
medical colleges. 

A CHC serves as a �rst referral unit for a
population of about 1.6 lakh to 2 lakh and is
expected to have 30 beds with �ve specialists —
physician, surgeon, obstetrician, paediatrician,
and anaesthetist. However, the majority of CHCs
remain crippled due to a persistent shortage of
specialists, a problem that has continued for
many years.

Yet, States continue to construct more CHCs to
utilise available central government funds, even
though many of them function e�ectively as
primary health centres. There are 5,491 CHCs
across 785 districts — about seven CHCs per
district — which is not a feasible model. With only
4,413 specialists available at present, just 882
CHCs can be fully operationalised, e�ectively
leaving only one functional CHC per district in
addition to the district hospital for specialised
care.

Flawed budgetary focus
The central health Budget is largely focused on
infrastructure, without matching allocations for
drugs, diagnostics, ambulance services,
emergency care, or salaries for temporary sta�. If
the goal is to improve people’s health, it must
prioritise operational outcomes rather than
merely investing capital in building construction,
leaving the rest to be managed by State budgets.

How do we manage better with what we have
in hand? We need to put the brakes on overly
enthusiastic declarations of new CHCs, which
often serve populist political mileage rather than
functional need.

Classify all PHCs and CHCs into normal,
di�cult, and most di�cult areas based on
de�ned criteria, as was done in Chhattisgarh
under the Rural Medical Corps Scheme. The most
di�cult areas are those with persistently high
sta� vacancies over long periods. Introduce
special incentives such as additional

compensatory �nancial allowances, priority for
postgraduate seats, sta� quarters, and quality
schooling facilities for children, among others.

Additional steps to take
Hereafter, all government-sponsored
postgraduate seat allocations must be linked to
existing vacancies in CHCs or district hospitals.
Candidates willing to �ll a specialist vacancy in a
CHC should be allotted a seat in the
corresponding speciality, with the assurance that
upon completion of training, they will be posted
there immediately. 

Conversely, aspirant doctors must provide an
undertaking to serve in the designated
government facility �rst. Priority may be given to
those who commit to a 10-year service bond in
di�cult-area CHCs, along with additional
incentives under the National Health Mission. We
must strictly follow an “all or none” principle in
posting specialists — either all �ve specialists are
placed in a CHC or none at all —avoiding
piecemeal deployment or the dilution of services
by spreading specialists too thinly.

Urgent construction of sta� quarters and
renovation of operation theatres, labour rooms,
intensive care units, and 24-hour emergency
units must be undertaken in such CHCs, which
may number two or three per district. Similar
undertakings and post graduate training can be
awarded to nurses willing to serve in remote
needy areas.

When adequate specialists are posted as a
team at the sub-district or town level, the image
of government hospitals improves in the public
eye. The workload is better distributed, and
optimal sharing reduces stress on doctors on
duty. Interpersonal communication with patients
also improves. This, in turn, enhances patient
satisfaction and reduces con�icts between the
public and doctors and other health sta�.

We can no longer a�ord to see nearly 70,000
specialists graduating from 731 medical colleges
without adequately �lling the vacant posts in the
public health system, which remains the only
source of care for the poor and marginalised.

Fixing structural de�cits in India’s health system

Dr. K.R. Antony 

Public health system

and policy

development adviser

There needs to
be greater
alignment
between
medical
education and
public service

Congress’s political moves
It is regrettable that the
Congress party has
degenerated into an
untrustworthy political
entity. It has shown no
hesitation in shamelessly
disowning the alliance that
brought it to victory or
jumping ship for the sake of
power. Anyone who
understands the pulse of
Tamil Nadu politics knows
this fact: if the Congress
were to contest alone, its
party workers would lose
their security deposits. After

balance — firm ideological
clarity without rigid
isolation. If the TVK can
convert this moment into a
model of transparent
coalition-building and
policy-driven governance, it
may redefine regional
politics. Otherwise, it risks
becoming just another
player in the same old
power arithmetic.

Shahim Maindala,
Bantwal, Mangaluru

MLA, voted against the TVK.
That verdict has been
laundered into its opposite
within 48 hours. 
Gopalaswamy J.,
Chennai

The TVK’s rise signals a
public desire for political
renewal, but its next steps
will define its credibility.
Seeking Congress support is
pragmatic, yet an
overreliance on legacy
parties risks diluting its
independent mandate. The
future demands a careful

is no betrayal in the
Congress supporting the
TVK for government
formation. The arithmetic is
right; the logic is inverted.
Both the Congress and the
DMK were routed by the
same force: the TVK. The
Congress survived largely
on the strength of the DMK.
That it now uses those five
seats as a kingmaker lever
to install the very party that
destroyed its alliance is not
a political pivot — it is
political parricide. The voter
who elected a Congress

alliance together during the
Assembly elections and the
general election in 2024. It
also overlooks the larger
picture for the 2029 general
election. Strategic decisions
must be guided by
long-term coherence, not
short-term numbers.
A.B. Eddy,
Chennai

A Congress spokesperson
has argued that since the
TVK defeated the DMK, and
the Congress too lost 23 of
28 seats it contested, there

winning by riding on the
votes and the influence of
the DMK, the Congress’s
tendency to forget alliance
ethics overnight and defect
to the opposing side is a
threat to democracy itself.
S. Padmanabhan,
Kochi, Kerala

The Congress’s move to
support the Tamilaga Vettri
Kazhagam is troubling as it
will undermine the INDIA
bloc alliance. Such a shift
ignores the political
understanding that held the
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A special experiment conducted by the
bee-keeping wing of the Khadi and Village
Industries Board in collaboration with the
Central Bee Research Institute, Poona, during
the blossoming of the co�ee plants in Yercaud
last month has proved to be a success. 

During the one-week period of the
experiment when co�ee plants were in full
blossom it was found that the honey production
doubled. In 12 bee-hives kept at selected places,
it was found that the average yield from each
box was 3 kg as against about 4 kg during
normal times.

Special steps were taken to enclose a portion
of the co�ee plants completely secure from
pollination by bees or other natural agents
ensuring only self-pollination; in another section
co�ee plants were allowed to be pollinated by all
natural agents including bees, and in the last
section co�ee plants were surrounded by
bee-hives so as to ensure maximum pollination
by bees.

The Co�ee Research Department is also
taking follow-up action to �nd out the quality
and quantity of co�ee seeds that would be
available from each of these sections after about
nine months. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 7, 1976

Better co�ee yields with
honey bees

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

Simla, May 5: Plague has now assumed alarming
proportions in the Punjab. During the week
ending 10th April, there were no less than 7,236
cases and deaths stood at 5,379. 

Practically every district in the Punjab has
some area a�ected by plague with the exception
of Simla, Kangra, Shahpur, Jhelum, Jhang,
Multan and Muza�ergarb. The largest number of
cases and deaths are reported from the Eastern
districts.

Practically all the districts also report stray
cases of small-pox. During the week, 365 cases
of small pox occurred and 120 were deaths
therefrom.

Balaspuri States are reported to be free from
infection. The Health Department, Punjab is
organising a campaign for meeting this
situation.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 7, 1926

Plague’s heavy toll in the
Punjab

T
he latest rule changes
by the Academy of
Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences are not merely

procedural — they signal a
philosophical shift in how global
cinema is seen, validated, and
circulated. By loosening the “one
country, one �lm” submission rule
for the International Feature
category, and allowing
festival-acclaimed �lms to qualify
independently, the Academy
Awards are attempting to
dismantle one of the most
enduring bottlenecks in world
cinema. For India, this is not just
an administrative tweak — it is a
structural opening, especially for
its vibrant but sidelined
independent �lm ecosystem.

For decades, India’s Oscar
journey has been shaped as much
by internal gatekeeping as by
external perception. The country’s
o�cial entry — decided by
committees — has often sparked
debate, with selections that leaned
toward middle-of-the-road
narratives rather than daring or
politically nuanced cinema. This
has meant that some of India’s
most globally resonant �lms never
even entered the Oscar race.

No dearth of candidates
Consider The Lunchbox. Directed
by Ritesh Batra, the �lm
premiered at Cannes Critics’
Week; garnered universal acclaim;
and travelled widely across
international festivals. Its delicate
storytelling, anchored in
loneliness and urban alienation,
spoke a cinematic language that
global audiences immediately
embraced. Yet, it was not selected
as India’s o�cial Oscar entry.
Under the new rules, a �lm like
The Lunchbox could have
bypassed national selection and
entered the Oscars directly. 

Similarly, Court by Chaitanya
Tamhane, which is a deeply
political examination of India’s
judicial system, won the Orizzonti
Award at Venice and multiple
international honours. While it
was India’s o�cial entry, it lacked
the sustained campaign

infrastructure to penetrate the
Oscar shortlist. Under a system
that values festival recognition
more directly, such �lms gain not
just eligibility but also legitimacy.

Or take Masaan, directed by
Neeraj Ghaywan. Premiering in
the ‘Un Certain Regard’ section at
Cannes and winning two awards,
Masaan bridged the spaces of the
intimate and the universal with
remarkable ease. Its exploration of
caste, grief, and aspiration in
small-town India resonated far
beyond its geography. Yet, it never
became India’s Oscar entry. In the
new framework, its festival
success alone could have
propelled it into the awards race.

Even more telling are �lms such
as Village Rockstars by Rima Das. A
deeply personal, almost
handmade �lm set in rural Assam,
it won the National Award and
travelled internationally,
embodying a kind of authenticity
that the global �lm community
increasingly values. While it was
India’s o�cial submission, its lack
of campaign backing limited its
reach. A festival-driven
quali�cation system could amplify
such voices, allowing them to
compete on artistic merit rather
than industrial muscle.

Lack of representation
Indian independent cinema has
long been globally visible but
institutionally underrepresented.
The new Oscar guidelines disrupt
this pattern by shifting the axis of
validation from national
committees to international
circuits. This is particularly
signi�cant in a country like India,
where cinema operates across
multiple languages, regions, and
aesthetic traditions. The idea that
a single �lm can “represent” such
diversity has always been �awed.
By allowing multiple entry points,
the Academy is acknowledging
that cinema is not a monolith but
a mosaic. However, this expanded
access also introduces new
complexities. Festival success,
while crucial, is not a guarantee of
Oscar traction. The Academy’s
ecosystem still relies heavily on

visibility, campaigning, and
industry networks. Films such as
All We Imagine as Light by Payal
Kapadia demonstrate how crucial
sustained global engagement is.
Under the new rules, such �lms
are better positioned, but they still
require strategic backing to
convert acclaim into nominations.

Yet, the broader implication of
these changes lies in how they
reshape cinematic aspiration. For
Indian �lmmakers, especially
those outside the mainstream
industry, the Oscars are no longer
a distant, opaque institution
mediated by national selection.
They become a more accessible
platform — one that rewards global
dialogue over domestic
endorsement. This could catalyse
a shift in how �lms are conceived,
produced, and circulated. One
may see greater emphasis on
international co-productions,
festival strategies, and
cross-cultural storytelling. At the
same time, there is a risk of
homogenisation — of �lms
tailoring themselves to perceived
“festival tastes” at the expense of
local speci�city. 

But the history of cinema
suggests otherwise. The most
globally successful �lms are often
those most deeply rooted in their
own contexts. Bong Joon-ho’s
Parasite did not dilute its Korean
identity to achieve global success.
The lesson for Indian cinema is
clear: authenticity travels.

The road ahead
Ultimately, the new Oscar
guidelines acknowledge that
cinema today is transnational —
not because it erases borders, but
because it speaks across them.

For Indian independent
cinema, this is a moment of
possibility. The challenge lies in
building the ecosystems that can
support this transition: better
international distribution, and
robust campaign infrastructures.
If that happens, the impact could
be profound. Not just in terms of
awards, but in how Indian stories
are positioned within the global
cinematic imagination.

A new roadmap for independent cinema

Vani Tripathi
Tikoo 

Actor, Producer, and

the Artistic Director of

the International Film

Festival of Delhi

For Indian
�lmmakers,
especially those
outside the
mainstream
industry, the
Oscars are no
longer a distant,
opaque
institution
mediated by
national
selection

STATE OF PLAY

E
ven though Tamil Na-
du’s outgoing Chief Mi-
nister M. K. Stalin put

on a brave face and said he
would face both defeat and
success with equanimity, his
loss in the Kolathur consti-
tuency appears to have sha-
ken him. As the leader of the
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam
(DMK), he campaigned across
the State for his party, and
had been con�dent that his
own constituency was secure,
having nurtured it like no oth-
er. He will go down in history
as the fourth sitting Chief Mi-
nister of Tamil Nadu who has
lost an election.

Constituencies represented
by a Chief Minister typically
attain VIP status by default.
Kolathur, however, became
Mr. Stalin’s second home, as
he made it a point to visit al-
most every week. The consti-
tuency saw the development
of hospitals, schools, �yovers,
playgrounds, and colleges,
among other facilities.

Yet voters chose the candi-
date of the �edgling Tamilaga
Vettri Kazhagam (TVK), V. S.
Babu, a former DMK leader
and district secretary. Obser-
vers point to a shift in voting
patterns among certain com-
munities in the constituency,
including Christians and Sche-
duled Castes, some of whom
appeared to favour actor C. Jo-
seph Vijay’s TVK.

Shift among Christians
This trend was not con�ned to
Kolathur. In several consti-
tuencies across the State with
a signi�cant Christian popula-
tion — traditionally seen as
supportive of the DMK due to
its strong anti-Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) stance — there ap-

peared to be a shift in prefe-
rences. The decline in vote
share for the DMK and its al-
lies in districts such as Kanni-
yakumari, which has a sub-
stantial Christian population,
suggests the alliance may have
lost ground among these vo-
ters. In Killiyur, Congress can-
didate Rajesh Kumar, who had
won by a margin of over
50,000 votes in 2021, saw his
victory margin shrink to just
over 1,000 votes this time.
Other constituencies in the
district witnessed a similar
trend. A comparable pattern
appeared in Kolathur, where
some voters seemed to favour
Mr. Vijay over Mr. Stalin, des-
pite the Chief Minister’s conti-
nued engagement with the
community, including orga-
nising annual Christmas
events and extending �nancial
support to certain churches.

Some voters framed their
preferences in identity terms,
expressing a desire for greater
representation in leadership. 

Apolitical Gen-Z
Beyond Kolathur, the DMK ap-
peared to be struggling to con-
nect with sections of ‘Genera-
tion Z’ or Gen-Z, whose
political engagement tends to
be more �uid and less tied to
established party structures.
Historically, the Dravidian
movement has drawn signi�-
cant strength from student
mobilisation. In contrast,
campus politics today appears
far more subdued. Student
unions are absent in many col-

leges, and even where they ex-
ist, they are often largely apol-
itical in character. The
proliferation of engineering
and professional colleges,
along with a shift away from
the humanities, has further
contributed to the weakening
of political engagement
among students. For many
students, the primary focus is
on securing employment
through campus placements,
leaving limited space for sus-
tained political involvement.
The DMK leadership appears
to be continuing to rely on an
older political idiom, rooted in
the rhetoric of the 1950s and
1960s, and often centred on
emotive appeals, which may
have limited resonance in to-
day’s social media-driven
campaign environment.

In contrast, Mr. Vijay’s cam-
paign suggests that electoral
success can, at least in certain
contexts, be achieved without
a deeply entrenched organisa-
tional structure or continuous
engagement through tradi-
tional media, large-scale con-
ferences, or expansive cam-
paign spending. His approach
points to the growing impor-
tance of alternative modes of
outreach, particularly those
that connect more directly
with younger and digitally en-
gaged voters. In many consti-
tuencies, voters did not know
the candidates of Mr. Vijay’s
party. They voted for him and
his symbol, the ‘Whistle’.

Mr. Vijay’s victory has put
an end to the bipolar politics
of Tamil Nadu, hitherto domi-
nated by the two Dravidian
parties. The shift towards a
three-cornered contest has
created space for smaller par-
ties as well as a party like the
BJP, which has been making
sustained e�orts to establish a
foothold. The TVK’s emer-
gence may realign Tamil Na-
du’s political equations more
broadly.

The rise of an apolitical polity 
TVK’s victory points to the importance of alternative modes of outreach

B. Kolappan
kolappan.b@thehindu.co.in

T
he Tamilaga Vettri Kazha-
gam (TVK), which sprung
a surprise in the 2026 As-

sembly elections, has not only al-
tered the bipolar nature of Tamil
Nadu’s politics for the �rst time
since 1977, but has also raised
questions over the future of the
two Dravidian majors — the Dravi-
da Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK)
and the All India Anna Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK).

However, analysis of region-
wise variations in the vote shares
secured by the TVK, the DMK and
the AIADMK in the 134 constituen-
cies they directly faced each other
showed that the electoral outcome
has become an existential threat
for the AIADMK, which seems to
have lost its core vote bank to the
TVK. In contrast, the DMK has lar-
gely retained its core vote bank. 

In three of the �ve regions —
Greater Chennai, central and
south — the vote share secured by
the AIADMK in the seats it contest-
ed is the lowest in 2026. For the
DMK, the vote share secured in
2026 was its lowest ever only in the
Greater Chennai region (Table 1). 

A closer analysis also showed
that there was a strong negative
correlation between the vote
shares secured by the AIADMK
and the TVK in almost all of these
134 constituencies (Table 2). This
means that wherever the
AIADMK’s vote share dropped, the
TVK’s vote share went up. This was
more pronounced in the consti-
tuencies in the central and south
regions (Chart 1).

This negative correlation bet-
ween the AIADMK and the TVK
was robust across all regions, ex-
cept the West, which had been a
stronghold of the former in the
past few decades. 

In comparison, such a correla-
tion was not observed between the

TVK and the DMK, except in the
Greater Chennai region where the
TVK swept the polls by hurting
both the Dravidian parties. In fact,
in the north, central and west re-
gions, both the DMK and the TVK
had a positive correlation, which
means wherever the TVK had
good vote shares or lower ones,
the DMK had the same as well. 

Curiously, if the AIADMK had
lost a chunk of structural or core
support to the TVK, then the DMK
should have emerged victorious
overall, thanks to the split in the
anti-incumbency votes. But that
did not happen. The reason is visi-
ble in another set of data: the
change in vote shares since 2021.
Table 3 shows the swing in those
same 134 seats.

In most regions, the DMK lost a
higher share of votes than the
AIADMK — except in the west and
the south. And overall, across
these 134 seats, the DMK’s vote
share dropped by 13.9 percentage
points against the AIADMK’s 12.0.

This seeming contradiction
where the AIADMK is hitting its
lowest �oors while the DMK is wit-
nessing a larger overall swing com-
pared to 2021, is best explained by
the kinds of voters each party lost.
The DMK shed a bigger pool of
�oating/swing voters to the TVK,
either due to anti-incumbency or a
clear preference for a new �lm-
star-led party that promised
change. These losses were broadly
uniform across constituencies,
which is why they show up as a
large swing but do not correlate
with the TVK’s seat-by-seat
strength. The AIADMK lost a small-
er share of votes overall because it
had a lower vote share than the
DMK to begin with in 2021. But a
larger fraction of what it lost was
core support. 

In a party system, where the
AIADMK’s political identity rests
on it being the anti-DMK pole, the
TVK’s inroads into the “Two
leaves” base poses a serious threat
to the party founded by former
Chief Minister M.G. Ramachan-
dran.

TVK makes inroads into AIADMK’s core voter base in T.N. 
Historical �oors show the DMK losing less of its core support and more of its �oating votes

Pon Vasanth B.A. 
Sambavi Parthasarathy 
Srinivasan Ramani
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Cost of EU plan to
phase out Chinese
tech for the bloc

432.83
in $

billion. EU

proposals

to tighten cybersecurity by phasing out

equipment from Chinese suppliers risk

costing the bloc over $400 billion in the

next five years, China’s Chamber of

Commerce to the EU said. REUTERS

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Teaching hospital
doctors dismissed 
by A.P. government

51
Andhra Pradesh Health Minister

Satya Kumar Yadav said the

government has permanently

dismissed 51 doctors serving under the

Director of Medical Education over

“unauthorised absence from duties”. The

move is part of a crackdown on negligence

in the State’s health care system. PTI

Amount to be spent by
Musk on SpaceX AI
chip project in Texas

55
in $ billion. Elon Musk’s SpaceX

plans to invest at least $55

billion to build semiconductor

manufacturing facility in Texas, according

to a public notice, producing chips for AI,

robotics and data centres in space. He said

the facility would be run jointly by his firm

Tesla and his rocket company SpaceX. AFP

Saplings to be planted
by Delhi Forest Dept.
in the Central Ridge

1.5
in lakh. The Delhi Forest

Department will launch a

plantation project in the

Central Ridge to transform around 10 acres

of degraded forest land into a dense native

forest ecosystem. They will plant nearly 1

lakh to 1.5 lakh saplings at a density of 3-5

saplings per square metre. PTI

Number of skeletal
remains recovered
from mass grave site

249
The number of skeletal

remains recovered at

the alleged mass grave

site in Chemmani reached 249 during the

third phase of excavation work ordered by

a court, according to a human rights

lawyer. PTI
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The story so far:

A
day after the Trinamool
Congress lost the West Bengal
elections to the BJP, party
chairperson Mamata Banerjee

on May 5 said she would not resign as
Chief Minister, alleging that the verdict
was the result of a “conspiracy” rather
than the people’s mandate. Addressing a
press conference, Ms. Banerjee claimed
the elections had not been conducted
fairly and accused the BJP of misusing
central forces to “forcibly capture” booths
and in�uence the outcome. She added
that the party would challenge the results
and continue its political �ght.

Can a Governor remove a CM?
Article 164(1) of the Constitution provides
that “the Chief Minister shall be
appointed by the Governor and the other
Ministers shall be appointed by the
Governor on the advice of the Chief
Minister, and the Ministers shall hold
o�ce during the pleasure of the
Governor.” On a literal reading of the
provision, therefore, the Governor
appears to possess the authority to
remove a CM from o�ce. However,
members of the Constituent Assembly
had cautioned that such a provision could
potentially lend itself to an arbitrary
exercise of gubernatorial discretion.

Constituent Assembly member
Mohammad Ismail Khan had moved an
amendment to the provision (then Article
144 of the Draft Constitution) proposing
that the phrase “during the pleasure” be
replaced with the words “so long as they
enjoy the con�dence of the Legislative
Assembly of the State.” He contended that
once the constitutional scheme envisaged
the Governor as a nominee of the

President, the Constitution ought to have
made it explicit that the Council of
Ministers would hold o�ce not at the
Governor’s pleasure, but only so long as it
continued to enjoy the con�dence of the
Legislative Assembly.

Addressing this concern, Dr. B. R.
Ambedkar, Chairman of the Drafting
Committee of the Constitution, a�rmed
that the Council of Ministers shall hold
o�ce only so long as it enjoys the
con�dence of the majority. “The reason
why we have not so expressly stated it,”
he explained, “is because it has not been
stated in that fashion or in those terms in
any of the Constitutions which lay down a
parliamentary system of government.”

Over the years, the Supreme Court has
also interpreted the Governor’s powers as
�owing primarily from the “aid and
advice” of the Council of Ministers. In A.G.
Perarivalan v. State Through
Superintendent of Police (2022), the apex
court observed that the “Governor” is
“but a shorthand expression for the State
government”. While recognising the
Governor as “the formal head and sole

repository of the executive power”, the
court held that the o�ce is ordinarily
bound by the aid and advice of the State’s
Council of Ministers.

When is a �oor test required?
If a Governor asks a Chief Minister to step
down and invites another candidate for
the post while the tenure of the
Legislative Assembly is still on, there has
to be a �oor test — a constitutional
mechanism used to determine whether
the executive enjoys the con�dence of the
legislature. Under this process, the Chief
Minister must prove majority support in
the House. Failure to do so requires the
CM to resign.

If no party or coalition can form a
stable government, President’s Rule
under Article 356 may be imposed as a
measure of last resort.

What happens after the Assembly’s
tenure ends?
Article 172 of the Constitution deals with
the duration of a State Legislative
Assembly and stipulates that, “unless

sooner dissolved”, an Assembly “shall
continue for �ve years from the date
appointed for its �rst meeting and no
longer, and the expiration of the said
period of �ve years shall operate as a
dissolution of the Assembly.”

According to the Election Commission,
the current West Bengal Assembly
commenced its term on May 8, 2021, and
is set to expire on May 7. Thereafter, the
Governor will have to initiate the process
for constituting a new Assembly. 

What happens next?
According to former Lok Sabha
Secretary-General P.D.T. Achary, a formal
resignation following defeat in an
Assembly election is largely a matter of
convention. “Even if Ms. Banerjee does
not resign, it would make no material
di�erence. The tenure of the present
Assembly ends on May 7, and with its
dissolution, she will automatically cease
to hold o�ce as Chief Minister,” he said.

He, however, pointed out that an
election petition may be �led before the
Calcutta High Court within 45 days from
the declaration of the results of the
concerned candidate. Section 100 of the
Representation of the People Act, 1951
enumerates the grounds on which the
election of a candidate may be challenged
and declared void, including corrupt
practices by the candidate and
non-compliance with statutory provisions
by the returning o�cer, among other
grounds. He noted that a writ petition
may be maintainable where the challenge
concerns the integrity of the electoral
process itself, including allegations of
arbitrary voter deletions during the
special intensive revision of electoral rolls
in West Bengal. 

“Large-scale deletion of voters in an
election constitutes a violation of
fundamental rights and can therefore be
challenged through a writ petition,” he
said.

When does a CM cease to hold o�ce?
Can a Governor remove a Chief Minister? What does ‘pleasure of the Governor’ mean? When is a �oor test required? What happens after the Assembly’s 

tenure ends? Can election results be challenged in court?

A woman walks past banners of Mamata Banerjee, on Wednesday, in Kolkata. PTI

Aaratrika Bhaumik

EXPLAINER THE GIST

�

Though Article 164 states that
the Council of Ministers holds
o�ice “during the pleasure of
the Governor”, this is not
absolute; in practice, a Chief
Minister can continue only so
long as they enjoy the
confidence of the Legislative
Assembly.

�

The majority of a Chief Minister
is determined through a floor
test in the House, and if they
fail to prove support, they must
resign.

The story so far:

O
n May 1, 2026 — International
Workers’ Day — the Karnataka
government announced the
operationalisation of a

specialised grievance redressal
mechanism for platform-based gig
workers in the State. Claimed to be the
�rst government-backed grievance
handling mechanism for gig workers in
India, it allows workers to o�cially lodge
complaints through the Integrated Public
Grievance Redressal System (IPGRS), the
State’s centralised digital platform for
addressing citizen grievances related to
government schemes.

How does the system work?
Platform-based gig workers can now
o�cially lodge grievances, including
those related to pay, working conditions,
and platform-speci�c disputes, via the
IPGRS. 

Under the Karnataka Platform-Based
Gig Workers (Social Security and Welfare)
Act, every aggregator platform must
constitute an Internal Dispute Resolution
Committee (IDRC). Grievances �led on

the IPGRS will be automatically routed to
the respective platform’s IDRC. Upon
receiving a complaint, the IDRC is
expected to attempt resolution within 15
working days, and is allowed up to 45
days to issue a �nal order. Any party
aggrieved by the �nal decision can
escalate the matter to the Karnataka Gig
Workers Welfare Board within 30 days.

What concerns can a gig worker
raise?
Gig workers can raise complaints related
to suspension, blocking, or deactivation
of accounts, termination from the
platform, reduction or withholding of
payments, unfair penalties,
discrimination, unsafe working
conditions, or other violations of rights
guaranteed under the Act.

What gap does it address?
While many platforms have internal
grievance redressal mechanisms, these
systems exist outside a formal dispute
resolution framework. As a result, gig
workers have often reported a lack of
resolution to their grievances. Many have
complained that platforms quite often
turn a blind eye to the workers’ woes. 

The Karnataka government’s move
seeks to bring more structure and
transparency into the process and ensure
legal recourse for these workers outside
the formal economy. Gig workers can now
o�cially lodge grievances through the
portal, which will then be routed to the
respective platform’s IDRC. The
government, as a central facilitator, will
monitor the process.

Why is the mechanism being
implemented now?
The Karnataka Platform-Based Gig
Workers (Social Security and Welfare) Act,
2025, was o�cially noti�ed in September
2025.

In March 2026, Karnataka became the
�rst Indian State to notify the Rules to
enact the law for gig workers. The
grievance-redressal mechanism for gig
workers in the State forms a crucial part
of the Act. It is considered a major
deterrent that would hinder arbitrary
terminations or account deactivation of
gig workers and address their concerns.

What are the other key developments
related to the Act?
In January 2026, the Karnataka

Platform-Based Gig Workers Welfare
Development Board was constituted to
implement welfare measures.

Platforms have been mandated to
furnish details of both the company and
their gig workers — including name, age,
phone number, Aadhaar number, UAN,
and bank account details — to the Board.
This data will be integrated into the
Board’s portal.

According to the government, so far,
around 12 platforms/aggregators have
provided details of 12 lakh active gig
workers in the State. 

However, given that several workers
are associated with multiple platforms,
the numbers could contain overlaps. This
is expected to be sorted once the
government comes up with unique IDs for
each worker.

In February, the government
announced that 1% of every transaction
will be collected from aggregator
platforms to provide social security
bene�ts to platform-based gig workers.

What will the welfare fee be used for?
The welfare fee will go to the Karnataka
Platform-Based Gig Workers’ Fund to
provide social security and welfare
bene�ts to platform-based gig workers in
the State. 

According to government o�cials,
schemes for gig workers, depending on
the platform they work for, are being
developed and will be put forward for
deliberation at the next board meeting.
The schemes being considered include
life insurance, accidental bene�t,
disability bene�t, medical bene�t,
maternity bene�t, and old-age protection,
depending on the nature of gig work.

What is Karnataka’s new gig
worker grievance system?
What gap does Karnataka’s new system address? How will the welfare fee be used?

Shilpa Elizabeth

THE GIST 

�

Karnataka has operationalised
a government-backed
grievance redressal mechanism
for platform-based gig workers,
allowing them to lodge
complaints through the IPGRS,
which is routed to platform
IDRCs for resolution.

�

The move aims to bring
structure, transparency, and
legal recourse to gig workers,
addressing issues such as pay,
working conditions, and
arbitrary account deactivation.
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X

QUESTION 1

The first inauguration of ________ as
President of the largest country in the
world (as per land area) took place on this
day in 2000. The former intelligence o�icer
continues to lead the nation to this day.
Fill in the blank.
X

QUESTION 2

Today marks the birthday of an Indian
polymath who wrote and composed the
national anthems of two countries,
possibly influenced a third as well. Name
him.
X

QUESTION 3

Started as a radio repair business, this
modest firm went on to pioneer major
innovations in consumer electronics.
Name the iconic Japanese company
established on this day in 1946.
X

QUESTION 4

On May 7, 1954, French forces were

defeated by Vietnamese troops at Dien Bien
Phu. The battle was part of which war?
X

QUESTION 5

Which composer premiered his Ninth
Symphony in Vienna on May 7, 1824? The
performance was conducted by Michael
Umlauf because of concerns about the
composer’s hearing loss.
X

QUESTION 6

Nazi Germany signed an unconditional
surrender on May 8, 1945, bringing the Second
World War in Europe to an end. However, an
earlier surrender document signed the
previous day was rejected by the Soviet Union.
Why?
X

QUESTION 7

On May 7, 1999, the U.S.-led NATO accidentally
bombed the embassy of which country in
Belgrade?
X

QUESTION 8

Which parliamentary confrontation beginning
May 7, 1940, directly led to Winston Churchill
replacing Neville Chamberlain as Britain’s PM?

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s

daily quiz: 1. TVK candidate Seenivasa Sethupathy
defeated DMK leader K.R. Periyakaruppan in the
Tiruppattur Assembly seat by one vote. Which Vijay
movie, directed by A.R. Murugadoss, popularised
the power of a single vote? Ans: Sarkar

2. This man directed Vijay’s first film in a leading
role and also gave him the title of ‘Ilaya Thalapathy
(young commander)’. Name him. Ans: Vijay's

father, S.A. Chandrasekhar

3. Vijay played triple roles in a film directed by
Atlee. Name it. Ans: Mersal

4. The film Thamizhan launched the career of a

famous Bollywood actor. In it, Vijay’s character
spreads awareness about the law to the common
man. Name the Bollywood actor and name Vijay’s
character, which is also the name of another Tamil
actor. Ans: Priyanka Chopra, Surya

5. This film’s tagline annoyed Jayalalithaa. What
was the name of the film, and what was the
tagline? Ans: Thalaiva; time to lead

Visual: This is a poster of a Vijay film that remains
unreleased. Name the film which was stalled due
to intense CBFC disputes. Ans: Jana Nayagan

Early Birds: Sunil Madhavan | K.N. Viswanathan |
Tamanjit Bisla | Arpit kullu | Erfanally Oosmany

THE DAILY QUIZ

A quiz on birthdays, war scenarios, and everything else that happened on May 7

X

Visual Question

Heads of key neutralist
nations of the Non-Aligned
Movement at a meeting in
1960. Indian Prime Minister
Jawaharlal Nehru is seen on
the left. Identify the leader on
the far right, who was born on
May 7, 1892, and was a
long-time communist head 
of a Balkan federation.
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Mohammed Hidhayat

“Did you watch the men’s �nal?”
“No, I didn’t bother to watch it. I don’t

like Pete Sampras. But I knew from the
beginning that he could win the event
standing on his head.”

“Standing on his head?”
“When you say that someone can do

something standing on his head, it means
he can do it very easily. He can….”

“…he can do it blindfolded.”
“Exactly! Here’s an example. Shyam is

an excellent dentist. He can remove that
rotten tooth of yours standing on his
head.”

“Mohan said he could pass the TOEFL
test standing on his head. How does that
sound?”

“Excellent. Sujatha is great with
computers. She can write programmes
standing on her head.”

“Talking about Sujatha, what was she
complaining about the other day?”

“She apparently got stood up by
Ramesh and she….”

“…Ramesh stood her up? Why? Was he
measuring her height?”

“No! No! You see, when you say that
somebody ‘stood you up’, it means that
some person made an appointment with
you and failed to turn up. And it
usually….”

“…in other words, you can be stood up
by anybody?”

“Not exactly! You are usually stood up
by your boyfriend or girlfriend. Or
someone very close to you.”

“In other words, the boyfriend or
girlfriend doesn’t show up for the date.”

“Exactly! Here is an example. When
Jyothi stood him up for the �fth time, I
think Chander got the message.”

“Sekhar stood up Shyamala because he
wanted to play cricket with his friends.
How does that sound?”

“Great! But I would say that it’s not
cricket!”

“I have never been stood up by
anyone.”

“You’ve never had the courage to ask
anyone to go out with you!”

“That’s not true! I’ve asked….”
“…let’s not get into an argument!”
“O.K. O.K! Have you changed your

mind about buying a car? Don’t you….”
“…no, I haven’t. I am going to stand pat

on the issue.”
“Stand pat on the issue! I’ve never

heard that expression before.”
“When you say you are going to ‘stand

pat on something’, it means that you are
going to stick �rmly to your position or
opinion.”

“I see. Ramdas believes that some of
our senior cricket players have made tons
of money through illegal means. He has
stood pat on this issue for the past two
years.”

“Dilip decided not to get married when
he was twenty one. He has stood pat on
the decision for the past seven years.”

“I think I understand how the
expression is used now. So you are pat on
your decision about not buying a car.”

“I guess you could say that. Unless of
course, I spot a stand-out which I can buy
at a very low price.”

“What does it mean? Something very
special?”

“Exactly! When you refer to a person
or a thing as being a ‘stand-out’, it means
that you think that the person or thing is
something extraordinary.”

“In other words, it stands apart from
the rest of the things.”
Published in The Hindu on July 18, 2000

Know your
English

FROM THE ARCHIVES

S. Upendran

O
skar Spate, one of the only
geographers associated with
the Punjab Boundary
Commission in India, regularly

wrote in his private journals about the
fundamental con�ict between the
political demand for Pakistan and the
geographical realities of its
implementation. Spate was hired by the
Ahmadiyya community to help prepare
their claims for the Boundary
Commission, and while he did prepare
extensive maps and documents for them
— and for the Muslim League — his unease
anticipated a key strand of tension
between geography and political reality
that the Boundary Commission had to
contend with throughout its tenure.

This tension is explored in greater
detail in Mapping Partition: Politics,
Territory and the End of Empire in India
and Pakistan (Wiley) by Hannah
Fitzpatrick. The book studies the role and
mobilisation (or lack thereof ) of
geographical knowledge and expertise for
the process of partitioning. It begins by
tracing the evolution of a colonial archive
of geographical knowledge on the Indian
empire as represented in maps, census
�gures, gazetteers, ethnological reports,
and atlases. Fitzpatrick argues that this
knowledge was closely tied to colonial
rule long before it was used in the
partition of the subcontinent.

The book examines several di�erent

boundary proposals submitted to the
Punjab Boundary Commission to
highlight how the Commission’s terms of
reference, which required territorially
contiguous religious majorities, often
required solutions that put geographical
realities in direct competition with
demographic and political imperatives.
For instance, solutions like enclaves or
protected corridors could address the
need to have demographically
homogenous territories, but not the
requirement of territorial contiguity;
while contiguous boundaries often left
large sections of Muslim and non-Muslim
populations stranded, leaving large-scale
population transfers as the only viable
option. Part of the di�culty, as Spate
himself noted, was precisely that the
Boundary Commission sought to apply a
geographical and territorial solution for a
con�ict that was, at its core, political.

An additional problem was the lack of
clarity over what constituted accurate
data. In Borders and Con�ict in South Asia:
The Radcli�e Boundary Line and the
Partition of Punjab (Manchester
University Press), Lucy Chester notes that
the Commission’s mandate required it to
take into consideration “other factors”
while delimiting a boundary, but what
these other factors meant was only
vaguely de�ned. The ambiguity led to
varying interpretations of what data was
to be given precedence and the weight
and value to attach to each of these,
making it virtually impossible to agree on

one boundary line. Indeed, when the �nal
boundary award was announced by Sir
Cyril Radcli�e, the Commission’s chair,
both Congress and Muslim League leaders
lamented that the Commission hadn’t
taken into consideration the “right”
factors in �xing a boundary.

Additionally, access to o�cial Survey of
India maps had been greatly restricted
since World War II, meaning each
delegation seemingly prepared its own
maps. These maps, which displayed the
wide disagreements over questions of
space and territory that the Commission
had to navigate, ranged from con�icting
depictions of living patterns, documents
on socio-economic resources, the
Railways, or Punjab’s canal network.
Thus, while it was clear that geographical
knowledge was crucial to the making of
the boundary, what precisely constituted
useful knowledge and its accuracy was
much less clear.

Similar concerns over the credibility of
data marked the partition process in
Bengal, which was also impacted by the
regional topography in unique ways.
Willem van Schendel’s The Bengal
Borderland: Beyond Nation and State in
South Asia (Anthem South Asian Studies)
studies how the Radcli�e Line came
together as a “patchwork border”, as
complicated by the era’s politics as it was
disrupted by geography. As van Schendel
shows, not only did the Bengal Boundary
Commission have to work without
updated maps, it also had to contend with

unique topographical features like shifting
rivers and deltaic tidal islands of the
Sundarbans. In several sections where
maps were found to be inaccurate or
simply absent, the Commission had no
prior reference point upon which it could
base its boundary award.

Even as India and Pakistan both
accepted the Radcli�e Award as the �nal
boundary, what it meant on the ground
was unclear. Consequently, as van
Schendel notes, the demarcation of a
boundary was less a question for
geographical or boundary-making
expertise, but more a problem for local
bureaucracies and governments to settle.
What makes The Bengal Borderland
particularly interesting is its focus on the
decades after 1947, when the boundary
was translated from a line on paper to one
on the ground – and the long-lasting
impact this territorial engineering had on
the region’s inhabitants.

If Fitzpatrick and Chester show how
geographical expertise was limited and,
more to the point, deeply contested, The
Bengal Borderland o�ers a glimpse into
how geography acted on
boundary-making e�orts. Ultimately, as
the books show, what was at stake wasn’t
the application of cartography or
geographical practice to society, but
deciding which vision of space would
become real.
(Charuta Ghadyalpatil is a PhD researcher
in the Department of Geography at
Durham University)

Geography, data, and disagreement in
drawing India’s Partition boundaries
The division of the country in 1947 was as much a failure of geographical certainty as it was a political compromise; the Boundary Commission

struggled with contested maps, unclear data, and competing demands of territorial contiguity and demographic realities
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Economist reported at the end of March. The 
experts it quoted almost uniformly guessti-
mated that even if the war ended immi-
nently, it would be several months before 
things approached normalcy.

Oil traders are warning that global stocks 
of crude oil, petrol, jet fuel and diesel will hit 
critically low levels by the end of this month. 
It is no longer a question of price alone, but 
whether there will be much physical supply 
at all as the blockades continue. Almost 500 
ships are estimated to be stranded near the 
Strait of Hormuz. Global airlines cut 2 mil-
lion seats in supply for May and that will 
prove optimistic. Veteran aviation analyst 
John Strickland said this week, “I don’t think 
in my time there has ever been the question 
of shortages (of jet fuel).” It is time, in India 
and overseas, that the discussion moved to 
fuel rationing, increased investment in solar 
energy and increased work-from-home 
schedules. Unlikely Asian countries have 
proved role models. Vietnam introduced jet 
fuel rationing from April. Sri Lanka moved 
to QR-code based fuel rationing within a 
fortnight of the war’s start. Regardless of the 
buoyancy of stock markets, we have a sum-
mer and winter of prolonged shortages and 
discontent ahead. Governments and compa-
nies must act now.

will be primary beneficiaries if the gains 
from artificial intelligence (AI) measure up 
to the hype. But in the meantime, fuel prices 
are surging and economies such as Korea 
and Taiwan are especially exposed.

The optimism bug extends even to central 
banks. Instead of raising interest rates in 
anticipation of higher prices, most have 
adopted a wait-and-see approach. The Bank 
of Japan, seeking to exit an era of easy 
money, had signalled a hike in April, but 
then elected not to raise rates partly because 
the Takaichi government prefers the status 
quo. This creates a self-reinforcing loop that 
propels stocks higher because, as Sharma 
observes, “investors have come to believe 
the government will always bail them out.”

There is certainly some good news. First-
quarter results in the US were much 
stronger than forecast. The world is much 
more energy-efficient than it was when oil 
shocks of the 1970s hit, in part because the 
pain is initially being felt inevitably across 
the developing world. Writing in the Finan-
cial Times this week, Christof Rühl of the 
Center on Global Energy Policy at Columbia 
University made the point that we need 60% 
less oil for every $1,000 of global gross 
domestic product (GDP) at 2025 prices than 
we did in the 1970s. But, Rühl went on to 

M
ore than two months on from the 
beginning of the third Gulf War, 
despite warnings of oil and gas 

shortages in the coming weeks, stock inves-
tors in the US have used bad news to buy on 
the dips. This is business as unusual: incredi-
bly, the S&P 500 index posted a staggering 
one-year return of 29% as of 1 May.

Ruchir Sharma, author of The Rise and 
Fall of Nations, identified retail investors as 
the engine pulling what might be called the 
perpetual bull market—now more than a 
decade-and-a-half old. “Americans are all in 
on the market, holding more wealth in 
stocks than their homes, for the first time,” 
he wrote in the Financial Times. “Retail’s 
share of daily trading in US stocks doubled in 
the last 15 years to 36%.” 

The war plays out on TV screens that 
seems akin to a video game for most inves-
tors. And this is not just a US phenomenon. 
The Korean Kospi has seen a 27% gain over 
the past month, surging 5% on 4 May alone 
to an all-time high. Both Korea and the US 

integrated circuits, biotechnology and 
health sciences, deep-earth, deep-sea 
and polar exploration, aerospace and 
space technology and brain science and 
neuromorphic computing.

Strategic emerging industries that 
were prioritized for  immediate upgra-
dation included: New energy vehicles, 
advanced manufacturing, high-end 
robotics, smart production and heavy 
equipment, next-generation informa-
tion technology, green tech, etc. There 
were also plans to upgrade the digital 
economy and infrastructure.

Has China delivered on it? For sure. 
China is now the only technology rival 
to the US. For instance, the top five Chi-
nese EV manufacturers control 43% of 
the market, with BYD alone at 20%. 

Now comes the next five-year plan 
from 2026 to 2030. It focuses on two 
main tiers of technology: strategic 
emerging industries, which are ready 
for large-scale industrial use, and future 
industries, which represent the next 
frontier of global competition. 

The first category includes massive 
deployment of the ‘AI Plus’ initiative to 
integrate AI across manufacturing, 
healthcare and governance; focus on 
high-end robotics, industrial machine 
tools and ‘intelligentized’ production 
systems; further dominance in EVs; 
large-scale commercialization of bio-
medicine and innovative drug develop-
ment as well as expansion of drones and 
commercial space exploration.

Then the plan identifies specific 
“industries of the future” to gain a first-
mover advantage. These include quan-
tum technology, next-gen networks 
including 6G mobile technology, 
human-machine integration (including 
focused development of a brain-com-
puter interface) and humanoid robots. 
Plus unconventional energy options 
like nuclear fusion power and hydro-
gen, as well as bio manufacturing.

We are practically in science fiction 
territory now. Self-reliance is a key 
theme to reduce dependence on any 
foreign technology or materials in all 

these areas. The unstated part is to 
make others reliant on you. 

In an article in Fortune, ‘America shot 
its arsenal empty in 2 wars. Now it needs 
Beijing’s permission to reload,’ Steve H. 
Hanke and Jeffrey Weng set out why 
China is critical to America’s attempt to 
build back its depleted war arsenal.

Here are the facts : “The Center for 
Strategic and International Studies 
finds that in Iran alone, the United 
States burned through 45% of its Preci-
sion Strike Missile stockpile, half of its 
THAAD interceptors, nearly half of its 
Patriot PAC-3 inventory, roughly 30% 
of its Tomahawks, and more than 20% 
of its long-range JASSMs.” 

There is now a real risk of running out 
of ammunition. And production cannot 
be restarted without a go-ahead from 
Beijing. Too many of the critical raw 
materials needed flow almost exclu-
sively through China. For instance, each 
Tomahawk cruise missile’s fin actuators 
run on samarium-cobalt magnets. 
China mines and refines 99% of the 
world’s samarium and placed it under 
export licensing in April 2025; the 
Patriot PAC-3 interceptor uses samari-
um-cobalt and yttrium-iron-garnet 
phase shifters. Besides samarium, 
China supplies 93% of US yttrium 
imports; the fin servos and seekers of 
JASSM-ER stealth cruise missiles run 
on neodymium-iron-boron magnets 
doped with dysprosium and terbium for 
thermal stability. China refines the vast 
majority of the world’s dysprosium and 
terbium; F-35 Lightning II contains 920 
pounds of rare earths, most of which 
have been put under licence by China.

“Across these four weapon systems, 
the back-of-the-envelope replenish-
ment requirement is between five and 
ten metric tons of finished defense-
grade rare earth magnets, more than 
95% of which will arrive from China.”

Beijing has nearly all rare earths as 
well as antimony, gallium, etc, under 
licensing or in control. It’s been playing 
the long game and has got the world and 
the US exactly where it wants it.

R
ecently, I attended a lecture on 
‘Long-term missions in a short-
term world’ by S. Gurumurthy. To 

me, the biggest example has been China. 
It has not only had an astounding growth 
story over nearly fifty years, it has been 
strategic in its intent and execution. 

China’s GDP grew 5% in the first 
quarter, well ahead of estimates. We 
like to fault China on many fronts, 
including its deteriorating demograph-
ics, excess construction and export 
dependence. Plus it is growing less than 
India’s 7%-odd per annum. But the 
Chinese economy is about five times the 
size of India’s. China’s 5% growth rate 
versus India’s 7% means that China adds 
25 units to its GDP for the seven units 
we add. In just 5-6 years, it can add a 
whole Indian economy, so to speak.

Now for research and development 
(R&D) spend. As a percentage of GDP, 
China spends 7 times what India does. 
Therefore, in nominal terms, China 
spends 35 times what India does and the 
difference shows in results.

China’s 2021-25 Five-Year Plan 
placed technological self-reliance at the 
core of development, shifting focus 
from high-speed growth to high-qual-
ity, innovation-driven security. It iden-
tified seven ‘frontier areas’ for major sci-
ence and technology projects where it 
was looking for self-reliance, break-
throughs and dominance: Artificial 
intelligence (AI), quantum information, 

China’s focus on self-reliance and dominance of key technologies has left the world dependent on it

DEVINA MEHRA 
is founder of First Global and author of 

‘Money, Myths and Mantras: The Ultimate 

Investment Guide’. Her X handle is 

@devinamehra

Prepare for seasons of discontent even if the war ends
RAHUL JACOB

T
he surging shares of US chipmakers 
such as Intel and Micron point to a 
deeper shift in artificial intelligence 
(AI). First, the narrative is moving 
from a speculative buzz around AI 
models to hard spending on the 

infrastructure that powers them. Second, big 
money is flowing into computing power and 
memory, the choke points of the AI economy. 
For India, these shifts augur well. The country is 
building 12 semiconductor plants (including a 
full-fledged fab facility), pursuing 2 nanometre 
and 3nm chip-design alliances and subsidizing 
AI chips for startups working on Indian lan-
guage and voice models. India’s AI Kosh reposi-
tory hosts nearly 10,500 local datasets and 
about 300 models across 20 sectors, forming 
a data backbone linked to Aadhaar, UPI, et al. 
Progress on chip design is tangible. Various 
institutes have used government-backed tools 
to design and produce roughly 150 chips at the 
180nm node. New Delhi has cleared 24 semi-
conductor and system-on-chip design projects 
across strategic areas—from video surveillance 
and drone detection to energy metering, micro-
processors, satcom services, broadband and 
internet-of-things. Some 14 firms have raised 
over ₹650 crore in venture funds to scale these 
efforts, while work is on for chip fabrication at 
more advanced nodes (such as 12nm). India also 
has supply chain links with the US, EU, Japan, 
Singapore and the Netherlands.

That is a lot of action. Chip advances are a 
must for success in electronics overall, not just 
AI. However, this is not a field for the faint of 
heart, given how fast its dynamics can shift. 
Chip fabrication is capital-intensive, requiring 
time and scale, apart from technical depth and 
execution skills. Global leaders like TSMC took 

decades to achieve dominance. India’s fabs, 
many of which are being built with foreign part-
ners, should be ready for a long slog too. How 
demand and supply match is never easy to fore-
see. Training and deploying large AI models 
locally would require enormous processing 
power and high-bandwidth memory, but the 
current focus of Indian fabs is on 28-120nm 
chips that largely serve the automotive, elec-
tronics and telecom sectors. The country has a 
little over 150 data centres, of which only about 
11 cater to AI workloads; cutting-edge AI would 
call for advanced nodes, specialized accelera-
tors and tightly integrated ecosystems for 
which they will have to rely on inputs from 
firms like ASML Holding, Synopsys and 
Cadence Design Systems. Besides, fabs are only 
the base of an AI ecosystem. How well such a 
base is ultimately used depends on cloud infra-
structure, talent, power supply, enterprise 
adoption and the viability of business models.

Will demand patterns evolve to suit today’s 
chip thrust? Globally, the surge in AI capital 
expenditure rests on expectations that may or 
may not materialize. If they do, India could snap 
into global supply chains while supporting 
domestic ambitions. However, if an AI boom 
goes bust, capital-intensive parts of the stack 
would be early casualties; chipmakers that lack 
buffers of steady demand would suffer. Indian 
players with diversified bets would fare better 
against volatility. As a strategy, an approach 
that’s hedged for both outcomes would suit us 
best. In all, our fab pursuits must go alongside 
rapid chip adoption across sectors, even as we 
strengthen India’s digital infrastructure, aug-
ment our energy capacity and import the top-
end chips we dearly need—even if they are 
subject to a regime of trade nods and quotas.

AI chips are hot but our  
bets need to be hedged
As semiconductors ride a global boom in AI expectations, India’s approach to chipmaking 

isn’t just less dazzling but also less likely to fail the test of rapidly shifting demand patterns
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Cognizant Technology
Solutions Corp. on Friday
reported a sequential rev-

enue decline in the quarter to
March, marking the Nasdaq-
listed IT firm’s slowest start to a
calendar year since 2009.

Worryingly for investors, Cog-
nizant has revised down its 2016
forecast, with the management
now expecting full-year revenue
to be between $13.65 billion and
$14 billion—an increase of 10%-
13%, against its earlier guidance
of 10%-14%.

The forecast means that Cog-
nizant expects the slowest pace
of growth since its inception in
1996, when the company started
serving outside clients after
being separated from Dun and
Bradstreet Inc.

It also means that Infosys Ltd,
which has guided for at-best
13.8% growth, may grow faster
than Cognizant for the first time
in more than 13 years.

Cognizant shares were trading
3.11% up at $59.38 at 9.31pm IST
while the Nasdaq composite
index was 0.58% down at
4,689.60.

Cognizant, which has most of
its 233,000 employees based in
India, said that revenue in the
three months ended 31 March
declined 0.9% from the Decem-
ber quarter to $3.20 billion—an
increase of 10% from a year ear-
lier. The company last reported a
sequential decline of 0.94% in
the January-March period of
2009, a year in which it still man-
aged to grow 16.42%.

Net income rose to $441.2 mil-
lion in the first quarter from
$382.9 million in the year-ago
period, said the company, which
follows a January-December

SC grants 
Sahara chief 
Subrata Roy 
4-week parole
B Y  P R I YA N K A  M I T TA L
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The Supreme Court on Friday
ordered the release of

Sahara Group chief Subrata Roy
on four weeks’ custodial parole
to participate in the last rites of
his mother, who died in Luc-
know at the age of 95.

The court also offered parole
to Ashok Roy Choudhary, who is
Roy’s brother-in-law and one of
the directors of Sahara.

Both have been held in judi-
cial custody in Tihar jail for more
than two years.

A bench headed by Chief Jus-
tice T.S. Thakur allowed the
parole on the condition that Roy,
67, would be “accompanied by
police officials” dressed in plain
clothes throughout the four-
week duration.

Roy’s counsel Kapil Sibal
assured the court of the Sahara
Group chief’s intention to com-
ply with conditions attached to
the parole order. Sibal said there
would be no attempt by Roy to
flee, noting that his passport has
already been impounded.

Chhabi Roy, Roy’s mother,
died in Lucknow at 1.34 am on
Friday after suffering from a pro-
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The Supreme Court on Friday
ordered a floor test in the

Uttarakhand assembly on 10
May to ascertain whether former
chief minister Harish Rawat
indeed commands a majority in
the house.

Key to the outcome of the test
will be the status of nine rebel
Congress members of the legis-
lative assembly (MLAs), who
have challenged their disqualifi-
cation in the Uttarakhand high
court, which will hear their peti-
tion in Nainital on Saturday.

“As long as their disqualifica-
tion is under challenge, the
court cannot allow them to par-
ticipate. However, our observa-
tion will not cause any prejudice
to the case of the disqualified
MLAs, which is pending,” said
Supreme Court justice Dipak
Misra on Friday.

If the rebel MLAs are not
allowed to vote in the floor test,
it will boost Rawat’s chances of
demonstrating a majority in the
assembly, which is in suspended
animation after Uttarakhand
came under President’s rule on

TURN TO PAGE 2®

SC orders 
floor test in 
Uttarakhand 
assembly

and smart television sets.
“We will have other tie-ups

and more such devices also that
we would be launching online.
S ome retai l  chains  have
expressed the desire to launch
our phones and TVs,” said the
executive on condition of ano-
nymity as he is not authorized to
speak to the media.

The online and offline retail-
ers could include the likes of
Flipkart, Snapdeal, Sangeetha
Mobiles, Croma Retail, Vijay
Sales and Mobile Store, among

others, the executive added.
In an email response, an RIL

spokesperson said, “LYF devices
are designed to enhance the dig-
ital experience of consumers,
and our initiatives are directed
towards bringing this differenti-
ated experience to more and
more users.”

LYF phones come in four vari-
ants: Fire, Earth, Water and
Wind, which are sold in the price
range of `5,490 to `19,499. 
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The gold rally this year
has clearly caught most

investors on the wrong 
foot. Gold prices have 
moved up by a fifth since 
the beginning of the year.

Gold is usually seen as a
hedge against inflation. It 
has rallied in recent 
months despite persistent 
deflation fears in the global 
economy. Why this has 
happened is a puzzle.

Meanwhile, former 
International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) chief 
economist Kenneth Rogoff 
has said that central banks 
in emerging markets 
should begin to stock up 
on gold rather than buying 
bonds issued by 
governments of developed 
countries at zero interest 
rates. India has been 
involved in two famous 
gold deals. It mortgaged 67 
tonnes to the Bank of 
England in 1991 to meet a 
severe balance of payments 
crisis. It then bought 200 
tonnes from the IMF in 
2009. It will be worth 
watching whether 
Raghuram Rajan takes the 
advice of his predecessor 
as IMF chief economist 
seriously enough to do a 
third big gold deal.
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Reliance Jio Infocomm Ltd,
the telecom arm of Reliance

Industries Ltd (RIL), has begun
sales of its LYF branded devices
online.

This week, RIL launched the
first of the series, a smartphone
called LYF Water 5, exclusively
on online marketplace Amazon.
The smartphone is priced at
`11,699. 

The launch of Jio’s LYF phone
is seen as a precursor to the roll-
out of the company’s fourth-gen-
eration (4G) telecom services
due for commercial launch this
year.

The Mukesh Ambani-led con-
glomerate has invested close to
`1.5 trillion in its telecom ven-
ture, Ambani had said in March,
describing Reliance Jio as the
world’s largest start-up.

Jio started selling LYF phones
in January through Reliance Dig-
ital and Digital Express stores
and on mylyf.com—the phone’s
official website.

Now, the sales network is
being expanded.

A senior RIL executive said the
company is in talks with multi-
ple online and brick-and-mortar
retailers to sell LYF smartphones

4G ROLLOUT 

In online push, Reliance Jio’s 
LYF devices arrive on Amazon

New market: In January, Reliance Jio started selling LYF phones 
through Reliance Digital and Digital Express stores and on mylyf.com.

REUTERS

SEQUENTIAL GROWTH

Cognizant 
Q1 revenue 
declines 0.9%

accounting year.
Analysts polled by Bloomberg

had expected Cognizant to
report January-March quarter
revenue of $3.22 billion and net
income of $481.40 million.

The management expects an
improved performance in the
current quarter. The Teaneck,
New Jersey-based company esti-
mates revenue to be between
$3.34 billion and $3.4 billion in
April-June, a sequential increase
of between 4% and 6.25%. 

“Overall, our first quarter
results were in line with our
expectations and guidance,” said
chief executive officer Francisco
D’Souza in a post-earnings con-
ference call.

“We anticipate a return to pos-
itive sequential growth in our
financial services practice for the
balance of this year. Going for-
ward this year, we expect a return
to positive sequential growth in
our healthcare segment as the
pressure from industry consoli-
dation is expected to be partially
offset by anticipated project
ramp-ups and a strong pipeline.”

Still, Cognizant’s weak show in
the first three months of the year
means that even if the company
manages to grow at the high end
of its second-quarter guidance,
Cognizant will have $6.6 billion
in first-half revenue at the end of
June.

The company will need to do
at least $7.05 billion in business,
a shade less than the size of
India’s third largest software firm
Wipro Ltd (which has $7.35 bil-
lion in annual revenue), in the
second half of the year to end
the year with a growth of 10%, or
$13.65 billion in revenue.

“To realize the mid-point of
CY2016 revenue guidance range,
CTSH (Cognizant) will need to
generate June Q revenues around
$40 million above the three- and
five-year average q/q rev growth,
and $105 million above the
three- and five-year average rev-
enue growth for the combined
September/December quarters,”
Keith Bachman, an analyst with
BMO Capital Markets, wrote in a
note on Friday after the com-
pany declared its earnings. “We
believe that CTSH will benefit
from some ramp of new health-
care deals, though we think also
face the impact of loss of some
FSI (financial services and insur-
ance) deals, in the balance of
CY2016.”

At the core of Cognizant’s
softer outlook is the slow tech
spending by global banks and
the healthcare industry, and the
company losing out on outsour-
cing deals to some of its rivals,
including Infosys and Tata Con-
sultancy Services Ltd (TCS).

Uncertainty over a global eco-
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Revenue in Mar quarter 
stands at $3.20 billion, 
up 10% y-o-y; IT firm 
predicts slowest yearly 
growth since inception

Over two-thirds of respondents to a Mint-instaVaani poll blamed migration from 
rural areas and smaller cities to metro cities for their sorry state of affairs and 
called for measures to address it.

An overwhelming number of respondents also felt that India’s metro cities 
have not been planned well.

Although steps like the National Rurban Mission—aimed at “reducing the 
burden of migration to the cities”—have been taken recently, the general sense is 
that what’s been done is too little, too late.

A total of 512 respondents across major metros of the country were polled to 
assess their views about their cities’ development.

In response to a specific query, 67% (238 respondents) said that migration 
from rural areas and other cities has to be addressed.

Overall, 69% (352 respondents) said that their city has not been planned well.

MIGRATION TO METROS 
NEEDS TO BE TACKLED: POLL 

64%

36%

Yes No

No. of respondents: 512

No. of respondents: 317

No. of respondents: 354

Do you think the city you live in has been planned well?

Do you think your city has adequate resources such as roads, water 
supply and waste management to support its current population?

Do you think the migration from 
the rural areas or other cities has 
to be addressed?

67% 33%

No. of respondents: 295

Do you think 
resources 
such as water 
supply have 
been priced 
properly?

38% 62%

28% 28%
36% 33%

72% 72%
64% 67%

Chennai

Overall

Delhi Kolkata Mumbai

31%

69%

PARAS JAIN/MINT

A facility to fabricate 
the most advanced logic 

chips costs twice as much as 
an aircraft carrier but will 
only be cutting-edge for a 

couple of years

CHRIS MILLER

is a former Financial Times 

foreign correspondent.
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for Taiwan and South Korea, which rely on 
Qatari supply.” As for Qatar, which supplies 
almost 20% of the world’s liquefied natural 
gas (LNG) and was hit early in the war by Ira-
nian strikes, no one could accuse its officials 
of over-optimism. They have warned it will 
take three to five years to get its LNG supply 

back to normal. We will all 
have to become skilled at 
cooking on an induction 
stove or with firewood.

Such candour is mostly 
in short supply. As The 
Economist observed in a 
bracingly realistic assess-
ment in late March, “even 
the best-case scenario for 
energy markets is disas-
trous.” Reaching pre-war 
levels of production is a 
complex balancing act of 
restarting wells in a cali-
brated manner, “restoring 

pressure gently to avoid damaging reser-
voirs” and then ensuring that there are ships 
and insurers ready to get back into the busi-
ness of transporting the oil.

“Insurers still writing cover have raised 
rates from 0.2-0.4% of vessel value to 1% or 
more, and 10% for the riskiest voyages,” The 

warn: “Oil consumption today is more con-
centrated in high value uses and in areas 
where there is no substitute, like road or air 
freight and maritime shipping. These are 
(crucial) economic activities… once dis-
rupted they are likely to cascade through the 
economy.” The correct parallel this summer 
and next year may be the 
covid-style seizing up of 
supply chains, in slow-mo-
tion perhaps compared to 
the pandemic. Fifty years 
on, the great economic 
story of our age has been a 
shift in global supply 
chains to East Asia, but that 
miracle is vulnerable to a 
breakdown in oil supplies 
as well as helium because 
of the Strait of Hormuz 
blockade.

Of all things, helium is a 
key weak spot, circa 2026, 
in a way that would have been unimaginable 
during previous oil shocks. As the Asia 
Pacific Foundation of Canada observed in a 
recent update, “Helium is indispensable in 
chipmaking, used to prevent silicon wafers 
from overheating and flush out toxic chemi-
cal byproducts. The risk is especially acute 

A recovery from 

the third Gulf 

war’s shock 

will take much 

longer than 

markets seem 

to imagine

Beijing is playing the long game 
and even America is vulnerable
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I
ndia’s securities enforcement framework has 
long faced a contradiction. Parliament has 
progressively introduced minimum penalties 
to strengthen deterrence. At the same time, it 
has retained broad adjudicatory discretion 
through mitigating factors. The coexistence of 

these two approaches has not produced balance; it 
has created uncertainty.

This fault line resurfaced in the split decision of 
the Securities Appellate Tribunal (SAT) in Sukhraj 
Kaur Rajbans vs. Sebi (January 2026). The issue is: 
where a statute prescribes a minimum penalty, can 
an adjudicator reduce it below that threshold, or 
impose none, based on mitigating circumstances?

The statutory framework appears, at first glance, 
to admit little ambiguity. Several provisions of the 
Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) Act 
follow this familiar formulation: “not less than X, 
but which may extend to Y.” This suggests: fix a 
minimum floor to ensure deterrence, while allow-
ing discretion within a defined band. Yet, this 
structure sits alongside Section 15J of the Sebi Act, 
which requires adjudicating authorities to con-
sider factors such as disproportionate gain, inves-
tor loss and the repetitive nature of a default. This 
is replicated in the Securities Contracts Regulation 
Act and Depositories Act. 

The tension lies in reconciling these provisions. 
Are mitigating factors relevant only within the 
statutory range, or do they permit departure from 
the minimum?

The SAT’s split verdict offers two competing 
answers. The majority adopts a purposive 
approach, treating Section 15J as a substantive 
safeguard against disproportionate punishment. 
It recognizes that rigid application of minimum 
penalties may produce unjust outcomes, particu-
larly in cases involving technical violations, negli-
gible impact, subsequent compliance or bona fide 
conduct, and therefore allows flexibility to reduce 
penalties below the statutory floor.

The dissent of the presiding officer takes a 
stricter view of legislative intent. Once Parliament 
has prescribed a minimum penalty, that threshold 
is binding. Section 15J mandates the determination 
of a quantum within the statutory band but does 
not authorize deviation below it. To hold otherwise 
would dilute the statute through interpretation. 

Both approaches are defensible—and that is pre-
cisely the problem. The law permits two internally 
consistent but mutually incompatible readings. 

In Sebi vs. Bhavesh Pabari (2019), the court held 
that once a violation is established, the imposition 
of a penalty is mandatory, though its quantum 
must reflect statutory factors. In Sebi vs. Bharti 
Goyal (2023), it cautioned against substituting 
statutory penalties with warnings or other meas-
ures. Yet, these decisions stop short of addressing 
whether mitigating circumstances can justify 

deviation from the statutory minimum.
Indian jurisprudence is clear that the power to 

impose a penalty is not an obligation to penalize in 
every case. Unless expressly barred by law, adjudi-
catory discretion extends to imposing a lesser pen-
alty—or none at all—where circumstances justify 
it. Courts have repeatedly rejected mechanical 
enforcement, particularly where violations are 
technical, bona fide, non-repetitive, harmless, arise 
from regulatory ambiguity or evolving compliance 
frameworks, involve de minimis impact, reflect 
procedural lapses with substantive compliance but 
without market impact, or are promptly rectified.

This principle is not merely theoretical. In a 
diverse market, violations vary widely. In such 
situations, rigid application of minimum penalties 
may be disproportionate to both the conduct and 
its consequences.

It is precisely in these cases that Sebi officers 
have, in practice, stretched interpretive tools to 
avoid unjust outcomes. Some have imposed 
penalties below the statutory minimum; others 
have adhered strictly to the minimum despite rec-
ognizing mitigating circumstances. The result is a 
regime that is formally rigid but functionally 
inconsistent.

This inconsistency undermines predictability— 
the cornerstone of regulation. Market participants 
cannot assess enforcement risk with confidence 
when similar violations attract materially different 
outcomes depending on the adjudicator’s inter-
pretive approach.

The proposed Securities Market Code, 2025, 
before Parliament’s Standing Committee of 
Finance, is an opportunity to resolve this ambiguity. 

The Code retains the same structure. Its penalty 
provisions (Clauses 97 to 109) continue to pre-
scribe minimum penalties, often linked to fixed 
amounts or multiples of unlawful gain. Clause 111 
mirrors Section 15J, requiring consideration of 
gain, loss and nature of the default. Yet, the Code 
remains silent on the central question: are mini-
mum penalties absolute, or can they yield to pro-
portionality in exceptional cases?

This silence is not neutral. By carrying forward 

both rigid minimums and broad mitigating factors 
without clarifying their interaction, the Code 
ensures that these conflicts will persist. The ques-
tion that divided the SAT in this case will continue 
to divide Sebi adjudicators.

The problem, therefore, is not one of interpreta-
tion but of legislative design.

Effective enforcement requires both deterrence 
and proportionality. But these objectives cannot 
be reconciled through ex post adjudication alone. 
They must be embedded in the law. The repeated 
reliance on adjudicatory discretion to correct dis-
proportionate outcomes suggests that penalty pro-
visions are not adequately calibrated.

A more coherent approach would involve clear 
legislative guidance. Parliament must decide 
whether minimum penalties are intended to oper-
ate as absolute floors or if limited departures 
(including no penalty) should be permitted based 
on clearly articulated factors such as absence of 
gain, harm or prompt rectification. This is signifi-
cant, given the ₹10 lakh minimum in several provi-
sions. Equally, penalty frameworks must evolve to 
reflect the diversity of market participants. Retail 
investors, intermediaries and systemic actors do 
not present identical risks and enforcement should 
not treat them as such. Uniform minimum penal-
ties, applied without differentiation, risk being 
both over-inclusive and under-effective and may 
raise concerns under Article 14 of the Constitution.

The Securities Market Code must also move 
beyond ex post review mechanisms and incorpo-
rate structured, ex ante assessments of penalty 
design. Without such discipline, enforcement will 
continue to oscillate between rigidity and discre-
tion, neither of which will operate with sufficient 
predictability.

The SAT’s split decision is not an aberration. It 
reflects a deeper failure to reconcile certainty with 
fairness in the design of Indian securities law. If the 
Code does not address this ambiguity, it risks per-
petuating a system where outcomes depend less 
on statutory clarity and more on interpretive pref-
erence. A market of India’s scale and ambition 
should not have to live with this ambiguity. 

Securities market code: end the 
current ambiguity over penalties
The code’s proposed revision is a chance to close space for adjudicatory interpretation and offer market participants certainty
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P
atience may be the greatest virtue, 
but few professional investors have 
the privilege of practising it. In real 

life, money managers live in constant fear 
that their investors will flee—and their jobs 
will be toast—if they fail to keep up with 
their benchmarks for several quarters or, 
heaven forbid, years. The only living 
exception is Warren Buffett. And Greg 
Abel, Buffett’s successor as Berkshire Hat-
haway’s new CEO, is already having to 
come to terms with that reality.

At his first annual meeting as CEO, Abel 
preached the gospel of investing discipline 
against a backdrop of the worst stretch of 
underperformance for Berkshire’s stock in 
a quarter century. The shares have lost 
10.8% in the past 12 months, a 40.4 per-
centage point underperformance to the 
S&P 500 Index—the worst, that is, since 
March 2000. 

And one needn’t look far for an explana-
tion: Berkshire reduced its stock holdings 
by a net $8.1 billion in the first quarter, leav-
ing its cash position at $397 billion, or 
about 32% of total assets. That’s even 
higher than the pile Buffett accumulated 
prior to the financial crisis. The conglom-
erate’s main exposure to the buzzy artificial 
intelligence (AI) theme was Apple, a once 
massive position that’s been swiftly down-
sized since 2024. Now, Berkshire is effec-
tively clipping coupons while index inves-
tors elsewhere profit from a bonanza.

Here’s how Abel described the situation 
(emphasis mine): “One of our greatest 
strengths at Berkshire is patience and 
being disciplined when it comes to allocat-
ing our capital. There will be opportunities 
that come over time... and it doesn’t mean 
there’s not opportunities now, but it doesn’t 
mean you need to deploy all your capital or 
spend all your money right now. And that’s 
really our approach.”

Among its core principles, Berkshire 
aims to buy companies that are reasonably 
valued; that its analysts actually under-
stand; and for which they can assess the 
longer-term economic prospects. Every 
element of the Berkshire process faces 
obstacles in the age of AI.

The technology is an enigma to much of 
the investing public, as is its scope for rapid 
improvement, prospects for monetization 
and the ways it will change the broader 
economy. 

What’s more, by any standard valuation 
multiple, the market and many of its con-
stituents look extremely rich. If Abel and 
his Berkshire peers are implying (however 
subtly) that a correction is coming, and 
they intend to wait for it, the real question 

is how long their investors will be willing to 
wait along with them. 

In its earlier days, Berkshire was a natu-
ral vehicle for individual investors trying to 
gain access to a diversified portfolio of 
equities and throw their lot in with a leg-
end. Today, Berkshire shares compete with 
ultra-low-cost S&P 500 exchange-traded 
funds and the legend is stepping back, 
replaced with Abel, whose expertise is 
really in business operations rather than 
investing. The stock was already underper-
forming when Abel took the reins on 1 Jan-
uary and the famous ‘Buffett premium’ 
could durably become an ‘Abel discount’ if 
he can’t catch up to the market soon.

Although Berkshire has long enjoyed 
low turnover among investors, I am scepti-
cal it could prevent an exodus without the 
returns to sustain enthusiasm. Lengthy 
periods of major underperformance have 
been extremely rare in Berkshire’s history. 
The dotcom era underperformance was 
really only a 1999 and early 2000 phenom-
enon. In the mid-2000s, Berkshire had a 
stretch of lacklustre performance from 
2003 to 2005. And it happened again in 
2019 and 2020.

For the Berkshire faithful, the pre-dot-
com and pre-financial crisis examples, in 
particular, have become part of the Buffett 
lore: They showed why the Oracle of 
Omaha is the greatest investor ever, and 
why it’s worth giving him the benefit of 
doubt even when it seems like he’s lost a 
step. But those episodes happened when 
Buffett was in his prime and faith in his 
process was near an all-time high. 

It’s hard to imagine investors having the 
same patience with an untested CEO who 
has succeeded him.

To be clear, I’m not saying Abel is wrong 
to exercise caution in this still-frothy mar-
ket. If the stock market crashes and Berk-
shire swoops in to buy up the gems in the 
rubble, Abel will be set up to enjoy a long 
and prosperous career—maybe becoming 
a legend himself. Ultimately, he’s following 
Buffett’s guiding principles—the ones that 
made Berkshire one of the world’s greatest 
engines of wealth creation. But no one can 
know whether a crash is coming, with mar-
kets quick to recoup losses these days. And 
investors aren’t going to stand by an 
unproven operator forever to find out if 
he’ll be vindicated. ©BLOOMBERG

Buffett’s successor may not get 
the luxury of investor patience

Value investing is a long game and Greg Abel could run out of time

Buffett’s success has largely been about 

resisting irrational waves. REUTERS

REUTERS
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policy intent and firm-level experience.
India’s export resilience is being sustained 

by firms operating under increasing strain. 
SMEs are absorbing geopolitical shocks 
through operational adjustments, financial 
stress and strategic caution. But resilience is 
not an inexhaustible resource. If current 
trends persist, the risk is not of an immediate 
collapse in exports, but of a gradual narrow-
ing of our exporter base. Fewer firms may 
participate in global markets, with exports 
becoming more concentrated among larger 
players. This would reduce diversification, 
weaken supply chain integration and make 
the export ecosystem more vulnerable.

Policy must evolve from promoting 
exports to sustaining exporters, addressing 
the granular anxieties of the family firm. We 
need more than just fiscal incentives; we 
need a ‘geopolitical concierge’ for SMEs—
one that provides market intelligence, 
guides them through FTA compliance, 
strengthens their access to trade finance and 
risk mitigation tools and helps bridge the 
generational divide within family boards.

Without these, the 17.9-point gap 
between optimism and reality will eventu-
ally close—not on account of risk reduction, 
but because confidence collapses under the 
weight of a fast-fragmenting world.

Yet, the Net Trade Confidence Score 
(NTCS), which adjusts for risks, drops 
sharply to 56.4. This 17.9-point gap is the 
quantitative expression of what may be 
called a ‘confidence trap’: firms believe in 
their capabilities, but not in the stability of 
the environment in which they operate.

This divergence becomes clearer when 
read alongside official data. Sectors such as 
electronics and engineering continue to 
show export momentum, and policy inter-
ventions like the Resilience and Logistics 
Intervention for Export Facilitation (Relief) 
scheme aim to cushion geopolitical disrup-
tions. The survey data aligns with this resil-
ience: 66% of SMEs expect export sales to 
grow and 85% are confident of the domestic 
economy. These are not speculative views—
the average respondent has over 16 years of 
export experience and represents seasoned 
survivors who have navigated past shocks.

However, forward-looking risk indicators 
tell a different story. The Risk Momentum 
Index at 40.5 signals that conditions are not 
just difficult but deteriorating. Every major 
risk dimension—from tariffs and currency 
volatility to supply chain disruptions—is 
worsening. Geopolitical instability emerges 
as the most acute concern, not as an abstract 
threat but as an operational constraint 

G
lobal trade statistics often capture 
the light of aggregate growth while 
blurring the shadows of ground-

level uncertainty. India’s latest trade data 
released by the commerce ministry presents 
a picture of remarkable resilience. Total 
exports in 2025-26 reached $860.1 billion, 
growing 4.2% from a year earlier. Yet, 
underneath these resilient macro statistics 
lies a precarious micro reality for the coun-
try’s small and medium enterprises (SMEs) 
that power nearly 50% of its exports and are 
mostly family businesses.

We conducted a survey of 461 SME family 
and non-family business exporters across 14 
cities over October-December to study trade 
confidence, not as a single measure, but as a 
balance between optimism and risk—cap-
turing expectations, current constraints and 
the direction in which risks are evolving. 

The findings reveal a striking paradox. 
The headline Trade Confidence Index (TCI) 
stands at a robust 74.3, signalling strong 
optimism about near-term export growth. 

What India’s small exporters are saying about exports
TULSI JAYAKUMAR
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Entrepreneurship at Bhavan’s 
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survey finds that intra-family disagreements 
over internationalization are rising faster 
than even macroeconomic risks. As geopoli-
tical uncertainty increases, generational dif-
ferences in risk appetite become sharper. 

The tragedy of this confidence gap is that 
it is being widened by institutional rather 

than structural factors. 
While we celebrate the 
signing of mega-free trade 
agreements (FTAs), the 
reality on the ground is one 
of profound ignorance: 
57.1% of SMEs do not use 
FTAs and 68.1% of them say 
this is because they don’t 
know deals exist. This is not 
a failure of policy design, 
but of policy transmission. 

With over 62% of 
respondents citing aggres-
sive tariff policies as a major 
threat, the reliance on a few 

markets becomes a death trap. Schemes like 
Relief are providing temporary oxygen, but 
do not solve the underlying structural 
asthma. Over 36% of firms report difficulty 
accessing export finance even as expecta-
tions of improvement remain high, high-
lighting a persistent disconnect between 

affecting payments, logistics and margins. 
The report identifies three specific ‘crush 
points”’ that could derail the momentum:

First, the concentration trap. Over half of 
SME exporters depend on just one or two 
destination markets. In an era of fragmented 
trade blocs and sudden policy shocks, this 
creates systemic exposure. 
While firms are eyeing 
frontier markets in Africa 
and Latin America, 25.4% 
are so risk-averse that they 
plan no new market 
expansion at all over the 
next year.

Second, the invisible 
retreat. More than 52% of 
respondents are planning 
to scale back international 
exposure, either by pivot-
ing towards domestic mar-
kets or reducing export 
intensity. This shift is not 
yet visible in our trade data, which captures 
realized exports rather than strategic intent. 
But it signals a potential erosion of India’s 
export base over time.

Third, the family fracture. In SME family 
businesses, external uncertainty is interact-
ing with internal governance dynamics. The 

The reality they 

face is not as 

bright as official 

trade data 

suggests. Policy 

transmission 

must improve
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T
he surge in retail equity investors and the
manifold increase in cash and derivatives
trading since the pandemic has ramped up

the risks faced by stakeholders — namely,
stockbrokers, investors looking for quick returns
and the markets ecosystem. The existing rules of the
Securities and Exchange Board of India on net worth
requirements for stockbrokers do not adequately
cover risks in this regard.

In a welcome move, the regulator has
proposed an improved formula on net worth
requirements. Spelt out in a consultation
paper, the formula addresses higher risk
arising from aggressive client acquisition by
the broking fraternity. Existing regulations
lay down that brokers must maintain a
minimum net worth, which is the higher of
the base net worth or variable net worth.
Base net worth is currently ₹1 crore for
trading members and the variable net worth
is fixed at 10 per cent of average daily cash
balances of clients across exchanges,
computed over the previous six months.
However, with the new rules requiring
brokers to move clients’ funds to clearing
members, the average daily cash balance
with brokers has dropped. The variable net
worth norm is not in line with the
operational risks faced by them. The paper
instead proposes that the variable net worth
be linked to daily average credit balance and
the number of clients a brokerage has.
Substituting cash balance with credit
balance is a good idea, since the latter is a
better marker of a broker’s volume of
business.

Linking brokers’ net worth to number of
clients appears aimed at deterring brokers
from trying to grow their client base too
rapidly. SEBI proposes a variable net worth
of ₹50 lakh for brokers with direct clients
between 10,000 and 50,000 and ₹50 lakh for
every additional 50,000 clients. If the clients
are acquired and serviced through
authorised persons (AP), brokers must
maintain higher reserves. For instance, if
50,000 clients are acquired through APs, the
variable net worth requirement increases to
₹2.25 crore. The regulator would be right in
doing so since supervision and compliance
requirements are lower for APs. They are
not directly supervised by SEBI, but are
registered with the stockbrokers, who take
the onus of monitoring their business.
SEBI’s proposals suggest that there could be
higher default risk in clients acquired
through APs. While larger stockbrokers can
easily meet the additional reserve
requirement, smaller ones may run up
against a liquidity crunch.

The proposals will also help slow down
entry of new equity investors. The number
of unique investors registered with the NSE
has increased from 3.1 crore in March 2020
to 12.9 crore in March 2026, at a compound
annual growth of 26 per cent every year.
Stockbrokers and the APs have driven the
entry of new investors in recent years. By
linking variable net worth to number of
clients, SEBI seems keen to rein in the
frenetic pace of client growth. This is
desirable to suck out market froth.

Worthy proposal
Brokerage net worth should be linked to number of clients
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Left needs recalibration
The Indian Left has lost its sole
bastion in Kerala. Its decline must not
be mistaken for a final verdict, as
there can be no obituaries for ideas
whose moral questions remain
unanswered. Inequality still widens,
work grows more precarious, and
excesses of unbridled growth is
heavy burden. These are the
unfinished business of our times.
What appears today as a weakening
of the Left may, in fact, be a moment
of incubation. If capitalism continues
to deliver prosperity without
inclusion, it must summon a
resistance di�erent from old rigid
orthodoxy. A renewed Left could
emerge as a pragmatic force: one
that partners with markets yet

disciplines their excesses, embracing
innovation while insisting on equity,
that protects growth but humanises
it more.
The Left is not fading into irrelevance
but needs to be reshaping it: quietly,
persistently, and perhaps more
e�ectively than before.
R Narayanan 
Navi Mumbai

Reforming WTO
It is with reference to the article ‘Can
the WTO get back on track?’ (May 6).
WTO facess significant challenges —
including the inability to conclude
the Doha Development Agenda, and
a shift towards bilateral and regional
trade deeds. These issues stem from
a struggling consensus-based model,

power imbalances favouring
developed nations and stalled
negotiations on agriculture and
subsidies. 
Unless urgent reforms are
undertaken, the global trading
system may soon witness the demise
of the institution once deemed
indispensable. 
P Victor Selvaraj
Palayamkottai (TN)

Handling gold
This refers to the Editorial “Gold
rush” (May 6). Notwithstanding the
geopolitical tensions, the growing
imports of gold driven by
sentimental consumer attachment
more towards cultural, religious and
investment motives will impact the

economy in the long run.
With large scale stock piling, the
intrinsic value of bullion has not been
properly explored. The gold
monetisation scheme 2015, allowing
individuals to deposit gold in the
form of jewellery and coins with
attached incentives of nominal
interest on deposits and capital gain
tax exemptions, enabling banks to
monetise the underlying gold assets,
could not gain momentum due lower
interest rates o�ered on deposits. 
As aptly suggested, by augmenting
additional assaying infrastructure
and o�ering more tax slops, the over
30,000 tonnes of gold lying idle with
the households can be remonetised. 
Sitaram Popuri
Bengaluru

Industrial policy
Refers to “New governments often
bring fresh vision for industrial
policy, says CII chief Rajiv Memani”
(May 6). Political factors often
shape industrial policy by
influencing project approvals,
regulatory clarity, and investor
confidence. 
However, political uncertainty can
discourage private investment and
distort industrial
planning.Governments must
ensure continuity in contracts,
stable frameworks, diversify risk
across sectors, transparent
dispute resolution, and
predictable taxation.
O Prasada Rao
Hyderabad
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R
emember the lamplighters, the
men who, as darkness fell in cities
like London and Paris, walked

along the streets lighting one lamp after
another? They vanished without a trace,
replaced by centrally controlled
electrical systems that made their work
obsolete.

We’ve lived through technological
upheavals before in recent decades and
yet employment has climbed. Armies of
banking employees disappeared from
behind counters, but they were usually
able to find other jobs in that era of
steady growth. Technology displaced
roles, but expanding economies
absorbed the shock.

Today, though, we appear to have
reached a crunch era compounded by
unstable geopolitical forces. There’s the
Russia-Ukraine War, the Persian Gulf
conflict and Donald Trump’s
America-first unpredictability. And it’s
all happening as change approaches at
unprecedented speed.

Consider agentic AI, a term coined
only in 2024 to describe systems that can
decide what needs to be done and do it.
Only months ago, many people were
first hearing of tools like Anthropic’s

Claude and realising how fast and easy
they are to use. At the same time, some
of the people building these systems are
issuing stark warnings.

“No-one knows what will happen
next” but “some areas are, like, totally
gone,” says OPENAI chief Sam Altman.
Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei says AI
could drive unemployment among
knowledge workers as high as 20 per
cent globally in fields such as coding,
finance and law, and eliminate large
swathes of entry-level white-collar jobs.
That matters because those roles are
traditional middle-class gateways. As AI
completes complex tasks in minutes
that once took skilled teams weeks, the
fear is this wave could decimate the
middle class.

JOBS AT RISK

At Infosys, Nandan Nilekani says
companies will need top-to-bottom
reinvention. Cognizant has announced
15,000 layo�s, mostly in India. At
Salesforce, 4,000 customer service roles
have been cut after AI began handling
half of all support interactions. Across
sectors, the pattern is clear: small teams
can now do work that once required
many engineers and managers.

For India, this carries a deeper risk. IT
services, outsourcing and back-o�ce
operations created vast numbers of
mid-skill, entry-level white-collar jobs.
If AI now handles much of this work,
companies hire fewer people. Surveys

suggest 17 per cent of companies have
already laid o� contact centre workers
because of AI. These are large-volume
roles, and AI doesn’t just replace them in
one company but across thousands,
leaving far fewer alternative employers.
For a country that needs to generate jobs
at scale, that creates both a volume
problem and a skills mismatch, with
demand rising for highly skilled workers
even as entry-level roles disappear.

Companies such as Coinbase,
Atlassian and HP have all announced
AI-linked layo�s. Freshworks is cutting
11 per cent of sta� as AI writes more
than half of its code. Duolingo is
reducing headcount as AI takes over
translation. Education firm Chegg has
cut 22 per cent of its workforce after
losing users to AI tools. At IBM and
elsewhere, AI systems are replacing HR
and administrative jobs. For India,
there’s an added concern that its role as

a global outsourcing hub could weaken if
work is automated at source rather than
sent overseas.

Elon Musk warns AI and robotics
could eventually replace all jobs
altogether. Yet not everyone agrees.
Meta chief scientist Yann LeCun argues
new technologies historically create as
many opportunities as they destroy.

It’s clear almost every industry, even
the military, will be altered beyond
recognition. This is already visible in
Ukraine, where drones and robots are
being used to attack troops, with e�orts
under way to make them fully
autonomous. China, too, is changing
warfare rules. At the Malan Airbase in
Xinjiang, it’s developing unmanned
aircraft, meaning future ace pilots may
be engaged in something closer to video
games.

India’s Border Security Force,
meanwhile, has set up drone
laboratories, while in Gwalior it has tied
up with IITs to train students. The army
now runs training schools where even
lower-level soldiers are taught to
operate and defend against drones.

All of this points to a moment that
feels di�erent from earlier technological
shifts. Now, with geopolitical instability
and AI advances colliding, the transition
may be far sharper. For India, the
challenge is greater because of the sheer
numbers entering the workforce and the
shrinking pool of roles that once
absorbed them. 

The great white collar wipeout? 

AI. Jobs threat looming GETTY IMAGES

From o�ces to battlefields, machines are taking over faster than expected, leaving millions of workers exposed
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T
he recent rise in fraud in the
financial ecosystem is a
cause for concern. The RBI’s
‘Report on Trends and
Progress of Banking in

India’, notes that the value of fraudulent
activities in banking operations has
risen from ₹11,261 crore in 2023-24 to
₹34,771 crore in 2024-25.

Apart from the obvious monetary
losses, frauds cause a crisis of confidence
and trust among customers that
threatens the momentum of financial
inclusion and the growth of the sector.

Considering these drastic and
cascading e�ects of frauds, the RBI is
deliberating important policy
interventions to address frauds in digital
payments.

First, the RBI’s draft framework on
limiting customer liability in digital
transactions (“liability framework”)
recognises authorised push payments
(APP) as a customer risk and proposes a
redress mechanism for it. APPs
comprise payment transactions that the
customer may have authorised willingly
but unintentionally. 

This includes social engineering ploys
where fraudsters manipulate customers
to either share transaction credentials
enabling the fraudster to transfer
monetary sums to themselves or directly
transfer monetary sums to the fraudster.
The liability framework proposes a
one-time compensation of up to ₹25,000
or 80 per cent of the transaction value

for victims of low-value APP fraud. 
Further, the compensation is

conceived as a low-burden mechanism, a
de facto guarantee to remedy bona fide
APP losses of up to ₹50,000.

Interestingly, this compensation is
dispensed by the financial system. Banks
vet complaints, establish their veracity
and the RBI o�ers the compensation. It
may reduce the proclivity of the
customers to approach the legal system
to seek redress for low-value APP fraud,
thus, shielding the legal system from
becoming overwhelmed by low-value,
high-volume complaints that are
expensive to investigate.

The one-time compensation, though
illustrative of the central bank’s resolve
to make good to victims, does not o�er
any enduring solution for the customer
who gets defrauded repeatedly. Its
low-e�ort nature also does not have the
e�ect of disciplining the customer by
accounting for their role in enabling the
fraud, which is characteristic of a good
remedial measure. In addition to
providing a remedy for APP frauds, the
RBI has also proposed preventative
safeguards to curb APP fraud. The RBI’s
discussion paper titled ‘Exploring
safeguards in digital payments to curb
frauds’ suggests four such measures: a
lag in fulfilment of transactions above

₹10,000; an additional authentication
system of trusted persons for older
customers; commensuration of credit to
accounts based on a relationship of trust
established with the bank; and a
customer-led kill-switch for digital
payments. 

These safeguards underline the RBI’s
‘stop and think’ approach, encouraging
customers to pause and reconsider the
riskiness of the transaction at hand. 

However, the application of these
interventions is anchored in static
demographic categories of age, physical
condition or the sophistication of the
remitter. These indicators alone may not
be useful for detecting fraud.

RECHARACTERISING THE ISSUE

OF FRAUD

Conventionally, fraud has been
characterised as a static issue where bad
actors exploit the gaps in the system
and/or use their comparative
operational advantage to cheat people
out of money. Typically, static systems
do not learn from or react to changes in
the environment in which they operate. 

However, fraudsters are known to
improvise in response to policy
developments. If policies make it
di�cult for fraudsters to cheat
70-year-old citizens, they will focus on
the 68-year-olds. Put simply, static
preventative safeguards do not
terminate frauds, they only incentivise
the fraudster to identify other
exploitable vulnerabilities. This
ever-evolving nature of fraud o�ers four
lessons for designing fraud prevention
policies:

First, static rules will be gamed. Fraud
prevention needs to be reimagined as a
system of continuous recalibration
instead of a system rooted in ‘static’

customer risk profiles. For instance, AI
& ML tools can gauge the riskiness of a
transaction by combining real-time,
user-centric indicators such as recent
account activity, device information and
user behaviour patterns with aggregate
patterns like emerging geographical
hotspots, complaints and network
tra�c. Such assessments can detect
fraud better than KYC-based risk
profiles. 

Second, chase system-level resilience
instead of individual fraud categories.
This requires diverse financial and
non-financial actors such as telecom
operators and e-commerce entities to
continually work together to identify
emerging frauds and close gaps in the
system. 

Third, defend at scale. This can be
supported by building tools to
continuously gather, harvest and share
intelligence across the diverse
stakeholders and using AI to build
detective and predictive capabilities. 

Finally, design adaptive policy
interventions. Interventions should
automatically recede from use when
obsolete forms of fraud no longer pose
active customer risk and vice versa.

RBI initiatives such as the Digital
Payments Intelligence Platform, already
embody some of these characteristics. It
remains unclear where such initiatives
sit alongside the remedial and
preventative measures being discussed
in the current policy proposals. Absent
such clarity, it would appear that policies
that seek to tackle discrete instances of
fraud, such as the measures that have
been just announced, may have limited
e�ectiveness.

Chugh is Head - Future of Finance; Mahesh is Senior
Research Associate, Dvara Research

Remedies for
digital payment
frauds 
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Chase system-level
resilience instead of
individual fraud categories.
This requires diverse
financial and non-financial
actors such as telecom
operators and e-commerce
entities to work together

KEEPING VIGIL.Static safeguards, targeting discrete acts of
fraud, will only spur fraudsters to probe other vulnerabilities 
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T
he rapid growth of
app-based delivery
services, especially in

urban areas, has created
significant employment
opportunities. However, it has
also exposed delivery workers to
significant safety risks on the
roads. Recognising these
vulnerabilities, the Code on Social
Security, 2020, formally brought
gig and platform workers within
the scope of India’s social security
system, requiring aggregators to
contribute a small portion of their
turnover to a social security fund.
Moreover, several State
governments have also
introduced laws to provide social
security and accident insurance
for these workers. 

SHARED RESPONSIBILITY

However, a comprehensive
approach must involve shared
responsibility with workers
adopting safe practices, platforms
designing safer operational
systems, and governments
establishing and enforcing safety
standards. This multi-stakeholder
approach, supported by
appropriate technological
solutions integrated into the apps,
is necessary to move beyond
compensation after incidents and
towards risk prevention.

Many app-based delivery
workers operate under time
pressure from tight delivery
timelines and incentive
structures, which can
unintentionally encourage
speeding, unsafe turns, and tra�c
violations. These actions increase
the risk of injury not only for the
workers themselves but also for
other road users, creating broader
social costs. In economic terms,
such risks constitute a negative
externality. Traditionally,
economic theory suggests that
negative externalities can be
addressed by making those
responsible bear the associated
social costs, often through
compensation, penalties.
However, this approach has is
limited scope in the present
context. The priority should be to
discourage unsafe behaviour
before harm occurs. This requires
better monitoring of work
through platform apps and
aligning incentives so that
earnings and access to work are
linked to compliance with safety
norms.

Relying solely on tra�c police
enforcement is inadequate.
Platform companies already
assign orders, track worker
movement, and determine

incentives through their apps,
which gives them the ability to
influence safety behaviour.
Technology integrated within
these apps can be used to support
preventive monitoring. For
example, platforms can monitor
route compliance against
approved routes, track speeding
and tra�c signal violations, and
verify adherence to basic safety
requirements, such as helmet use.
This would allow unsafe
behaviour to be identified and
addressed as part of regular
platform operations. Importantly,
such algorithmic supervision
already exists in another form.
Delivery workers are routinely
penalised through lower ratings,
reduced incentives, or fewer work
opportunities when delivery
delays occur. A similar approach
can be extended to safety
compliance, where unsafe riding
behaviour a�ects performance
ratings. 

At the same time, government
agencies can require platforms to
incorporate safety monitoring
standards and hold companies
accountable for compliance. This
would ensure that responsibility
is shared between workers and
platforms. Furthermore, delivery
time commitments must reflect
real-time tra�c conditions and
legal routes. Concerns raised by
worker groups and policymakers
have highlighted that very short
delivery commitments, such as
10-minute delivery targets, can
create pressure to take unsafe
shortcuts. 

Also, the government must
bring gig and platform work
under the scope of the
Occupational Safety, Health and
Working Conditions Code, 2020.
Applying these requirements to
platform companies would
mandate the creation of safety
departments. Such a framework
would shift the focus from
compensating accidents after
they occur to reducing risks
through prevention and shared
responsibility.

The writer is Assistant Professor, Madras
School of Economics, Chennai

Driving gig workers’ safety

Gopal Krishna Roy

RISK PRONE. Gig workers
operate under time pressure

App-based prevention of tra�c violations possible

May 7, 2006

India weightage set to go up in Morgan Stanley index
Bharti Televentures, along with Reliance Communications, Suzlon Energy and
NTPC are among the favourites expected to be included in the MSCI (Morgan
Stanley Capital International) India Index. Analysts are also betting on India’s
weightage in the MSCI Asia index to go up from the present 9.6 per cent.

Insurance claims by stock traders up
The bull run at the stock markets has also sparked an increase in the number
of insurance claims arising out of punching errors by stock traders. Insurance
brokers say the margin of error has increased with more number of trades
being conducted per minute. It is mandatory for all stockbrokers to have
liability and professional indemnity cover. 

‘India will stick to own fiscal direction’
The Finance Minister, Mr P. Chidambaram, on Saturday made it clear that India
will not change its fiscal correction directions based on the ratings of the
International rating agencies, whether upwards or downwards. “I take note of a
rating agency’s rating. But I don’t allow myself to be pushed in one direction or
other by the rating,” he said.

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

1. King's, nobleman's

factor or steward (11)

8. Apt, to the purpose (8)

9. Commit to the 

flames (4)

10. Is at worship (5)

13. Particle of dust (4)

16. Snare (4)

17. Feel the absence 

of (4)

18. Egg-shaped (4)

20. A foppish person (5)

24. Sword handle (4)

25. Fence of stakes (8)

26. A�iction, 

harassment (11)

DOWN

2. Cherish a desire of good (4)

3. A Scrooge (5)

4. Way in (5)

5. Blank-leaf book (5)

6. Sudden calamity (11)

7. E�ective through 

simplicity (11)

11. Give a prize (5)

12. Lustre (5)

14. Leave out (4)

15. Buddhist priest in Tibet (4)

19. After a while (5)

21. Space below roof (5)

22. Old European gold coin (5)

23. Wood skirting round 

room (4)

ACROSS

1. Former PM with the duties of a steward (11)

8. As to pipe, it may be directed to the 

point (8)

9. Use up uranium in a small stream (4)

10. Earnestly asks for it to sound like 

laudation (5)

13. It may be archaic as a speck of dust (4)

16. It catches one a bit in reverse (4)

17. Fail to make contact with a 

schoolmistress (4)

18. Where batsmen may get into shape (4)

20. Smart vessel like a sloop (5)

24. Handle with which to strike about fifty (4)

25. Takes cod out of the barrier of stakes (8)

26. Harassment turns into curse with

European Parliament (11)

DOWN

2. What did Pandora have left from both operations? (4)

3. Sir, how mean he is with me! (5)

4. Appearance on stage with the list of competitors (5)

5. Book a record presentation (5)

6. Sudden disaster or taste chap has of it (11)

7. Is not made much of with dates turned around (11)

11. A guardian's charge gets the prize (5)

12. Polish hens moved around the East (5)

14. Fail to mention how I'm to change (4)

15. Tibetan priest whose mother turned up in 

Los Angeles (4)

19. Subsequently it would change with the second at the

head (5)

21. It's at the top of the house of Athens (5)

22. A three thousandth part of Antonio's debt to Shylock (5)

23. It could add nothing to the block of the pedestal (4)

EASY

ACROSS 1. Cuckoo 4. Scoter 9. Lineage 10. Rebel 11. Amok 12. Giro 13. Eve 15. Root 16. Pass 19. Awe 21. Echo 22. Flea 24. Index 25. Persist 26. Newest 27. Father

DOWN 1. Collaboration 2. Candour 3. Opal 5. Corporal 6. Table 7. Roller-coaster 8. Devil 14. Poleaxes 17. Selfish 18. Shape 20. Endow 23. Aria

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2674

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2673

NOT SO EASY

T
he chip industry is on course to
become a $1 trillion business in
2026. But as revenue skyrockets

and investors pile in, creating some of
the world’s most valuable companies,
strains are beginning to show. The truly
global business of designing and
manufacturing electronic components,
essential to everything from
supercomputers to household
electronics, is facing unprecedented
demand, and scrutiny. 

Huge changes in the industry are
manifesting themselves in places like
Phoenix, where Taiwan Semiconductor
Manufacturing Co. has turned a patch
of desert into one of the world’s most
advanced facilities. TSMC’s first major

foray into US production reverses the
migration of a crucial skillset from a
nation that still dominates electronic
component design — but has lost much
of its manufacturing base. 

And just an hour north of Dallas in
Sherman, Texas, the industry’s oldest
company also is bucking that trend.
Not only is Texas Instruments Inc.
building simple analog chips in a
state-of-the art facility and spending
billions of dollars on new plants, it’s
doing it in a high-cost US location. The
company’s leadership is eyeing
competition that’s emerging in China,
and betting that so-called leading-edge
manufacturing will give them an
advantage in countering heavy
spending on new production by the
world’s second-largest economy.

For aspiring and current leaders in
chip manufacturing — TSMC and
Texas Instruments included — all
roads lead to Veldhoven, the
Netherlands. There, ASML Holding NV
is working on machines that are
essential to chip-making. The company
now has a market value of more than
half a trillion dollars. But while its

technical prowess has given it a virtual
monopoly in extreme ultraviolet
lithography, the process by which
cutting-edge chips are made, it’s not
safe from the crosscurrents of
geopolitics. The US, seeking to limit
China’s ability to build its own chip
industry, has sought to curb the export
of chip equipment to the country. 

As a result, ASML has yet to sell its
most advanced products into the
biggest market for the technology. That
growing tension between China and
the US over chip-making also has
added fuel to long-running fears that
Beijing will someday seek to take
Taiwan by force, given that the home of
TSMC has the biggest concentration of
advanced chip-making facilities on the
planet. BLOOMBERG

World scrambling to remake semiconductor supply chains
Ian King

BIG PUSH. For chip manufacturing 

T
he Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) has won a majority
mandate in West Bengal,
ending 15 years of
Trinamool Congress (TMC)

rule. The economic policies of the TMC
years saw a steady increase in welfare
and transfer programmes (94 social
welfare schemes since 2011), with clear
populist imprints. While no serious
observer can deny that these financial
doles became important to many
families, especially women and girls,
they came at a cost.

Over the years, the penchant for
populism, buoyed by repeated electoral
success, narrowed the imagination of
governance. The citizen was
increasingly imagined as a beneficiary
waiting to be compensated, not as a
worker to be productively employed, an
entrepreneur to be enabled, or a
taxpayer whose future income depended
on real economic growth. The result was
a brand of politics rich in guarantees but
poor in economic transformation and
capital asset creation. A large part of
Bengal’s electorate, thus, grew
impatient with policies that did not
su�ciently expand opportunities for
them. Should the new government miss
this signal, it may fall back on the same
political-economy model it has defeated.

To be clear, the BJP is not inheriting a
failed State. Bengal remains India’s
sixth-largest economy, with GSDP at
₹21.32 lakh crore, almost five times the
2010-11 level. In FY25, its GSDP grew
6.80 per cent, slightly above the national
estimate of 6.37 per cent. It has also built
a visible social floor. The infant
mortality rate, at 17 per 1,000 live births,
is well below the national average of 25.
Multidimensional poverty, estimated at
11.89 per cent as per NITI Aayog’s 2023
report, compares favourably with the
national rate of 14.96 per cent. 

However, these numbers mask
underperformance on other, more
structural, counts. Bengal’s per capita
NSDP in FY25 was ₹1.63 lakh, well
below India’s per capita net national
income of about ₹2.05 lakh. Its large
MSME base (around 89 lakh units
employing 1.36 crore people) remains
substantially informal and low in
productivity. The debt-GSDP ratio of
38.4 per cent positions it above the
median State, while its own tax and
non-tax revenue mobilisation remains
below the median. The State received
only $1.79 billion in FDI equity inflows
from October 2019 to December 2024,
compared with $13.84 billion for Tamil
Nadu. 

The State’s economic structure is
heavily service-oriented (58.3 per cent
of GSVA), while industry contributes
only 21.6 per cent and agriculture 20.1
per cent. A large services share is not
necessarily a weakness, but Bengal has
neither become a high-wage services
economy on the scale of Bengaluru,

Hyderabad, or Pune, nor rebuilt a
manufacturing base capable of
absorbing marginal labour into more
productive work. It has therefore
remained caught between a still-large
agrarian base, a thin industrial sector,
and services that have not generated
enough upward mobility. That is the
macroeconomic challenge the new
government must confront. 

Foremost, Bengal needs a new
industrial policy. Almost every other
challenge the State faces, from fiscal
stress to unemployment to agrarian
stagnation, has a partial solution in a
serious re-industrialisation drive. On
that account, the new government needs
to begin with the most urgent constraint
— land. 

The districts closest to markets,
ports, labour pools, and suppliers are
also where large contiguous land is
hardest to get, due to fertile farmland
and fragmented landholdings. Farther
west, though land pressure eases,
connectivity, skills, urban services and
supplier networks are thinner. Bengal’s
new industrial policy, therefore, cannot
treat the State as one economic
geography. It must treat di�erent
regions di�erently.

In the older industrial and peri-urban
belts, more intensive use of existing
industrial space should be prioritised

through the redevelopment of closed
and underused factories, vertical MSME
estates, common testing and effluent
facilities, and negotiated pooling to
bring fragmented ownership together
without coercion, at fair market prices.
In the western districts, the government
will need freight links, reliable power,
worker housing, training institutions,
supply networks, and functioning
towns. 

Bengal has often announced
industrial destinations before creating
the conditions for industry. The new
government should reverse that order.

LAND VALUE-SHARING

It is probably true that the Singur
wound, now nearly two decades old, still
shapes investor psychology as well as
political behaviour. The new
government must therefore move from
land acquisition to land value-sharing. In
peri-urban and older industrial belts,
long leases, annuity payments, serviced
plots, and continuing stakes for
landowners may be more e�ective than
one-time compensation. 

The political test will be whether it
can persuade landowners, farmers, and
local communities to see
industrialisation as a source of future
income rather than dispossession. TMC,
as a responsible opposition, must refrain
from regressive politics on land deals
that can transform Bengal’s industrial
landscape and brand image.

The industrial policy must also focus
on a few clusters where land,
infrastructure, skills and administrative
authority can easily align. These could
include food processing linked to
agriculture, petrochemicals and
downstream industries around Haldia,

engineering and auto components in the
Asansol-Durgapur belt, labour-intensive
manufacturing in older industrial
districts, and logistics hubs in north
Bengal. Kharagpur can support
electronics and precision manufacturing
if industry links are built around
technical institutions. Kolkata’s New
Town should be pushed to attract global
capability centres, fintech, health
technology, and research-linked
services, rather than remain a mere
real-estate story.

But clusters alone will not su�ce
unless the everyday state works better.
Bengal’s industrial decline was not
caused by one factor alone. Labour
militancy, political conflict, weak
infrastructure, land disputes, slow
approvals, poor urban governance and
loss of investor confidence all played
their roles over decades. 

The new government must therefore
create a time-bound clearance system
that is actually binding on departments,
strengthen commercial dispute
resolution, digitise land records, and
make power, logistics and municipal
services reliable in industrial areas.

For too long, Bengal’s politics
compensated citizens for the failures of
an economy that o�ered too few
pathways to upward mobility. While the
new government must not dismantle the
social floor, it must build the ladder
above it, where farmers see value in
industrialisation, workers see mobility
in it, firms see reliability in it, and the
government itself sees beyond the next
election.

Nandy is Associate Professor of Economics & Public
Policy at IIM Ranchi, and Kundu is Assistant Professor of
Finance at IMI Kolkata. Views are personal
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Liquidity support

Decisions taken by the government since last week suggest that necessary adjust-

ment is being made to deal with the fallout of the crisis in West Asia. Prices of some 

categories of fuel were adjusted last week, which will help oil-marketing companies 

and the government contain the damage to their finances. However, higher prices 

of fuel and the limited availability of gas, for instance, are also affecting businesses, 

particularly small and medium enterprises. Given the disturbance in a critical trad-

ing route, businesses may also be facing demand issues. To help firms tide over the 

period of uncertainty, the Union government announced an Emergency Credit Line 

Guarantee Scheme (ECLGS 5.0) on Tuesday. 

The scheme aims to provide 100 per cent credit-guarantee coverage for micro, 

small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) and a 90 per cent guarantee for non-

MSMEs, along with a special facility for the airline sector. Under the scheme, eligible 

businesses will get additional credit up to 20 per cent of their peak working capital 

utilisation in the March quarter of 2025-26. The additional credit will be capped at 

~100 crore. In the aviation sector, companies will be able to borrow up to ~1,500 crore, 

subject to certain conditions. The sector has been particularly affected by the 

increase in prices of aviation turbine fuel and other factors, leading to a reduction in 

operations in some cases. According to the government’s estimates, the scheme will 

enable an additional credit flow of about ~2.55 trillion, including ~5,000 crore for air-

lines. The credit guarantee, to be provided through the National Credit Guarantee 

Trustee Company, will help firms address immediate liquidity requirements. 

Given the credit guarantee, banks will be less reluctant to lend, particularly to 

MSMEs. Small firms usually do not have financial buffers to navigate this kind of exo-

genous shock. In the absence of financial support, there would be a risk of closures, 

which must be avoided. Once firms go out of business, it is always diicult to revive 

them. Therefore, it will be important for the government, along with lenders and other 

relevant institutions, to carefully monitor how the scheme is implemented. It should 

also be prepared to make necessary intervention if the crisis persists. 

As things stand, it is diicult to say with certainty when the crisis in West Asia 

will end, though there are renewed hopes that hostilities will be resolved soon. It 

has been reported that the United States and Iran are actively working towards an 

understanding, leading to a correction in prices of crude oil and a rise in stock mar-

kets on Wednesday. An early resolution to the conflict and the reopening of the 

Strait of Hormuz are critical. About one-fifth of the supply of global oil passes 

through the strait, and a near-complete stoppage of flows for over two months has 

significantly depleted reserves. Some analysts are of the view that reserves could 

fall below critical levels in the coming weeks, leading to a sharp increase in oil prices. 

Thus, it is important that the Strait of Hormuz is opened as soon as possible. Never-

theless, even if an agreement is reached to restore the flow of crude oil and gas in 

the coming days, the ECLGS will help firms because it will take a while before the 

price and availability of fuel, particularly of gas, adjust to desirable levels. 

Digital push

A recent International Monetary Fund (IMF) working paper on India shows that 

digitising public administration is not just about better governance. It also improves 

productivity. Examining reforms in the state-level business environment between 

2010 and 2015, the paper finds that states that undertook greater digitisation in 

public administration — across tax filing, permits, inspections, dispute resolution, 

and single-window systems — saw higher productivity growth among microenter-

prises. Significantly, productivity gaps among firms narrowed, pointing to a better 

allocation of resources. 

This finding goes to the heart of a longstanding structural problem in India’s 

economy: Pervasive informality. A significant share of India’s small businesses is 

still unregistered. These firms dominate employment and contribute substantially 

to manufacturing output and exports, and yet remain small and fragmented. The 

reasons are not hard to identify. High compliance costs, complex regulations, weak 

contract enforcement, and discretionary bureaucratic processes make formalisa-

tion unattractive. For a small firm, the fixed costs of dealing with the state can be 

disproportionately high. Staying informal thus becomes a rational choice. This also 

explains why average firm size in India remains small and why firms often hesitate 

to scale up. Growth brings visibility, and visibility brings regulatory burden, which 

also explains the “missing middle” — a vast number of tiny enterprises and a hand-

ful of large firms, but relatively few mid-sized ones. In such an environment, pro-

ductivity suffers not only because firms are small but because capital and labour 

too are misallocated across firms. 

In this context, administrative reforms matter most, and digitisation reduces 

some of the friction. By moving processes online, standardising procedures, and 

limiting discretion, it lowers compliance costs and curbs rent-seeking. For micro-

enterprises, this can be transformative. It levels the playing field and allows more 

eicient firms to compete and grow. The results are visible not just in average pro-

ductivity gains but in the reduced dispersion of productivity across firms. The paper 

finds that improvement is linked to better capital allocation, suggesting that 

reforms indirectly strengthen how resources flow within the economy. Reforms 

have been implemented across a diverse set of states, suggesting no strong link 

between a state’s initial level of development and its adoption of reforms. 

India’s push for ease of doing business over the past decade, particularly the 98-

point action plan launched in 2015 by the Department for Promotion of Industry 

and Internal Trade and the World Bank, appears to have delivered tangible benefits. 

The country has seen improvement in how businesses interact with the state. Inter-

estingly, the paper also notes diminishing returns as reform intensity increases, 

suggesting that early-stage digitisation yields the largest dividends. This makes the 

case for prioritising lagging states and sectors where basic administrative friction 

remains high. The broader lesson is clear. Administrative reform and digitisation 

can, to an extent, help address deep structural problems, including low productiv-

ity, high informality, and firms’ reluctance to scale up.

Shifting processes online boosts productivity

The credit-guarantee scheme will help businesses

With passage through the Strait of Hormuz still 
restricted, the spectre of stagflation that I outlined in 
my April column is now becoming an even starker 
reality for India and the world. Oil prices are now likely 
to be about $20 per barrel higher than previously 
expected in 2026 due to the war, according to the World 
Bank’s latest commodity forecast. This would mean 
that the International Monetary Fund’s world gross 
domestic product (GDP) growth forecast for 2026 of 3.4 
per cent will drop down to around 3 per cent. Global 
inflation would also rise by almost 1 percentage point 
over the baseline forecast.  

India will be even harder hit. GDP growth will drop 
from over 7 per cent to around 6-6.5 per cent in 2026 and 
inflation will rise to over 5 per cent, according to the 
IIM’s Business Expectations Survey, well 
above the inflation target of 4 per cent. 
While at the end of 2025, India was 
described as a Goldilocks economy, it is 
now in what is being called “reverse Gold-
ilocks”. The hold on petrol pump price 
increases because of key state elections 
cannot last too long without damaging the 
finances of oil public-sector enterprises 
(PSEs) and the fiscal deficit targets. LPG 
prices have already been increased and 
export duties on diesel and jet fuel have 
been imposed. The rupee has breached 95 
against the dollar and is amongst the 
weakest currencies in Asia. The Reserve 
Bank of India (RBI) intervened briefly but 
realised that this was a losing battle as foreign portfolio 
investors have pulled over $21 billion from Indian mar-
kets since the start of the Iran war due to the oil shock.  

The rupee, however, weakened even before the 
Iran war (see chart 1) and was the weakest Asian cur-
rency in 2025, as foreign portfolio investors pulled over 
$19 billion out of Indian markets. This was due to the 
tariff shock, with India ending up with 50 per cent tar-
iffs, surprising everyone. But also contributing to this 
was the much less discussed artificial intelligence (AI) 
shock, where India’s information technology (IT) 
sourcing model is perceived to be a loser.  

The government has countered this perception 
through a much-hyped AI summit and announced a 
comprehensive AI mission to build a robust AI eco-
system by 2030, including creating indigenous smaller 
AI models and fostering startups and public-private AI 
projects. But questions remain on whether AI will be a 
boon or a bane, as India’s big IT companies have not 

seen fit to invest in AI research and their outsourcing 
model is taking a hit. How quickly they can use AI to 
revamp their business model remains to be seen.  

Nevertheless, India emerged reasonably well from 
2025. But now, the oil shock and war-related supply 
disruptions have again driven funds out of India and 
significantly weakened the rupee. The tariff shock has 
ebbed, as India now pays only a 10 per cent import 
duty into the United States, the same as others. But 
Donald Trump is getting trade reviews done and 
intends to return to selective country tariffs — that dog 
might still bite; stay tuned.  

Oil prices may eventually reverse, but for now, 
India’s currency has been hit hard again, despite its size-
able reserve holdings (see chart 2), and is among Asia’s 

weakest currencies. Cumulatively, the 
Indian rupee has weakened by 10 per cent 
against the US dollar since the beginning 
of 2025. As a result, according to the IMF, 
in dollar terms, India has been eclipsed by 
the United Kingdom and is now the sixth-
largest, not the world’s fifth-largest, econ-
omy, with even Bangladesh’s per capita 
income is now higher than India’s. 

The rapid exchange rate depreciation 
will, of course, help counter another big 
worry, the current account deficit, which 
in 2026 may exceed 2 per cent of GDP, a 

danger level. By making imports more 
costly and encouraging exports, a weaker 
rupee will help reduce the current account 

deficit. But this may be dwarfed by weaker global 
demand.  All past empirical work shows that exports are 
dependent hugely on global growth — which is 
weakening. India’s exports to the Gulf states — a major 
market — have also been hugely impacted by the war. 
This means finalising and executing the free-trade 
agreements (FTAs) India has signed, especially with the 
European Union, the United Kingdom, Australia and 
now New Zealand will be critical.  

The war has affected not just oil but also gas and fer-
tiliser. While reports say India has managed to obtain 
suicient fertiliser for the Kharif crop, this might be a 
time for much-needed reforms in fertiliser, where sub-
sidies will rise by 20 per cent under a business-as-usual 
model. The over-reliance on subsidised urea (nitrogen) 
has severely affected soil nutrient ratios, requiring a shift 
towards nitrogen, phosphorous, and potassium bal-
ance. Moving towards direct cash transfers to farmers 
(e.g., a flat per-acre payment) to replace the current 

input-based subsidy, allowing market-driven pricing for 
fertilisers to truly solve ineiciency is long overdue.  

India must also look for diversification in its gas 
needs. The US is a potential source, but the next US 
administration may not be so keen to export and may 
cancel plans, as happened under the Biden administra-
tion. Had Joe Biden not banned LNG exports, India 
would not be in so much trouble today with its gas 
needs. Australia, Russia, Malaysia, and Indonesia may 
provide a more reliable solution in the future to diversify 
from the Gulf. 

The oil shock will hopefully lead to a faster shift to 
renewables. The supply disruptions have shown that 
more physical buffers in oil and other critical inputs are 
desirable. Longer-term oil contracts with dependable 
partners like Russia should be made, despite US press-
ure. While a trade deal with the US is vital, India must 
signal that it cannot be pushed around at will and has 
certain key strategic interests. 

It is time to come together with like-minded coun-
tries, such as Australia, Canada, and the EU, as well as 
its Brics+ partners, and be counted in this volatile world, 
instead of trying to please an unpredictable American 
administration and getting rebuffed repeatedly. If the 
US can wage a whimsical war with such huge costs to 
the rest of the world, and inflict on-again, off-again tar-
iffs at will, it has become a friend without any benefits. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is distinguished visiting scholar,  
Institute for International Economic Policy,  
George Washington University

Trai’s long tryst with emergency calls  
At least 15 years before last week’s trial disaster man-
agement siren was unleashed on millions of mobile 
phones, formal consultation of stakeholders had 
already taken off on emergency communication ser-
vices in the country. It was in November 2011 that the 
Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (Trai) came out 
with a pre-consultation paper on “priority call routing 
in mobile networks during emergencies”. The trigger 
was the Mumbai bomb blasts of July 13, 2011, which 
shook India’s financial capital. The crisis led to severe 
congestion in the city’s cellular networks, 
prompting Trai to initiate its consultation 
process on the subject. 

The idea was to ease mobile network 
congestion for personnel engaged in 
response and recovery during emerg-
encies, while highlighting the importance 
of modern telecom infrastructure. The 
paper referred to the July 2006 Mumbai 
suburban train bombings as well as inter-
national disasters, including the 9/11 ter-
rorist attacks in 2001, the Thailand 
tsunami in 2004, and the Northridge 
earthquake in 1994, to bring out the need 
for robust communication systems 
during periods of network congestion.   

‘’Historically, major disasters are the most intense 
generators of telecommunications traic, and the 
resulting surge of demand can clog even the well-man-
aged networks,’’ the regulator noted back in 2011. 

This historical context is worth recalling amid the 
overwhelming response to the government’s latest 
mobile siren experiment as a disaster management 
measure. Using cell broadcast technology, the mobile-
based disaster warning system has been developed by 
the Centre for Development of Telematics (C-DoT) 
along with the National Disaster Management Auth-
ority (NDMA).          

Since the start of its journey on emergency  com-
munication more than 15 years ago in 2011, Trai 
brought out several consultation papers related to dis-

aster management, the last one being in 2017. 
The 2017 consultation paper of Trai revolved 

around the logic that rescue operations cannot be 
stopped or delayed even if the responding agencies are 
unable to communicate with one another. Citing the 
Indian Ocean tsunami of December 2004, the regula-
tor said that while seismic monitoring stations 
throughout the world detected the massive sub-sea 
earthquake that triggered the tsunami, a lack of proce-
dures for communicating these early warnings to gov-

ernments and inadequate infrastructure 
in the regions at risk delayed the trans-
mission of these messages. “Therefore, it 
is clear that better communications can 
save several lives.’’ 

Explaining that many times the com-
munication networks of certain public 
safety agencies are not interoperable or 
compatible with the networks of other 
agencies, Trai cited the example of the 
United States (US) nine years ago in its 
consultation paper. Public safety 
agencies have joined together to design, 
develop and deploy information and 
communications technologies to sup-
port policing, criminal justice, public 

safety and homeland security in the US, resulting in 
the creation of the Public Protection and Disaster 
Relief (PPDR) communication network for rapid 
action in times of disasters. 

Based on the PPDR model of the US, the regulator 
posed many questions for stakeholder consultation, 
including those on the deficiencies of a fragmented 
PPDR system in India at that point, frequency bands 
that could be identified exclusively for public protec-
tion and disaster relief, and the quantum of spectrum 
needed for this. 

Flowing from the consultation paper of 2017, the 
telecom regulator issued recommendations a year 
later. The PPDR network was the foundation of that 
recommendation. Trai pointed to a core weakness in 

its paper, that Indian PPDR agencies — including the 
police, fire departments, emergency medical profes-
sionals, paramilitary forces and many others — rely on 
narrow-band or old analogue systems meant for voice 
communication. 

To put things in perspective, PPDR communica-
tion networks are run by independent state agencies 
and are issued licence by the Department of Telecom-
munications (DoT) under the Captive Mobile Radio 
Trunking Service category. Spectrum for this category 
is allocated by the Wireless Planning & Coordination 
Wing of DoT in a few select bands. Trai argued that this 
framework resulted in fragmented spectrum alloca-
tion and ineicient use of prime sub-GHz frequencies. 
PPDR agencies working in silos was another red flag 
raised by the regulator. After meetings with stake-
holders, mainly the Ministry of Home Affairs and the 
NDMA — major users of PPDR communication — Trai 
finalised its recommendations. 

The top recommendations included setting up an 
integrated broadband PPDR communication net-
work, the formation of a special purpose vehicle (SPV) 
under the Ministry of Home Affairs to steer network 
operations, a timeline for DoT to phase out the existing 
analogue networks, and pan-India pilots through 
state-owned telcos BSNL and MTNL before executing 
the service. 

On spectrum, which would ensure the seamless 
functioning of a nationwide broadband PPDR network, 
the regulator recommended dedicated bands across 
several frequencies, including 20 MHz of spectrum in 
the 440-470 MHz frequency range (preferably 450-470 
MHz) for the future evolution of broadband PPDR. 

Eight years later, much of it still remains a work in 
progress, even as millions of Indians got a glimpse of 
the country’s disaster management strategy last Sat-
urday. Even as the telecom regulator has been formally 
engaged with the subject of disaster management for 
15 years, the cell broadcast system developed by C-DoT 
in collaboration with the NDMA did not find any men-
tion in the Trai papers.     

It is not often that one would recom-
mend a book that is decidedly stodgy to 
read and contains no sweeping, grand 
insights. Yet this is an honest book, a 
prosaic book that seeks to do exactly one 
thing and succeeds quite well in the task. 

The contents of Reimagining Govern-
ment  are exactly what the title says. It is 
about how the government should use 
artificial intelligence (AI) to improve its 
functioning, provide better services to 

citizens, and to become more eicient. 
The volume has been put together by 
three co-authors — or perhaps authors 
and editors — whose names appear on 
the front cover. But the book credits five 
other contributors, all of whom have 
provided their expertise in putting 
together the book. 

The volume they have produced is a 
sort of handbook or practical guidebook. 
The authors understand that many 
policymakers — both elected represen-
tatives as well as career bureaucrats — 
would not be very familiar with AI. 
Indeed, they assume that most of the 
policymakers at whom this book is aimed 
at would need a crash course in the sim-
plest terms. This is what the first chapter 
— “Understanding the AI Tech Stack” — 
seeks to do, in terms that anyone, includ-
ing AI phobes, would understand. 

It is really chapters two to eight that 

cover everything from the uses of AI in 
governance to implementation plans 
and frameworks, the options available, 
why the government needs to partner 
with private players for AI implementa-
tion — and more importantly, the kind 
of organisation it should partner with. 
The chapters also discuss AI adoption 
and maturity curves, as well as the kind 
of government leadership required in 
the AI age. 

The frameworks, the pros and cons of 
open versus closed AI models and sys-
tems, risk assessments and implementa-
tion challenges are some of the most 
useful areas covered. 

The authors understand that too 
much information can be counter-pro-
ductive to their audience and stick to the 
broad issues, without being superficial. 
The approach seems to be that policy-
makers need to understand both the big 

picture as well as have an 
understanding of the critical 
details but need not be an 
expert in all matters AI. Thus, 
most chapters present readers 
with the main issues that need 
to be debated and decided 
upon when choosing the 
partner for implementation, 
selecting the model that will 
work best for their particular 
use cases, and identifying the 
main issues to be scrutinised 
while designing the AI imple-
mentation framework and 
processes. Policymakers will 
obviously hire an expert — but 
he or she also needs to know 
enough to ensure that the 
expert does what is required. 
This means, he or she also 
needs to first understand what 
AI can and cannot do — and what is 
required for his or her department. 

While the book is written obviously 
for policymakers in the United States, 

it can actually pretty well be 
used by most governments 
in both developed nations 
and fast-developing nations 
like India. 

There are a few case studies 
that the authors use for 
explaining how AI has already 
achieved much in specific 
areas. Unfortunately, they are 
too concise. Also, more case 
studies would have been good. 
The authors could have looked 
at more countries for use cases 
of AI in government. 

Chapter nine, which is on 
organisational redesign is a 
mixed bag. Like the previous 
chapters, it covers the basics 
in short. But because the areas 
covered are very complex — 
the evolving nature of AI-

human relationship in government, for 
example — it would have merited a 
deeper, more nuanced examination. 

The final chapter is both a summa-

tion as well as a continuation of the pre-
vious chapters , focusing on how to 
achieve the promise of AI. 

One area that should ideally have 
been covered in some detail are the 
guardrails that are needed to be put by 
the government, both for preventing AI 
from going off the rails and creating 
havoc and to address societal risks. The 
authors do try to explore the main issues 
in chapter four, with the CARE frame-
work, but it is dealt with in too little 
detail for something so important. 

In India, NITI Aayog and others have 
published several white papers and strat-
egy reports for the government on how 
best to implement AI. They go into great 
detail and may sometimes be intimidat-
ing for some people. This book deals with 
almost all the issues covered in several 
reports in an easy-to-digest form. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer is former editor of  
Businessworld and Business Today 
magazines, and author of Will India Get 
Rich Before It Turns 100? A Reality Check

How government should use AI
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India in reverse Goldilocks
With on-again, off-again tariffs and whimsical wars, the US 
has become a friend without benefits 
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Movement since the Iran war
% change                                                                                         

Chinese yuan                                                              0.34 

HK dollar                                                                                 -0.16 

Taiwan dollar                                                                          -0.71 

Singapore dollar                                                                     -1.28 

Malaysian ringgit                                                                   -1.98 

Japan yen                                                                                 -2.78 

Korean won                                                                            -3.23 

Indonesian rupiah                                                                 -3.58 

Indian rupee                                                                           -4.26 

Thai baht                                                                                 -5.51 

Philippine peso                                                                      -6.53

% change                       In 2025  

Malaysian ringgit              9.64 

Thai baht                           8.86 

Singapore dollar                 5.61 

Taiwan dollar                     3.94 

Chinese yuan                      3.67 

HK dollar                                        -0.16 

Japan yen                                       -0.16 

Korean won                                   -0.63 

Philippine peso                             -1.44 

Indonesian rupiah                        -3.98 

Indian rupee                                  -4.35 

Asian currencies against USD
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A peaceful and harmonious society is a universal aspira-
tion, yet it cannot be sustained if individuals and groups
remain narrowly self-centred. A society defined by com-
peting interests, rather than shared purpose, loses its essen-
tial cohesion. Without a unifying sense of 
common good, it becomes merely a loose arrangement
of communities, classes, and institutions, each seeking
advantage over the other. In such a setting, when faced
with a choice between collective welfare and individual
gain, the latter often prevails, giving rise to conflict, divi-
sion, and instability.

This tendency weakens the moral and social fabric.
Pressures from ego-driven cultural, religious, ethnic,
caste, and political groups intensify tensions across social,
economic, and political spheres. Law and order suffer, and

the collective pursuit of progress is disrupted. Though indi-
viduals may outwardly appear civilised, demonstrating
manners and etiquette in daily life, their actions can be
guided by narrow self-interest. In pursuit of personal or
group advantage, they may adopt unfair or harmful means,
often at the cost of others and, ultimately, society itself.

Everyday examples illustrate this reality. A well-connect-
ed individual may manipulate influence to secure scarce
resources, bypassing those who have waited their turn.
Similarly, organised groups may demand preferential treat-
ment in exchange for political support, disregarding fair-
ness or broader social harmony. Such actions reveal that
superficial civility does not guarantee a just or stable society.
True progress requires a willingness to subordinate
narrow interests to the larger good.

The path forward lies in embracing
values that promote collective well-being.
The ancient Sanskrit ideal “Sarve bhavan-
tu sukhina, sarve santu niramaya” — may
all be happy and free from illness — offers
a guiding principle for building a just
society. It calls for an inclusive vision where prosperity and
well-being are shared, not monopolised. Complementing
this is the philosophy of “Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam”, which
views the entire world as one family. This perspective
encourages individuals to move beyond divisions and
recognise the interconnectedness of all human lives.

Adopting these principles is not merely a moral exercise
but a practical necessity. A society grounded in empathy,
cooperation, and mutual respect is better equipped to
ensure stability and sustainable progress. When individ-
uals understand that their own well-being is tied to that
of others, they are more likely to act with responsibility and
fairness.

However, such transformation must begin at the indi-
vidual level. Values like truth, non-violence, compassion,
and cooperation cannot be imposed solely through insti-
tutions; they must be cultivated in daily life. Homes, schools,
and workplaces play a crucial role in shaping this ethos.
When these spaces become centres of ethical practice and
mutual respect, they collectively contribute to a more value-

based society. Ultimately, the future of
Bharat — and indeed of humanity-depends
on how sincerely these timeless principles
are implemented. Peace and prosperity
cannot be achieved through policy alone;
they require a shift in mindset. By aligning
personal conduct with the greater good,

society can move towards genuine harmony and endur-
ing progress. The responsibility rests with each individual,
and the time to act is now.

DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 
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Editor’s

Far from the hustle and bustle of elections, Indian markets are
bleeding. In January 2026, over 400 stocks with a market
capitalisation of at least $1 billion declined by more than 20 per
cent from their peaks, with some falling as much as 71 per cent.
As of mid-January 2026, the market experienced a sharp
decline, with some reports indicating a 5 per cent loss for the
month. This is not a one-time event, but a trend that is
becoming increasingly pronounced. The reason, of course, is the
flight of capital from the country, as foreign investors have been
withdrawing heavily. Foreign Portfolio Investor (FPI) outflows
from India were over ?60,000 crore in April alone and nearly ?2
lakh crore in the first four months of 2026. This is not routine. If
this continues unabated, the Indian economy may slide back,
and growth projections may have to be revised.

It is true that the Indian story is still going strong, and there is
demand in the market which gives impetus to manufacturing,
while many sectors are performing well. India’s macroeconomic
fundamentals — steady growth, improving infrastructure, and a
large domestic market — remain intact. But there are factors
eroding profits, and many of them are beyond control. Crude oil
prices are rising amid tensions in West Asia. Rising oil prices
widen the current account deficit and put pressure on the
rupee. The recent slide of the rupee, breaching the ?95 mark,
has left investors anxious. Currency depreciation is an important
marker for foreign investors, as it eats into their profits, and the
Indian rupee is making new lows rather frequently.

Besides, changes in US banking policies are yet another
reason. Interest rates in the US are going down. Large
institutional investors would not like to take risks in emerging
markets when safer assets back home offer competitive returns.
The only saving grace for Indian markets is the Domestic
Institutional Investors (DIIs), who have played a stabilising role.
Their buying has cushioned the impact of foreign outflows. If
FPI outflows continue, they will have far-reaching implications
for the Indian economy. They exert downward pressure on the
rupee and raise inflation.

The big question is: what can be done to check the outflow
and instil a sense of confidence among foreign investors? First,
containing inflation and managing the current account deficit -
especially by diversifying energy sources - can reduce
vulnerability to external shocks. Overdependence on imported
oil must end. Second, exchange rate management requires
careful calibration. While the Reserve Bank of India
interventions have helped smooth volatility, excessive defence
of the currency can deplete reserves. A balanced approach that
allows for gradual adjustment may be the best strategy. Third,
foreign investors value predictability. Continued reforms in
taxation, ease of doing business, and financial sector regulation
can reinforce confidence even during periods of global
uncertainty. Finally, India must continue to deepen its domestic
financial markets. Indeed, the current episode of outflows is not
a verdict on India’s economic fundamentals. The challenge is to
ensure that India remains among the most attractive
destinations for capital in the long run.

Driven by global uncertainties, rising oil prices, and
a weakening rupee, FDI outflows are raising

concerns about the resilience of India’s markets

Capital flight tests
market resilience

Every vote counts, every citizen matters
The recent Tamil Nadu Assembly elections offer a com-
pelling lesson in the value of every single vote. In
Tiruppatur, R Sreenivasa Sethupathy secured victory by
just one vote — an extraordinary reminder of how indi-
vidual choices can shape democratic outcomes. At the
same time, sweeping victories like that of ECR P
Saravanan in Sholinganallur demonstrate that even
large mandates are built on countless individual deci-
sions.Choosing not to vote, or missing the opportuni-
ty, weakens democracy. 

Voting is not merely a right but a civic responsibility
that ensures representation and accountability. When
citizens abstain, they diminish the collective voice that
drives governance. Encouragingly, many voters travelled
long distances, even from abroad, to participate in the
electoral process. Their commitment highlights the
enduring faith people place in democratic institutions.
Such dedication should inspire others to engage more
actively. Ultimately, democracy thrives on participation.
Each vote carries weight — not just in determining
winners, but in shaping policies and the direction of
society. Responsible and informed voting strengthens
the system and ensures that governance reflects the will
of the people.

AP THIRUVADI | CHENNAI

A mandate for change in Bengal
The electoral verdict in West Bengal marks a decisive rejec-
tion of the All India Trinamool Congress and its prolonged
incumbency. The Bharatiya Janata Party capitalised on
public discontent through strategic alliances, a focused cam-
paign, and the appeal of leadership associated with the
“Modi factor.” The outcome signals that voters sought both
accountability and change. Concerns over governance, alle-
gations of corruption, and dissatisfaction with administra-
tive functioning contributed to the erosion of support for
the outgoing regime led by Mamata Banerjee. Issues such
as illegal infiltration and deteriorating law and order also
emerged as significant electoral themes, influencing
voter sentiment, particularly among urban and middle-class
communities. With a resounding mandate, the responsi-
bility now lies with the new government to deliver on its
promises. Addressing security concerns, restoring public
confidence, dismantling entrenched systems of corruption,
and reviving economic activity must be prioritised. The elec-
torate has not merely voted for change, but for effective
governance. This transition presents an opportunity to
strengthen institutions and ensure stability. Meeting
public expectations will be crucial in determining whether
this political shift translates into meaningful and lasting
progress.

YUGAL KISHORE SHARMA |  FARIDABAD

TAKE

India launched Operation Sindoor on May 7 last year in
response to the April 22 Pahalgam terror attack, target-
ing terror infrastructure in Pakistan-controlled areas. The
operation marked a shift in India’s counter-terror
approach, combining precision strikes, real-time intel-
ligence, and advanced technology, while signalling a will-
ingness to act proactively against cross-border threats.

Despite Operation Sindoor demonstrating India’s
strength, its deterrent effect on Pakistan appears
limited, with Pakistan-backed networks continuing activ-
ities in more covert and sophisticated ways, reflecting
a sense of confidence. Pakistan’s ISI, long driven by anti-
India rhetoric, continues to follow the doctrine of “bleed-
ing India through a thousand cuts.” Pakistan appears
to be in an upbeat mode, and it would be unrealistic
to assume passivity. Recent intelligence inputs and
recoveries of explosives and weapons suggest ongoing
preparations, raising concerns about coordinated
rather than isolated attacks.

A key concern is the renewed focus on urban terror-
ism. Major cities and symbolic locations remain prime
targets due to their high psychological and media
impact. Investigations into the 2025 Red Fort blast have
revealed a wide conspiracy involving operatives across
multiple states, highlighting the growing coordination
and reach of such networks.

Uncovering a hidden network
In recent months, arrests by the National Investigation
Agency (NIA) and state police have increased, exposing
the depth of these networks. In the Red Fort blast case
alone, over ten individuals were arrested, including key
planners and logistical supporters linked to groups like
Ansar Ghazwat-ul-Hind. They were not just foot soldiers
but played crucial roles in arranging weapons, manag-
ing logistics, and executing plans.

What is particularly concerning is the changing
profile of those involved. Some accused were educat-
ed professionals, including doctors and technically
skilled individuals. This reflects the rise of “white-collar
terrorism,” where expertise in IT, engineering, and
finance is used to support extremist activities. Such
actors are harder to detect as they operate within legit-
imate systems and maintain a low profile.

At the same time, ISIS-linked modules are becoming
more visible in India. Investigations in Maharashtra and
Pune have uncovered sleeper cells involved in recruit-
ment, surveillance, and explosives training. Arrests
across states show these are not isolated groups but part
of a broader, interconnected network. In one major case,
a planned ISIS-inspired attack was foiled, preventing a
potential large-scale incident.

Illegal arms trafficking is another concern. Cases like
the Muzaffarpur AK-47 seizure reveal organised supply
chains with cross-border links, highlighting the nexus
between external support and domestic operatives.
Together, these trends point to a well-integrated

system of recruitment, funding, logistics, and execution.
This growing sophistication is also visible in subtle

ways. In March, a Pakistan-linked espionage plot involv-
ing covert, solar-powered CCTV cameras at Delhi Cantt
railway station was uncovered. These were allegedly
meant to stream real-time footage of military move-
ments to foreign handlers, showing how surveillance
is becoming more discreet and technology-driven. Such
tools can map movements, identify vulnerabilities, and
aid future attacks. It also demonstrates how small and
unusual findings can form part of a larger plan, under-
lining the need for constant vigilance.

These developments do not necessarily indicate an
immediate large-scale attack. Instead, they reflect
ongoing efforts to gather information
and prepare. In simple terms, the
threat is not decreasing; rather, it is
changing its methods.

Emerging trends: The new face
of terrorism
Terrorism today is undergoing a major shift. It is no
longer limited to conventional methods such as guns
and bombs, but is becoming more decentralised, tech-
nology-driven, and harder to trace.

The rise of white-collar involvement is a key trend.
Professionals with technical expertise are increasing-
ly becoming part of these networks, making operations
more efficient and less detectable. There is also
growing involvement of women in support roles such
as logistics, communication, and facilitation, often
exploiting societal assumptions to avoid suspicion.

Another concern is the misuse of legitimate business
platforms for extremist purposes, sometimes described
as “corporate jihad.” A case involving a BPO in Nashik
highlights how businesses can allegedly be used as fronts
to channel funds, build networks, and provide opera-
tional cover, showing how such strategies are expand-
ing beyond traditional methods.

Digital radicalisation is also playing a major role.
Online propaganda, encrypted platforms, and target-
ed messaging are being used to recruit and influence
vulnerable individuals, especially youth, making the
threat more diffuse and long-term.

Pakistan’s evolving strategy
External financial support, including assistance from the
International Monetary Fund, has given Pakistan eco-

nomic breathing space. Its elevation to roles such
as vice-chair of the United Nations Security Council
counter-terrorism committee, along with its involve-
ment in mediating tensions between the United
States and Iran, has boosted its strategic confidence.
Together, these factors have reduced external
pressure and kept Pakistan in an upbeat mode,
allowing its ISI to continue pursuing proxy activi-
ties against India. This makes it essential for Indian
agencies to remain alert and prepared to respond
to any emerging threats. At the same time, efforts
to revive fault lines such as the Khalistani issue aim
to create multiple pressure points within India.
Recent incidents, including the explosion at a BJP
office in Chandigarh, the blast outside the BSF head-
quarters in Jalandhar, and the exposure of ISI-linked
modules in Punjab, reflect this trend. These activ-

ities are often supported by digital propaganda cam-
paigns aimed at deepening divisions and shaping
public perception.

Strengthening internal security
These developments point to a serious and evolving chal-
lenge. Terror networks are no longer on the margins;
they are gradually embedding themselves within
society. Recruitment is becoming more diverse, oper-
ations more technology-driven, and coordination more
global, making the threat increasingly complex and dif-
ficult to predict.

In this context, India cannot afford complacency. The
success of Operation Sindoor must be backed by a strong

and adaptive internal security framework.
Better inter-agency coordination, real-time
intelligence sharing, and the use of advanced
technology are essential for early detection.
Quick-response systems, such as PRAHAAR-
type frameworks, can ensure swift action

when required. At the same time, addressing the root
causes of radicalisation is crucial. Educating youth about
extremism and misinformation can aid prevention. Basic
awareness of internal security within school education
can help build a more alert society. Promoting social
harmony and inclusive development is equally impor-
tant, as alienation is often exploited by extremist groups.
The fight against terrorism is not only physical but also
ideological, requiring strong counter-narratives.

Conclusion
Operation Sindoor has demonstrated that India possess-
es both the capability and resolve to act decisively
against terror threats. However, the wave of arrests,
emerging modules, and incidents like the suspicious sur-
veillance devices near Delhi Cantt Railway Station reveal
a deeper and more complex challenge. The threat is no
longer distant or confined to borders; it is internal, net-
worked, and constantly evolving. India’s challenge is not
merely to respond to attacks,
but to anticipate and prevent
them.  In an era of hybrid ter-
rorism, where  external and
internal threats are increas-
ingly interconnected, constant
vigilance and preparedness
remain essential. Complacency
is not an option.

Farmers work in a field with the Taj Mahal in the backdrop, in Agra, 
PHOTO: PTI
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The Supreme Court of India has

rightly underlined the need for

stricter punishment in heinous

crimes and hinted at a calibrated

shift in the burden of proof. 

However, such changes must be

grounded in thorough and credible

preliminary investigations to

prevent wrongful implication. Any

presumption against the accused

should arise only after solid

evidence is established, ensuring

safeguards against misuse of the

law.Punishment must also be

proportionate to the nature of the

crime. Offences involving

premeditation, sustained cruelty,

or deliberate infliction of harm —

such as forcibly administering

harmful substances — reflect a

higher degree of malice and should

attract harsher penalties than

impulsive acts like acid attacks

carried out without prolonged

planning. The justice system must

carefully distinguish between

these levels of intent.

Equally important is the

rehabilitation of victims. Survivors

deserve comprehensive and free

medical care, including

reconstructive procedures, funded

jointly by the offender and the

State, as directed by courts.

Justice, therefore, must strike a

balance between deterrence,

fairness, and restoration—ensuring

accountability for the guilty while

protecting the innocent.

A just legal framework must

combine firm punishment with

procedural safeguards, ensuring no

innocent is wrongfully implicated.

It should distinguish intent,

prioritise victim rehabilitation, and

uphold fairness. Only by balancing

deterrence with dueprocess  can

the system deliver justice that is

both credible and compassionate.
RS NARULA  | PATIALA

JUSTICE MUST BALANCE SEVERITY 
WITH SAFEGUARDS
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The success of Operation Sindoor must be backed by a strong and adaptive internal security framework. Better inter-agency
coordination, real-time intelligence sharing, and the use of advanced technology are essential for early detection

Op Sindoor: No room for complacency

Bengal verdict and the shadow of distrust
The refusal of Mamata Banerjee to accept the electoral
verdict in West Bengal has deepened political tensions
in the state. Alleging large-scale rigging and accusing
the Election Commission of India of bias, she claimed
that the mandate was “stolen” rather than lost. These
serious allegations, including claims of violence at
counting centres and tampering with surveillance
systems, raise troubling questions that demand
impartial scrutiny.The Bharatiya Janata Party’s victory
— securing 207 seats in the 294-member Assembly —
marks a decisive political shift, ending the Trinamool
Congress’s 15-year rule. 

However, the scale of the win contrasts sharply with
the intensity of the accusations, creating an atmosphere
of uncertainty and distrust. In a democracy, electoral out-
comes must be respected, but credible grievances
cannot be dismissed outright. Transparent investigation
into the claims is essential to maintain faith in democ-
ratic institutions. 

The situation carries the risk of escalating unrest if not
handled with restraint and accountability. West Bengal
stands at a sensitive juncture, where restoring trust in
the electoral process is as crucial as ensuring political
stability.

BHAGWAN THADANI | MUMBAI

RAJYOGI BRAHMA
KUMAR NIKUNJ JI

The perils of unrestrained selfhood
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The passage of 
the Jan Vishwas
(Amendment of
Provisions) Bill,
2026 marks a
decisive shift in
India’s regulatory
philosophy. It seeks
to replace fear-
driven compliance
with trust-based
governance. By
d e c r i m i n a l i s i n g
hundreds of minor
offences and

substituting imprisonment with civil penalties
and administrative action, the reform
attempts to correct a long-standing imbalance
where procedural lapses were often treated
with disproportionate severity. The intent is
clear: unclog courts, reduce harassment, and
create a business environment aligned with a
modern economy. Yet, as with all structural
reforms, the real test lies not in legislative
ambition but in institutional execution and
judicial interpretation.

At its core, the reform acknowledges a basic
truth: criminal law must be used sparingly. For
decades, India’s regulatory architecture
blurred the line between mala fide intent and
technical non-compliance. Entrepreneurs,
especially MSMEs, operated under the
constant threat of prosecution for delays or
minor infractions. By removing imprisonment

for such violations and introducing graded
enforcement — advisories, warnings, and
monetary penalties — the new framework
promises proportionality. This is a welcome
correction that aligns with constitutional
guarantees of fairness and reasonableness
under Article 21, while also strengthening
economic freedom under Article 19(1)(g).

However, the reform is not merely about
ease of doing business. It also signals a
broader recalibration of the State-citizen
relationship. The move towards
administrative penalties and compounding
mechanisms reflects a governance model that
prioritises compliance over coercion. In
theory, this reduces friction between
regulators and stakeholders. In practice, it
risks shifting discretionary power from courts
to administrative authorities. Without strong
safeguards, transparency norms, and
accountability frameworks, the danger of
regulatory overreach or selective enforcement
cannot be dismissed.

Complicating this evolving landscape is the
judiciary’s recent posture, particularly in high-
value economic offences. The role of the
Supreme Court of India in endorsing
settlement-driven resolutions, particularly in
the Sandesara-Sterling Biotech case, has
introduced a parallel dimension to
decriminalisation. The Court’s decision to
quash criminal proceedings following
substantial financial recovery underpins a
pragmatic approach: prioritising restitution

over prolonged litigation. While this ensures
recovery of public funds and reduces judicial
backlog, it also raises uncomfortable
questions. Does the emerging “pay and settle”
model risk creating a two-tier justice system
where economic offenders can negotiate
outcomes while ordinary offenders cannot?

This tension strikes at the heart of Article 14 -
equality before law. If settlement mechanisms
become the norm in complex economic
crimes without a clear statutory framework,
the line between judicial discretion and policy-
making begins to blur. One can argue that such

precedents may dilute deterrence, particularly
in cases involving systemic fraud or public
money. Supporters counter that prolonged
criminal trials often fail to deliver timely
justice or recovery, making pragmatic
settlements a rational alternative. Both
positions carry merit, but neither can
substitute the need for codified guidelines.

From an economic standpoint, the reform is
undeniably positive. A less punitive regulatory
environment enhances investor confidence,
reduces compliance costs, and improves
administrative efficiency. For citizens, it

removes the stigma and stress of criminal
prosecution for minor infractions, making
governance more humane. Yet, economic gains
cannot come at the cost of regulatory
credibility. Deterrence remains essential,
particularly in sectors involving environmental
protection, financial integrity, and public safety.

The way forward demands balance.
Decriminalisation must not translate into
deregulation. Clear statutory frameworks for
economic settlements, uniform enforcement
standards across ministries, and robust
judicial oversight are essential to prevent
arbitrariness. Serious offences involving
intent, fraud, or public harm must continue to
attract stringent criminal liability. Equally
important is the creation of transparent
mechanisms to monitor administrative
discretion, ensuring that trust-based
governance does not become discretion-
based governance.

India stands at a critical inflection point. The
shift from punishment to compliance is both
necessary and overdue, but it must be
anchored in institutional integrity. The success
of this reform will depend not on how many
provisions are decriminalised, but on how
fairly, consistently, and transparently the new
regime is implemented.

During Operation Sindoor in May 2025, Pakistan
conceded defeat before the Indian forces within
just 88 hours. Not only did Pakistan acknowledge
India’s might, but the entire world was left
stunned upon witnessing India’s power.

India executed a deadly strike at a distance of
over 100 kilometers deep inside Pakistan; through
the remarkable coordination of its three-armed
forces, India neutralized nine dangerous terror-
ist hideouts spread across Pakistan and Pakistan-
Occupied Jammu and Kashmir (POJK). These
hideouts were the hubs of dangerous terrorist
organisations like Lashkar-e-Taiba, Jaish-e-
Mohammed and Hizbul Mujahideen where terror-

ists were trained against India and then secretly sent to spread terrorism in India.
Through these long-range attacks, India sent a strong message to Pakistan that

no terrorist hideout established there, is beyond India’s military reach. In these
attacks, India gave the enemy a clear example of its precision targeting, opera-
tional reach, and unwavering resolve.

More than 100 terrorists were killed in these attacks, including the dreaded ter-
rorists Yusuf Azhar (involved in the IC-814 aircraft hijacking), Abdul Malik Rauf,
and Mudassir Ahmed (involved in the Pulwama attack).

The most significant aspect of Operation Sindoor was that India remained unde-
terred by Pakistan’s threat of a nuclear attack and exposed it as hollow. India shat-
tered the illusion regarding the very nuclear capability that Pakistan considered
to be its defensive shield.

Another remarkable aspect of this conflict was that India brought it to a con-
clusion — on its own terms — within just four days of achieving its objectives. We
are seeing the Iran-America and Russia-Ukraine wars where the wars start but
they cannot end due to lack of diplomatic and military support. The swift and
successful conclusion of ‘Operation Sindoor’ was the direct result of India’s clarity
of objectives, military prowess, restraint, and astute diplomacy. This achievement
is unprecedented in world history and is being praised across the globe; indeed,
major global institutions are currently conducting research and analysis on this
very subject.

Most wars result in extensive damage — effects that often extend beyond the
borders of the nations involved and impact not only their economies but also
their ordinary citizens. A distinctive feature of Operation Sindoor was that, while
terrorist strongholds in Pakistan were successfully dismantled, the conflict had
absolutely no adverse impact on India. The missiles fired by Pakistan were inter-
cepted and destroyed mid-air, failing to inflict any damage within Indian terri-
tory. This conflict neither triggered instability in any third country — unlike the
current Iran-US situa-
tion, where oil short-
ages have created an
atmosphere of global
instability — nor did it
cast  any negative
shadow upon India’s
economy. This stands as
a testament to India’s
robust strategic plan-
ning, modern technolo-
gy, and precise execu-
tion. As a nation, this
demonstrates India’s
maturity.

In addition to terrorist
targets, 11 key Pakistani
military installations
were also targeted,
including Nur  Khan
Airbase, Rafiq Airbase, Murid Airbase, and Sargodha Airbase, causing significant
damage to Pakistan’s military capabilities.

India is the first country in world history to target 11 military bases of a nuclear-
armed nation in a single operation. In that, India destroyed 20 per cent of Pakistan’s
Air Force. Moreover, India accomplished all of this within a mere four days — an
achievement unprecedented in history.

‘Atmanirbhar Bharat’ (Self-Reliant India) made a substantial contribution to this
conflict. The ‘BrahMos’ and ‘Akash’ missiles, the ‘Akashteer’ system, the ‘Tejas’ air-
craft, along with various other modern indigenous weapons and military equip-
ment, delivered exceptional performance and played a decisive role in the war.
The world witnessed a tangible demonstration of India’s technological self-reliance
and acknowledged its prowess. Today, there is an immense global demand for
our indigenous military hardware. Not only does this contribute to strengthen-
ing our economy, but it also safeguards us from military dependence on other
nations — a factor of paramount importance for our national security.

Operation Sindoor will be written in golden letters in the history of our nation.
It presented to the world a powerful testament to India’s military might, diplo-
matic acumen, self-reliance, and unwavering resolve against terrorism. It
showed the world what a restrained attack is and how it is carried out directly.

This war has delivered such a resounding message to Pakistan — and to the
terrorist organizations dancing to its tunes — that they will not be able to forget
it for a long time to come.

This war established new dimensions of inter-service coordination among India’s
three armed forces, a factor that contributed to the spectacular success achieved
in this conflict. The lessons learnt in this will be very helpful in making the frame-
work of our country’s proposed ‘Joint Theatre Command’
more effective.

According to the Government of India, we have not yet
ended the war, but have merely called a temporary halt;
should Pakistan dare to undertake any further acts of terror,
this war will be resumed — with consequences far more
dire than before.

This was merely a trailer; the movie is yet to come, my
friend! (Yeh to sirf ek trailer tha, picture to abhi baki hai
mere dost !!) 
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tution of governance. The metrics of roads, connectivity and social
schemes have further enhanced its credibility due to its focus
on delivery. This transition from agitation to administration is
what distinguishes durable political movements from transient
ones. And thus, the lotus in Assam is not only blooming but also
stabilising the environment surrounding it.

Tamil Nadu is, however, a totally different ball game. In this
case, the path of the BJP is a long-term internalization of ideol-
ogy through long-lasting steps. It is out of decades of Dravidian
thinking that the state has not only a robust identity paradigm,
but also an insular political system.

It takes time to crack such a system and not hack into it. This
has been embodied in the strategy taken by the BJP. Instead of
confrontational politics, the BJP has prioritised incremental
growth, organisational network-building and involvement in
cultural narratives. And it has started showing through a gradual
yet noticeable change.

Young voters, urban constituencies and sections wanting
options other than the prevalent binaries are beginning to seek
new political possibilities. The emphasis of the BJP on the incor-
poration of cultural elements of Tamil identity without disso-
ciating it from the larger civilisation project has started resonat-
ing, despite doing so in a rather gradual manner.

Tamil Nadu thus is the long game. This lotus is not yet in flower,
but the ground is being made ready. And in politics, as in nature,
preparation frequently is the foreboding harbinger of consequent
growth. Kerala is the most intriguing battleground for the BJP.
It is also defined by the cyclical structure of the voting mecha-
nism, which leaves little room for fundamental change to occur.
The friction between the two major sides has resulted in a polit-
ical equilibrium that is stable but potentially inert.

However, now there are minor shifts taking place. Political
fatigue is rising, particularly among youngsters. Questions about
governance performance, economic prospects and dogmatism
are increasingly being raised. Kerala’s fundamental strengths,
including an informed electorate and a vigorous public discourse,
are now opening up space for introspection.

This is where the probable admission of the BJP comes into
play. In Kerala, unlike in Bengal or Assam, the issue is not only
institutional, but also perception-related. It means establishing
itself as a viable alternative in an environment where political
identities are deeply entrenched.

Still, the circumstances for such a transition are rapidly align-
ing. The accumulation of political “mud” in the form of exhaus-
tion, unmet goals and systemic stagnation produces the exact
climate in which new possibilities develop. The BJP’s job is not
to disrupt abruptly, but to portray itself as a genuine alterna-
tive that blends governance and ideological clarity.

Kerala’s shift, if and when it happens, will be gradual. It will
be the consequence of ongoing involvement, narrative devel-
opment and a steady reconfiguration of voter expectations.
However, the initial signs are clear: the political environment
is no longer as limited as it once was.

Viewed together, an upward trend can be detected among
these states. The BJP’s escalation is not uniform; it is also region-
al, adapting to local factors and scaling back its strategy as
needed. In some places, it is the insurgent spirit; in others, it is
the anchoring force; and in others, it is the patient builder of
future possibilities, as if the lotus bloom is in various stages. And,
ironically, the lotus does not reject the mud. It requires it first
and subsequently grows out of it. The duality of participation
without entanglement is what gives it durability and purity.

And when one looks closely at Kerala, it appears that the
horizon is about to undergo a quiet transformation. The waves
may appear tranquil on the surface, but beneath them, the ele-
ments of change are collecting. The sediment has deepened,
the currents have shifted, and the room for emergence is growing.

The lotus, however, does not blossom simply because the mud
is so deep. It blossoms because the roots were patient, the growth
was disciplined, and the direction toward light was never aban-
doned by itself or the hopefuls, even when the surface was so
far away.

The lotus is seen as a sacred symbol consistently in Indian
civilizational imagination. Lord Vishnu sits on it, Lakshmi
is born out of it, and Saraswati and Brahma are seated
on it. These appearances are not decorative repetition
but a civilizational argument. The lotus grows in the
darkest silt, drawing sustenance from decay. But when
it comes to the surface, it remains untouched, and its
petals are not stained by the very mud that enables its
existence. In politics, as in life, the question is 
not whether one encounters the mud, but whether one
transcends it.

The political environment of India has long been the
victim of old and muddy systems, visible across the states
of West Bengal, Assam, Tamil Nadu and Kerala. Political
stagnation manifests in different forms and yet shares a
common thread of ideological narrow-mindedness over
dynamic governance. In West Bengal, it took the form of
deeply embedded cadre-based politics that blurred insti-
tutional neutrality. It showed up as an obvious dichoto-
my in Kerala, leaving little room for substantive electoral
change. Tamil Nadu too stayed dominated by a strong
Dravidian rivalry, whilst Assam, plagued by ethnic fears
and growth disparities, experienced extended periods of
volatility. This is the “mud” in Indian politics. It is not a
moral accusation, but an intrinsic actuality. Systems of
corruption, patronage, mobilisation based on identity,
and lack of governance have frequently provided an
ecosystem in which reform becomes hard and disrup-
tion even more difficult. But history reminds us that trans-
formative politics seldom grows out of pristine conditions.
It occurs right at the moment when systems seem to be
the most resistant to change.

This is most clearly demonstrated in West Bengal, where
the emergence of the Bharatiya Janata Party is one of the
most important political events of recent decades.
Bengal has never been politically unconscious or even
subversive; its citizens are used to a powerful ideologi-
cal discourse. For the BJP, getting into this terrain was not
really an electoral struggle, but rather a long-term
struggle. The party had not only a strong incumbent, but
also a strong and established political culture that was
resistant to external ideological currents.

But still, the lotus bloomed. More important than the
numbers, though, is the change in political psychology.

The fact that the BJP has grown in Bengal is an indica-
tion that the aspirations of the voters are changing. It is
no longer an issue between parties but rather an issue
between competing visions. Moreover, it was between
a regional identity based in legacy politics and a larger
narrative of rebellion against crimes and developmen-
tal aspirations.

And this was no coincidental development. It proved
organisational depth, re-experience of political messages,
and the ability to attract constituencies that felt neglect-
ed within the existing power structures. The BJP narra-
tive of Bengal was to continue the local identity into a
wider national context and not reject it. Its strategic pivot
was that fine line between integration and assertion.

So, Bengal is not a mere state-based story but an impor-
tant milestone. It demonstrates that political ecosystems,
however established, are not impenetrable. The lotus,
which originally was considered an outsider in the polit-
ical pond of Bengal, has now established itself. And when
established, it can even reform the very topography.

If Bengal is an ideological breakthrough, then Assam
is administrative consolidation. The direction of the BJP
in this situation has taken a shift, leaving the realm of chal-
lenger politics and entering the sphere of governance.
Stability, which would have been hard to come by in the
past, has become an aspect of it. Better law and order and
a more coherent policy regime have transformed the
developmental narrative of the state.

The reform in Assam is informative that the BJP has
ceased to be a party of only political growth but an insti-
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The ascent of actor Vijay to the pinnacle of power in 
Tamil Nadu marks more than a celebrity’s political 
success ~ it signals a structural shift in how democratic 
legitimacy is now manufactured and transferred. This 

is not merely the story of an actor converting fame into votes. It 
is the story of how cultural capital, when patiently organised, 
can rival and even dismantle entrenched political machinery. 

For decades, Tamil Nadu’s political arena has been 
dominated by the binary of DMK and AIADMK, a duopoly 
rooted in ideology, identity, and welfare politics. Even the iconic 
M. G. Ramachandran did not emerge from outside this 
ecosystem; he repurposed it. Vijay, by contrast, represents a 
cleaner rupture. He did not inherit a political tradition, he 
engineered one. What distinguishes his rise is not charisma 
alone, but infrastructure. The transformation of fan clubs into 
welfare networks, and eventually into a political organisation, 
reflects a disciplined long-term strategy. This is politics built not 
through party cadres in the conventional sense, but through 
communities ~ networks bound by admiration, identity, and 
emotional investment. In an age of social media amplification, 
such communities can be mobilised faster and more effectively 
than traditional grassroots structures. 

But this model carries inherent risks. Emotional mobilisation 
is excellent at winning elections; it is far less reliable at 
governing. The expectations the chief minister-to-be now faces 
are not cinematic, they are administrative. Welfare promises, 
law and order, employment generation, and institutional 
delivery cannot be managed through narrative control or 
symbolic gestures. They demand bureaucratic depth, policy 
clarity, and political negotiation. Here lies the central 
contradiction of his mandate. Voters have endorsed him not 
because he has demonstrated governance capacity, but because 
he embodies an alternative to perceived stagnation. This is a 
negative mandate as much as a positive one, a vote against the 
old order rather than a fully informed endorsement of the new. 

History offers both inspiration and caution. The legacy of 
MGR shows that cinematic legitimacy can translate into 
durable political authority, but only when coupled with 
administrative acumen and organisational consolidation. 
Without that transition, charisma risks dissipating into 
disillusionment. Moreover, Mr Vijay’s political ambiguity on 
national questions ~ federalism, economic alignment, and 
Centre-state relations ~ will soon become untenable. State 
leadership in India does not operate in isolation. The ability to 
navigate New Delhi’s political and fiscal frameworks will be 
critical to sustaining both governance and credibility. 

Ultimately, Mr Vijay’s victory represents a broader evolution 
in Indian democracy: the rise of personality-driven, 
media-amplified politics that bypasses traditional party 
structures. It reflects a public increasingly willing to invest hope 
in individuals rather than institutions. But hope is a volatile 
currency. Winning power through disruption is one 
achievement. Converting that disruption into stable, effective 
governance is another entirely. Mr Vijay has mastered the first. 
His political future ~ and perhaps the future of this new model 
of politics ~ depends on whether he can now deliver the second.

People of all religious faiths admit 
that God is the Creator and controller 
of the universe, therefore He is 
Almighty. Hindus worship Him as 

an omnipresent, omnipotent, and omniscient 
Being. He is Atman (Self), being subtler 
than the subtlest, and Brahman, being bigger 
than the biggest. He is thus unsurpassable, 
and in Him alone opposites (Dwanda) coexist 
side by side with no disputes.   

Hindus realized God as the Absolute 
all-inclusive Deity. He is, to them, the ultimate 
Reality. Since all animate and inanimate 
things are made by Him, they are also real, 
but then, changeable and bound by His 
Law of Karma which is described by them, 
in another word, as Dharma. They say 
Dharma holds the universe and maintains 
it impeccably in a perfect order by means of 
reward and retribution in a process that is 
eternally functional in an inscrutable 
self-sustained sacrosanct manner, hence 
synonymous with God. 

Hindus believe that God is manifested in 
everything in varying degrees, in some less 
and in others more, but in man the most. 
Yet, man suffers because he is ignorant and 
unaware of it. 

So, they take life as a spiritual journey to 
lead on the path walked by realized souls 
destined to the God within. Man is miserable 
because he forgets that he is God in reality, 
falsely believing himself a being with a 
name (Nama) and a form (Rupa) ~ including 
their adjuncts like birth, descent, faith,  
caste, country, etc. ~ which are, in fact, 
adventitious, and indeed have no bearing 
on his true nature. 

However, one of the most profound aspects 
they discovered about God was the truth 
that He is immanent as well as transcendent. 
Concentrating on one’s own self, when one 
attains the state of Samadhi, one realizes 

God and knows for good that Self (Atman) 
and God (Brahman) are one and identical. 
One now perceives God within oneself and 
in everyone else simultaneously. Getting 
rid of the sense of separateness forever, 
one becomes liberated from all delusions 
of worldly discrimination and loves all 
unconditionally.  

One enjoys unity in diversity really 
and says sarvam-khalu-idam-Brahman 
(everything is full of Brahman), 
aham-Brahma-asmi (I am Brahman), 
and ayam-atma-Brahman (this self is 
Brahman). One in this condition is called 
Brahma-Jnani (one who is knowledgeable 
about God), and Atma-Jnani (knowledgeable 
about the Self) as well. 

Such a person is recognized by them 
as Yoga-Yukta (established in yoga) and 
Samadarshi (one who sees all equally). 
He is, accordingly, established in the 
vision of sameness.  

The Gita corroborates this, saying: 
“With the heart concentrated by yoga, viewing 
all things with equal regard, he beholds 
himself in all beings and all beings in  
himself ” (6/29). Sri Krishna declares  
Himself as the Supreme Self in the Gita. He 
says the next verse: “He who sees Me 
everywhere, and sees everything in Me, to 
him I am never lost, nor is he ever lost  
to Me” (6/30). 

Seers at the dawn of Hindu civilization 
had experienced this themselves spiritually 
and described its comprehensive  
egalitarian effect on them which is available 
in extant Vedic texts. They said in verse six 
of the Isa Upanishad: “He who sees all beings 
in himself and himself in all beings never 
hates anybody.” 

In the 8th century AD, the advent of 
Sankaracharya as a seer among the Hindus 
was a landmark phenomenon. He became 

legendary due to his unmatched applications, 
spiritual experiences, and expertise. 

Hinduism was then passing through a 
phase of decay and decadence. 
He meticulously purged it 
of the evils and dross that 
had openly and surreptitiously 
crept into it for centuries. 
He reinstated it to its pristine 
purity rejuvenating the core 
content ~ “Atman alone 
abides” ~ of its message, and 
became an unparalleled 
spiritual path-finder to Hindus 
who were utterly confused 
and had got stuck in a blind 
alley. In order to revive and 
reorganize it, and propagate 
its immutable truths all over 
the country, he established 
four monasteries (Maths) in 
its four corners and gave 
their charge to his four most 

competent disciples. 
He wrote prolifically and interpreted 

Hinduism logically. He famously wrote 
commentaries on the Gita, ten principal 
Upanishads, Brahma Sutras and many 
Vedantic treatises in verses, besides a large 
number of Stotras. In verse 254 of Viveka 
Chudamani, he says: 

“jati-niti-kula-gotra-duragam 
nama-rupa-guna-dosa-varjitam 
desa-kala-visayativarti yat 
brahma tat-tvam-asi bhavayatmani” 
God, who is far from caste, creed, family, 

and lineage; who excludes the defects of 
name and form and qualities; who transcends 
place, time, and sense objects; think yourself, 
Thou Art That. 

Sankaracharya saved Hindus from downfall 
and fortified Hinduism from self-destruction. 
Twelve hundred years later in the nineteenth 

century Hindus were again off their track 
and at a crossroads because of their exposure 
to Western material civilization and social 
discriminations giving a lie to the equality 
of humanity founded on the Truth.  

That was a time which warranted the 
birth of another seer who could rein in the 
decline of Hindus by dint of his scientific 
approach for annihilating the palpable hatred 
and hostility planted in their minds in the 
name of Hinduism and its reformation 
shifting from its originality. 

Sri Ramakrishna was born. His advent 
marked an ostensible religious ferment; 
flamboyant leaders of diverse opinions  
and followings, who defected from  
traditional Hinduism, interacted with him 
impressively.  

He posed himself as a rustic before them, 
having no understanding of modernity, as 
it were. He was almost illiterate, possessing 
hardly any knowledge of the 3 Rs. He  
was voluntarily walking on an unbeaten, 
lonely path, refusing all formal education, 
whether it was in vernacular or Sanskrit  
or English. 

 He renounced material enjoyments 
altogether and swam against its high tide. 
He was born free and had un-groomed 
sterling qualities which charmed everyone 
who knew him. He was exceptionally 
intelligent and wise. He had a prodigious 
memory and tremendous amount of  
common sense.  

Above all, his love for God was so deep 
that he realized Him as the Mother of the 
Universe and Samadhi was his easy access. 
He said Mother taught him like Her child, 
therefore there was no need for him to  
learn from any human being. He was off 
and on in direct communication with God 
through it. 

(To Be Concluded)

General Secretary of the Communist 
Party of Vi�t Nam (CPV) Central 
Committee and State President 
Tô Lâm's state visit to India 

from May 5-7 will create new momentum 
and shape a framework to elevate Vi�t 
Nam–India ties to a new level in the next 
phase, said Deputy Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Nguy�n M�nh C��ng. Speaking 
to the press, C��ng called the trip a major 
diplomatic event of special significance 
as it is the first visit by the top Vietnamese 
leader in his dual top roles and timed 
with the 10th anniversary of the Viet 
Nam-India Comprehensive Strategic 
Partnership. 

The visit demonstrates Viet Nam's high 
regard for its Comprehensive Strategic 
Partnership with India and the broader 
South Asian region. It also offers a meaningful 

opportunity for both countries to review 
a decade of their Comprehensive Strategic 
Partnership framework and consolidate 
their multifaceted cooperation. 

The trip will highlight the 
shared vision and strategic 
interests of Viet Nam and India, 
reinforcing each country's 
position as a substantive priority 
in the other's foreign policy. It 
will also allow both sides to 
share views on issues of shared concerns 
and enhance mutual support at global 
and regional forums. According to the 
deputy minister, the visit stands as a clear 
testament to the Vietnamese Party and 
State's foreign policy in the new era, as set 
out in the 14th National Party Congress's 
Resolution.  

This policy highlights independence, 

self-reliance, self-strengthening, peace, 
friendship, cooperation and development, 
diversification and multilateralisation of 

external ties and being a responsible 
member of the global community. 

Through the visit, Viet Nam continues 
to affirm that it is a friend, a trusted 
partner; and an active, responsible 
member of the global community 
that tackles shared global and regional 
challenges. Bilateral ties have grown 

steadily in depth and substance in recent 
years. The establishment of their 
Comprehensive Strategic Partnership in 
2016 marked a qualitative leap. The two 
countries now maintain more than 20 
bilateral cooperation mechanisms across 
various sectors and have signed numerous 
important agreements shaping their 
relationship.  Political trust continues to 

be stronger through regular exchanges of 
all-level delegations, including those at 
high level.National defence-security  
collaboration has deepened considerably, 
with joint training and capacity  
building activities reflecting a high level 
of mutual trust. Economic and trade ties 
have expanded robustly, with two-way 
trade reaching about US$15-16 billion 
annually in recent years. India ranks 
among Viet Nam's top 10 trade partners. 
Two-way investment flows continue to 
grow, with nearly 500 projects in place 
and ample room for further expansion. 

Cooperation is rapidly extending into 
emerging fields, including sci-tech, innovation, 
digital transformation, artificial intelligence, 
clean energy and satellite data. Cultural 
and people-to-people ties have also 
progressed.  

Stormed 
Sir, Apropos ‘Storm Modi sweeps Bengal’ 

(May 5), the emphatic victory of the Bharatiya 
Janata Party in West Bengal marks a decisive 
political shift with implications far beyond 
the state. The defeat of Mamata Banerjee 
after a prolonged tenure sends a clear message 
that voters are no longer guided by legacy 
or welfare promises alone.  

The verdict reflects evolving aspirations. 
While welfare schemes once proved decisive, 
the electorate now appears to prioritise 
governance, development, and effective 
delivery. The BJP’s “double-engine” narrative 
seems to have resonated with those seeking 
better coordination between the Centre and 
the state. The influence of Narendra Modi 
also cannot be overlooked. His leadership 
appeal and national visibility appear to have 
complemented local factors such as 
anti-incumbency and strong party organisation. 

Equally significant is the fragmentation 
of traditional vote banks, which has made 
electoral outcomes more competitive and 
less predictable. This shift indicates a 
maturing democracy where performance 

weighs more than populism. However, such 
a sweeping mandate comes with responsibility. 
Delivering on promises ~ jobs, infrastructure, 
and social harmony ~ will be crucial to 
sustaining public trust. 

Yours, etc., Vandana, 
Chandigarh, 5 May. 

 

Lone furrow 
Sir, Please refer to today’s report “Storm 

Modi sweeps Bengal”. The BJP has turned 
the tables on the ever-combative Mamata 
Banerjee with typical ruthlessness, ending 
her 15-year reign in West Bengal.  

The saffron party has not only breached 
a regional fortress with a landslide victory 
over the Trinamool Congress but also jolted 
the already vulnerable Opposition. Using 
every weapon in its formidable arsenal, the 
BJP invested heavily in cadre-building and 
outreach in rural areas, while its top brass ~ 
PM Narendra Modi and Home Minister 
Amit Shah in particular ~ went all out to 
persuade voters that the state direly needed 
pariborton (change).    

Ms Banerjee’s campaign largely revolved 

around the Special Intensive Revision (SIR) 
of electoral rolls, which saw the deletion of 
around 90 lakh names. The chaotic, contentious 
exercise, which she described as the Centre’s 
ploy to reduce her voter base, influenced 
the outcome.  

The fact that Ms Banerjee chose to plough 
a lone furrow, having no truck with the 
Congress and Left parties, also worked in 
the BJP’s favour. 

Yours, etc., Khokan Das, 
Kolkata, 5 May. 

 

Fandom 
Sir, The poll outcome in Tamil Nadu is a 

stunner.  The temptation to script Vijay as 
the next M. G. Ramachandran is irresistible 
in Tamil Nadu’s political theatre. Both emerge 
from cinema with a crafted moral aura: 
champions of the underdog, and embodiments 
of popular justice.  

MGR, however, converted that charisma 
into the formidable structure of AIADMK, 
fusing welfare politics with a disciplined 
grassroots network that endured. Vijay’s 
Tamilaga Vettri Kazhagam begins with a 

different inheritance: not cadre, but fandom. 
The proposition that a mass following can 
be swiftly repurposed into an electoral 
machine within months is alluring, even 
reminiscent of Emmanuel Macron’s rapid 
ascent and in contrast to MGR  who had 
long been groomed in the DMK.  

Tamil Nadu’s political terrain is now  far 
more entrenched, its voter expectations  
more exacting and shrewd. Fandom can 
summon crowds; it cannot, by itself, manage 
booth committees, negotiate alliances, or 
sustain policy credibility.  

The leap from screen adulation to ballot 
consolidation is neither automatic nor 
immediate. If Vijay compresses years of 
institution-building into a moment of political 
ignition, it would be remarkable. But the 
truer measure of his journey lies beyond a 
debut victory.  

Can he transform fleeting enthusiasm 
into a durable, governing force? Vijay can 
gainfully pick up the “Don’ts” from Arvind 
Kejriwal’s AAP that too reached orbit in  
one burst. 

Yours, etc., R Narayanan,  
Navi Mumbai, 5 May.

Kerala’s 2026 verdict is not simply the defeat of a 
government. It is the collapse of a political assumption 
that welfare delivery alone can indefinitely protect 
incumbents from the public desire for renewal. For a 

decade, the Left Front chief minister Pinarayi Vijayan was 
considered one of the most formidable regional leaders in India. 
Under his leadership, Kerala navigated floods, landslides, and 
the Covid-19 pandemic with a degree of state capacity rare in 
Indian politics. The Left Democratic Front also retained 
credibility in public health, education and social welfare at a 
time when many Indian states struggled to preserve 
institutional depth. Yet voters have now decisively turned to the 
Congress-led United Democratic Front. 

The significance of the result lies in what it reveals about 
contemporary Indian politics. Electorates are becoming less 
ideological and more transactional, but not in the narrow sense 
of short-term benefits. Voters increasingly judge governments 
on whether they appear politically responsive, emotionally 
accessible, and institutionally humble. Long incumbencies 
often fail not so much because governments stop functioning, 
but because they begin to look permanent. That perception 
appears to have hurt the Left in Kerala. 

Over time, the distinction between the CPI-M as a party and 
Mr Vijayan as a leader narrowed considerably. The 
centralisation of authority around one personality created 
efficiency, but it also generated fatigue. Corruption allegations, 
factional unease and the perception of an increasingly insulated 
leadership damaged the moral authority that historically 
distinguished Kerala’s Left politics from other power structures 
in India.  

The Congress, by contrast, benefited from being the vessel 
for accumulated dissatisfaction rather than from any dramatic 
ideological reinvention. The UDF’s victory therefore says less 
about a sharp rightward or centrist shift in Kerala and more 
about the electorate’s instinctive resistance to political 
permanence. Nationally, however, the implications are larger. 

At a time when several regional pillars of the INDIA 
opposition bloc have weakened, the Kerala result gives the 
Congress a badly needed political recovery narrative. It restores 
the party’s credibility as a viable governing force rather than 
merely an opposition platform. Leader of the Opposition Rahul 
Gandhi, whose political future has often been framed through 
electoral setbacks, now gains an important psychological and 
organisational advantage. 

But the result also exposes a deeper crisis within the 
opposition ecosystem. The decline of the Left in its last 
governing bastion leaves Indian opposition politics increasingly 
dependent on personality-driven regional formations and the
Congress. That reduces ideological diversity within the 
anti-BJP space and may eventually sharpen competition 
among opposition parties themselves for national leadership. 

Kerala’s verdict therefore marks both an ending and a 
warning. It ends the last chapter of communist state power in 
India, but it also reminds every long-serving government that 
governance records alone cannot substitute for political 
renewal. In democratic politics, efficiency may win respect, but 
the desire for change still wins elections.

Reel  to  Rule 

Kerala  Reset 

In the 8th century AD, the 
advent of Sankaracharya as a 
seer among the Hindus was a 
landmark phenomenon. 
Hinduism was then passing 
through a phase of decay and 
decadence. He meticulously 
purged it of the evils and dross 
that had openly and 
surreptitiously crept into it for 
centuries. He reinstated it to its 
pristine purity rejuvenating the 
core content ~ “Atman alone 
abides” ~ of its message, and 
became an unparalleled 
spiritual path-finder to Hindus 
who were utterly confused and 
had got stuck in a blind alley 
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SUGGESTED MEETING OF 
PARTY LEADERS 

WITHDRAWAL OF THE 
GENERAL STRIKE 
NOTICE 
Fourth Day of the Strike 

Following upon Wednesday’s debate in the 
House of Commons on the Emergency Powers 
Regulations, arising out of the general stoppage 
of labour, the first step has been taken towards a 
settlement of the dispute. 

In the course of the discussion Liberal and 
Labour leaders condemned the precipitancy with 
which the final negotiations were broken off. As 
a result the suggestion was put forward that the 
Speaker should preside over a conference, possibly 
between Mr. Ramsay MacDonald, Mr. Lloyd 
George, and Mr. Baldwin, to evoke a basis on 
which negotiations might be re-opened. 

In the course of the debate the Premier said the 
Government were prepared to resume negotiations 
immediately the general strike was un-conditionally 
called off, and Lord Bukenhead made a similar 
statement in the House of Lords. 

Explaining the Emergency Powers proposals, Sir 
William Joynson-Hicks said that summary action 
would be taken against persons inciting to mutiny 
or disaffection. The Government was empowered 
to call on the Crown forces to carry on vital services. 

He declared that the railway, tramway, and 
omnibus services were improving, and the food 
supply was satisfactory. 

 

INDIA AND THE AIR FORCE 

COST OF KARACHI 
HANGAR 
LONDON, MAY 

IN the House of Commons, replying to a question 
to-day, Sir Samuel Hoare said that approximately 
£170,000 was being spent on the new Karachi 
airship hangar, £90,000 of which would be spent 
on British materials, the difference being represented 
by freight, insurance, import duties, foundation, 
and work of erection at the site. 

In reply to a further question regarding India’s 
total indebtedness to the Imperial Government 
on account of the Air Force, Sir Samuel Hoare 
said that no agreement had been reached regarding 
the basis of calculation and therefore it was 
impossible to give the total. 

The Air Ministry, however, had been asked for 
an increase in the present provisional rate in 
respect of effective charges, and advance payment 
in respect of non-effective charges. Negotiations 
were proceeding.—Reuter. 

 

WHY THE PACT FAILED 

PANDIT MOTILAL’S 
ATTITUDE 
AHMEDABAD, MAY  

SINCE the breakdown of the Pact last evening, 
the Responsivists have been holding discussions 
regarding their future policy. 

Pandit Malaviya met Sir Moropant Joshi, Dr. 
Paranjpye, and other members of the National 
Party with a view to bringing them and the 
Responsivists together. 

On an invitation from Messrs. Kelkar and 
Jayakar, Sir Moropant Joshi, Mr. B. S. Kamat and 
others the Responsivists in an informal conference. 

Further developments  are expected in Bombay 
in the course of the next few days. 

For the first time in more than 
five decades, eastern India 
stands at the threshold of 
political alignment, policy 

stability, and economic possibility. 
The 2026 electoral verdict is not 
merely another change in government; 
it may well mark the beginning of a 
structural shift in the destiny of a 
region that once represented the 
intellectual, industrial, and commercial 
heart of India. 

In a historic milestone for independent 
India, the BJP now governs all four 
major eastern states, Bihar, West 
Bengal, Odisha, and Assam, becoming 
the f irst party since 1974 to 
simultaneously hold power across 
the eastern belt while also having 
government at the Centre. The last 
time such an alignment existed was 
during the Congress era, when the 
political and economic map of India 
looked entirely different. 

The significance of this development 
lies not only in electoral arithmetic, 
but in the strategic opportunities 
it creates for one of India’s most 
underutilised regions. The verdict 
in Assam and West Bengal is 
particularly noteworthy. 

In Assam, the BJP crossed the 
majority mark on its own strength, 
increasing its tally from 60 seats 
in 2021 to 82 seats in 2026, while 
raising its vote share from 33.21 
per cent to nearly 37.8 per cent. In 
West Bengal, the party achieved a 
historic breakthrough by securing 

a majority on its own for the first 
time in the state’s history and 
crossing the two-thirds mark in 
the 294-member Assembly. Its vote 
share climbed dramatically from 
10.16 per cent in 2016 to 37.9 per 
cent in 2021 and an impressive 
45.85 per cent in 2026. 

This verdict reflects a larger 
national trend: voters increasingly 
preferring governance stability, 
development orientation, and 
institutional coordination over 
fragmented regional politics. Across 
multiple states, there appears to 
be growing fatigue with politics 
built primarily around welfare 
dependency, identity mobilisation, 
and anti-industry rhetoric. Nowhere 
is this shift more consequential 
than in West Bengal. 

At the time of independence, 
Bengal was among the most prosperous 
and culturally influential regions of 
India. Calcutta was not merely a 
city; it was India’s gateway to the 
world, a thriving centre of trade, 
manufacturing, finance, arts, literature, 
and intellectual excellence. Bengal 
produced Nobel laureates, industrial 
pioneers, thinkers, artists, and 
reformers who shaped modern India. 

Yet over the decades, the state 
steadily lost its economic dynamism. 
Successive governments failed to 
build an enabling environment for 
industry, investment, and enterprise. 
A deeply entrenched anti-business 
culture, policy unpredictability, 
labour militancy, and ideological 
rigidity gradually eroded investor 
confidence. The result was prolonged 
industrial decline, capital flight, 
and large-scale talent migration. 

The numbers tell a sobering story. 
West Bengal’s share of India’s GDP 
has fallen from nearly 10.5 per cent 

in 1960-61 to around 5.6 per cent 
today. Per capita income, once 
substantially above the national 
average, has now fallen below it. 
More than 6,600 companies are 
estimated to have either shut down 
or relocated after 2011, further 
reinforcing the perception of Bengal 
as an uncertain destination for 
investment. What makes this decline 
particularly tragic is that Bengal 
never lacked natural or strategic 
advantages. It possesses fertile 
agricultural land, a long coastline, 
major ports, proximity to Southeast 
Asia, and perhaps the most strategic 
geography in eastern India. West 
Bengal serves as India’s gateway to 
Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan, and the 
Northeast. Few regions in the country 
enjoy such geographic leverage. 

Yet geography alone does not 
create prosperity. Institutions do. 
For decades, the absence of political 
alignment between the Centre and 
eastern states prevented the emergence 
of a coherent development strategy 
for the region. Major projects requiring 
intergovernmental coordination, 
logistics corridors, port modernisation, 
industrial zones, trade infrastructure, 
and border connectivity suffered 
from fragmented execution and 
competing political priorities. 

That barrier may now be removed. 
A politically aligned eastern corridor 
creates the possibility of long-term 
planning on a scale not seen in 
decades. The East Coast Economic 
Corridor, development of Tajpur 
Port, expansion of logistics infrastructure, 
industrial manufacturing clusters, 
and deeper integration with the 
Centre’s Act East Policy can now 
move with greater policy coherence. 

The economic potential is immense. 
India-Bangladesh trade alone has 

crossed Rs 1.8 lakh crore annually, 
yet West Bengal captures only a 
fraction of the value generated by 
this trade flow. Nepal and Bhutan 
depend heavily on Bengal’s transit 
infrastructure, while the entire 
Northeast relies on the region for 
maritime connectivity. Kolkata and 
Haldia remain the only major 
maritime gateways in eastern India, 
and the proposed Tajpur deep-sea 
port could become a transformational 
asset for the entire region. 

But infrastructure alone will not 
revive Bengal. The real challenge is 
restoring confidence - fiscal, investor, 
and citizen confidence. West Bengal 
today carries a public debt burden 
estimated at nearly Rs 7.7-8 lakh 
crore, limiting fiscal flexibility. 
Productive capital expenditure has 
often lagged behind welfare-driven 
spending. The task ahead is therefore 
not to dismantle welfare programmes, 
but to transform welfare into a 
foundation for productivity and 
participation. This distinction is 
crucial. Programmes such as Lakshmir 
Bhandar, Kanyashree, and Krishak 
Bandhu have created extensive social 
protection networks and must 
continue. However, long-term prosperity 
cannot emerge from transfers alone. 
Welfare must evolve from being 
merely a safety net into a launchpad 
for entrepreneurship, skills, women-led 
enterprise, MSME growth, and 
agricultural value addition. 

The future of Bengal lies not in 
subsidy politics, but in enabling 
ordinary citizens to participate 
meaningfully in the economy. Equally 
important is governance modernisation. 
A transparent, digitally driven 
administrative framework with 
predictable approvals, digitised land 
records, direct benefit transfers, and 
time-bound clearances is now 
indispensable.  Investors seek 
predictability as much as incentives. 
Young talent seeks opportunity as 
much as identity. Bengal’s large-scale 
brain drain is not irreversible; it 
reflects the absence of an ecosystem 
that rewards ambition and innovation. 
The opportunity before Eastern India 
is therefore historic. For the first 
time in nearly 50 years, the region 
has the possibility of political 
coordination, strategic continuity, 
and a unified developmental direction. 
If governance remains stable, if 
investment confidence is rebuilt, 
and if infrastructure is matched by 
institutional reform, eastern India 
could once again emerge as one of 
the principal engines of India’s growth 
story. The rise of Bengal would not 
merely benefit Bengal. It would 
reshape India’s economic geography 
itself. After decades of drift, Eastern 
India may finally be approaching 
its defining moment. 

 
(The writers are, respectively, part time Member, 
Economic Advisory Council to the Prime 
Minister, and a Deputy Commissioner of Delhi 
Police.)
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ACROSS 
 
7    Characters in male 

drama dancing like 

some queens?  

(9)

8    Capital agency 

produces statistics 

(5) 

10  Painter�s adult 

representation of 

sex acquired by 

religious scholar  

(5) 

11  Quiet land 

occupied by new 

Welsh community 

(7) 

12  Member of 

Parliament 

exposed in a 

despicable manner 

(3) 

13  University dons 

fabricated claims 

about output from 

instruments?  

(7) 

15  Saw stuff stored in 

electronic memory 

(7) 

17  Reference 

standard article 

about person from 

... (6) 

18  ... man engaged to 

earn right for 

current state (6) 

21  Garden confines 

male prisoner  

(7) 

23  I shout out loud 

and stare (7) 

24  Lecturer�s about 

to make careless 

mistake (3) 

25  Dick Tracy�s 

second in 

command gets 

tough (7) 

27/20  Performer at 

theatre school 

introduces prop? 

(5,6) 

28  Place to stay in 

Lesotho that�s not 

so bad  

(5) 

29  Teller managed 

closure of East 

European  

banking company 

(9) 

 

DOWN 
 

1    Supplies argument 

for things of  

great beauty  

(10) 

2    See 19 

3    Piece to perform 

on 3/4-size string 

instrument  

(8) 

4    Part of head office 

could be here (6) 

5    Issue containing 

upside-down  

image is free  

(10) 

6    13 creating  

frisson of fear  

just before 2  

(4) 

7    Nice woman 

prepared 

sandwiches  

before midday  

(6) 

9    School starts  

to employ  

more educational 

programme  

(6) 

14  Corresponding  

by telegram  

about politician  

involved in  

row (10) 

16  Engineer enlarges 

core of junction 

boxes  

(10) 

18  Cater for 20 

responses to 

questionnaire?  

(8) 

19/2  Burial ground�s 

4 wheeled cart 

(10) 

20  See 27 Across 

22  Last goal  

about to preserve 

United�s lead  

(6) 

26  13 statutes 

diminishing 

America�s  

position  

(4) 

27  13 characters 

appearing in 

parentheses  

(4)

1 2 3 4 5 6

7 8 9

10 11

12

13 14 15 16

17 18

19 20

21 22 23

24

25 26 27

28 29

S B W O T P A
T U B E R O U S A R R E S T

D R O M N O S
B O G G E D D O W N D R O P

K P S E U R
B U R E A U I N D I C A T E

X L S T E
S C R A P P Y U N W I N D S

R S A A V
D E S P O T I C R E E F E R

D E I O R N
B E A R C O L L A T E R A L

N A K Y T R M
S C Y T H E T W O D O Z E N

E E T E R S L

NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters  in the  words required.  (By arrangement with The Independent, London)

YesterdayÊs Solution

P E R S P E C T I V E

GOURAV VALLABH VIPUL ANEKANT

HINDU SANSKRITI KARKI 
 

Beijing’s Durand Trial’ reflects 
an escalating struggle to 
project domestic security 
logic beyond its western 

frontier, specifically the Xinjiang 
Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR). 
At the core of Beijing’s security 
doctrine are the ‘Three Evil Forces’ 
- terrorism, religious extremism and 
separatism - viewed as threats to 
state stability. This framework 
underpins the Chinese Communist 
Party’s (CCP) ‘Strike Hard’ campaigns 
to suppress the anti-state elements. 

Consequently, this domestic 
securitisation strategy has spilt 
over borders as Beijing seeks to 
mitigate instability in Afghanistan 
and Pakistan. Although it has 
attempted to mediate cross-border 
militancy between Kabul and 
Islamabad, these efforts have exposed 
clear limitations. From Xinjiang to 
the Durand Line, China’s security 
model reveals a widening chasm 
between operational reality and 
strategic ambition. 

The se cond phase of  the 
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor 
(CPEC) faces mounting challenges 
in Balochistan - the corridor’s 
gateway to the Arabian Sea. Local 
opposition has intensified through 
insurgent violence led by the Baloch 
Liberation Army-Jeeyand (BLA-J) 
under the Baloch Raaji Aajohi 
Sangar alliance. Deploying ‘hit-and-run’ 
and ‘fidayeen’ (suicide) tactics under 
Operation Zir Pahazag, these groups 
target Chinese-linked projects and 
personnel, accusing Beijing of 
resource exploitation and demanding 
an immediate halt and exit. 

This insurgency is rooted in 

underlying gr ievances  over 
socio-economic exclusion, unequal 
resource distribution, and state 
repression. In this context, Chinese 
investments are perceived as an 
extension of a government-centric 
model that marginalises locals. 
Eventually, this persistent insecurity 
has delayed projects in Gwadar 
and disrupted timelines. While 
China remains apprehensive, 
Islamabad’s reaction is preoccupied 
with external threats - specifically 
India, leaving the fundamental 
drivers of instability unaddressed. 

For China, such setbacks are 
significant. Despite expanding 
counterterrorism support through 
intelligence and finance, outcomes 
remain unchanged. Pakistan appears 
reluctant to adopt China-style 
counterinsurgency measures or to 
permit Chinese ‘boots on the ground.’ 
The all-weather partnership is 
constrained by domestic sentiments 
and strategic limits, including its 
relationship with the United States. 

A significant gap persists between 
China’s security expectations and 
Pakistan’s capacity to realise them. 
As BLA actions display signs of 
regional spillover in Iran and 
Afghanistan, Beijing’s concerns 
have intensified. Did the CCP 
underestimate the complexity of 
Pakistan’s internal unrest and its 
broader strategic limitations? 

The two major crossings along the 
2,640 km Durand Line - Torkham 
and Chaman-Spin Boldak - remain 
plagued by militant activity. Since 
the establishment of the Second 
Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan, 
cross-border violence by Tehrik-e-Taliban 
Pakistan (TTP) has surged, deteriorating 
Pakistan’s domestic security. Moreover, 

Balochistan friction provides space 
for TTP expansion in Pakistan’s 
‘Pashtun regions’, particularly the 
former Federally Administered Tribal 
Areas (FATA). 

Both the TTP and Taliban reject 
the Durand Line as a legitimate 
boundary and criticise Pakistan’s 
border control mechanism of dividing 
the Pashtun communities along the 
border. For the Taliban, this rejection 
reflects continuity with the position 
of its founding leader, Mullah Omar. 
Consequently, any move by the Emir 
to prioritise Pakistan’s interests risks 
being perceived as national betrayal, 
particularly given the significant 
Pashtun population within Afghanistan. 

Moreover, Taliban support to TTP 
remains critical for maintaining 
internal cohesion against threats 
like the Islamic State’s Khorasan 
Province (ISKP) and the Al-Qaeda 
linked East Turkestan Islamic 
Movement (ETIM), while also providing 
strategic leverage against Pakistan. 

Recently, the expanding operations 
of the ISKP against Chinese investments 
and local ventures have further 
complicated the security landscape. 
Designated as a Foreign Terrorist 
Organisation (FTO), ISKP adheres 
to a takfiri ideology that frames 
Chinese presence as a symbol of 
intrusion and condemns the Taliban 
for engaging with foreign powers. 

As a result, it justifies its attacks as 
ideologically motivated retaliation 
and a warning to foreign actors. 

Similarly, concerns over ETIM, 
headquartered in Afghanistan, 
interse ct  with this  se c urity 
environment. China emerges as a 
shared target, albeit for motivations 
distinct from the ISKP. Although 
evidence of sustained coordination 
remains limited, the potential for 
ideological convergence shapes 
Beijing’s cautious posture towards 
Kabul. Notably, both the TTP and 
ETIM assisted the Taliban in taking 
over power in 2021, compelling it 
to adopt a calibrated strategy shaped 
by ideological affinity, structural 
limitations, and concerns over 
potential defections to ISKP. 

Mired in these overlapping challenges, 
it is doubtful the Taliban can guarantee 
the level of security Beijing expects 
in exchange for its de jure recognition 
and economic assistance. Instead, 
the bleak security architecture may 
compel China to reassess both its 
financial commitments and plans 
to connect Xinjiang to Kabul via the 
Wakhan corridor. 

Much like the Lernaean Hydra, 
China’s approach in Xinjiang has 
inadvertently decentralised the 
threats - transforming a localised 
security issue into a fragmented 
transnational crisis. Research by the 
Afghan Studies Centre indicates that 
the ETIM operates across Central 
Asia and the Afghanistan-Pakistan 
border region, often coordinating 
with the BLA, TTP and the Islamic 
Movement in Uzbekistan (IMU) to 
target Chinese ventures. 

Likewise ,  ISKP advances  a 
transnational agenda centred on 
‘Greater Khorasan’ that overlaps 

with China’s Belt and Road corridors 
in the west, turning connectivity 
routes into vulnerabilities. For 
Beijing, stability in Xinjiang is tied 
to securing overland energy routes 
and overseas assets. This expanding 
threat landscape intersects with 
China’s growing economic exposure 
in Central Asia and Pakistan. 

While these corridors enhance 
regional connectivity, they demand 
a sustained security that is increasingly 
difficult to guarantee. The persistence 
of militant networks and volatility 
along the Afghanistan-Pakistan 
b order  chal lenges  this 
‘development-as-security’ model, 
raising a critical question: Can 
economic integration stabilise 
regions defined by entrenched 
militancy and cross-border insecurity? 
Yet, this approach assumes that 
economic development can mitigate 
ideological extremism. 

This convergence of security 
concerns and enduring territorial 
and structural disputes has already 
transformed the local Durand Line 
conflict into an open war. Viewed 
through the lens  of  complex 
interdependence, the current crisis 
underscores Beijing’s difficulty in 
navigating the dense and unpredictable 
linkages among the state and 
non-state elements across the region. 

By treating these nations as 
unitary state actors, China has 
ignored the transnational networks 
that remain beyond central government 
control. This oversight threatens 
to convert strategic partnerships 
into structural liabilities, mirroring 
the United States position in 
Afghanistan and Syria.  

 
The Kathmandu Post/ANN.

100 Years Ago

Front page of The Statesman  
dated 07 May 1926

News Items

A defining moment for eastern India

Beijing beset by cross-border militancy

OCCASIONAL NOTE 
 

DAMAGES of one pie without costs as awarded 
in the Madras High Court to Rai Bahadur O. 
Kandaswamy Chetty are an adequate expression 
of the sense of the court that the action should 
never have been brought. Contemptuous damages 
of this character are rare enough in Indian litigation 
to make the case notable. The case may serve as a 
warning to those who are active in politics not to 
cultivate an undue sensitiveness to criticism. A 
man who by his position in public affairs is 
frequently under the necessity of attacking others 
should cultivate a hard skin himself, for if he looks 
to the court for redress when the pungent retort 
comes he is likely to find that the law has little 
sympathy with his sufferings. Those who are not 
prepared for the rough and tumble of political 
agitation can find other fields for their talents, but 
if they choose the political arena they must accept 
the conditions that apply to all who enter.
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It is during our darkest moments that we must focus to see the light.
Aristotle Onassis

Goa: All that changes is not gold...
Comunidades had a stronger continuity in land traditions. Panchayats are 
more in�uenced by electoral politics and changing governance priorities 

A�er every transition of power, it is a 
habit, in Goa too, to praise the new 
and critique the old.  We like to be-

lieve that we are far better o� now, com-
pared to the decades behind us.

So our lives are seen as more ‘developed’ 
(forget about its unsustainability, food-inse-
curity and loss of traditional lifestyles).  Our 
economy is growing by leaps and bounds 
(never mind the debt, and uncertainty over 
where our earnings really come from).  Our 
�shing is showing impressive growth, and 
even Goa’s forest area is actually increasing 
(leave aside what a visit to the market, or 
our own eyes, tell us).

So, we build myths and exaggerations, 
and then go on to believe them.  For in-
stance:

* “Goa was economically backward un-
der Portuguese rule, and development 
started only a�er 1961.” This is o�en over-
stated.  While there were limitations under 
Portuguese rule, Goa had relatively high 
literacy, functioning local institutions (like 
comunidades), and a monetised economy.  
Post-1961 development did expand infra-
structure, but it was not a case of starting 
from zero or complete backwardness.

* “All sections of Goan society bene�ted 
equally a�er Liberation.” In reality, devel-
opment gains have been uneven.  Urban 
areas and tourism-linked regions grew fast-
er.  Also political links made a di�erence in 
terms who who gained and who lost.  Land 
pressures and a loss of traditional liveli-
hoods were a reality too.

* “Poverty was largely eliminated a�er 
1961.” This claim is not accurate.  Although 
Goa has one of India’s better human devel-
opment indicators, pockets of poverty and 
economic vulnerability still exist, especial-
ly among agricultural workers, migrants 
and   informal labour sectors.  See people 
struggling to maintain their homes in good 
shape.

* “Modern governance under panchayats 
is fully more e�ective than older village 
systems” While democratic in structure, 
panchayats o�en face issues like political 
interference, limited funds and weak ad-
ministrative capacity.  Older systems like   
comunidades, though not covering all, 
were more e�cient in managing local land 
and resources.

* “Tourism has been an unquali�ed 
bene�t for all Goans.” Portrayed o�en as 
universally bene�cial, tourism has also 
contributed to rising land prices, environ-
mental stress, seasonal employment and 
the uneven distribution of income.

* “Goa’s identity and culture were fully 
preserved and strengthened a�er 1961.” 
Mixed results here.  Konkani and local tra-
ditions gained o�cial support.  Yet, there 
has also been strong external in�uence, 
migration-driven cultural change and 
concerns   about dilution of local identity.

TODAY’S PANCHAYATS
Comparing the panchayats of today 

and the comunidades of the past in Goa 
is an exercise which tends to show the 
former in good light.  But how true is this?

Agreed, both are di�erent in struc-
ture and historical context.  Today’s 
panchayats, part of the constitutional 
system introduced a�er Goa’s integration 
into India, are based on elections and a 
standardised administrative framework 
across the country.

By contrast, the comunidades were 
centuries-old village institutions that 
predated Portuguese rule and were later 
formalised under it.  They were not elect-
ed bodies in the modern sense but were 
based on membership rights tied to an-
cestral landholding families.  This made 
them more hereditary and community 
driven in nature.

Comunidades were primarily focused 
on land management and agricultural 
regulation.  They managed the use of vil-
lage resources and controlled village land 
(gaunkari lands).  They also decided cul-
tivation rights and maintained traditional 
systems of revenue and the communi-
ty-based resource sharing.

Panchayats today deal with local infra-
structure, sanitation, welfare schemes, 
water supply and implementing govern-
ment programmes.  While comunidades 
were deeply rooted in agrarian govern-
ance, panchayats are more connected 
with development administration and 
welfare delivery.  At least on paper.

Both were di�erent in participation 
too.  Comunidades covered traditional 
gaunkar families, limiting participation in 
decision-making.  Panchayats, at least in 
principle, are more inclusive.  On paper, 
they have provisions for reservations for 
women, Scheduled Castes, and Sched-
uled Tribes and elections based on uni-
versal adult franchise.

However, while panchayats are more 
democratic on paper, comunidades are 
sometimes viewed as more stable and 
historically rooted institutions.  Comuni-
dades had a stronger continuity in land 

traditions.  Panchayats are more in�u-
enced by electoral politics and changing 
governance priorities.  Today, our expe-
rience is that if the panchayat-level pol-
iticians support whoever is in power at 
Panaji, they can get away with anything.

Were the comunidades better in some 
ways?  They had an approach of long-
term continuity and local resource man-
agement e�ciency.  Comunidades were 
deeply rooted village institutions with 
centuries of accumulated customary law, 
especially in managing land (gaunkari 
lands), water resources and agricultural 
cycles.

Decisions were  based on established 
traditions and collective ownership prin-
ciples.  This ensured stability in land use 
and prevented rapid fragmentation or ar-
bitrary redistribution, as we see now.

Comunidades were stronger in com-
munity accountability and resource dis-
cipline, even despite the limited social 
context.  Because membership was tied to 
traditional gaunkar families with clearly 
de�ned rights and responsibilities, there 
was o�en a strong sense of obligation to-
ward maintaining village assets.  So, ag-
riculture and resource sharing was well 
coordinated.

Panchayats, while seemingly more 
democratic and inclusive, sometimes 
struggle with political competition.  If the 
comunidades are criticised for being ex-
clusionary of non-gaunkars and outsid-
ers, the panchayats can be the same for 
anyone not favoured by those in power.

In today’s Goa, one major shortcom-
ing of panchayat functioning is limited 
�nancial and administrative autono-
my.  Panchayats, the backbone of local 
self-government, actually depend heavily 
on state government grants.  So, they can’t 
independently plan and execute develop-
ment projects.

Thus, many local needs (waste man-
agement, roads, water supply) are de-
cided by political priorities, not village 
requirements.  Then there’s the issue of 
power concentration, with panchayats 
in�uenced by dominant political groups.  
Contractors and in�uential families can 
also dominate the same.  Favouritism, un-
even distribution of resources or reduced 
transparency is the fallout.

As it is o�en said: what you see, de-
pends on where you stand.  We need 
to question what we’re being led  
to believe.

One major 
shortcoming 
of panchayat 
functioning 
is limited 
�nancial and 
administrative 
autonomy.  
Panchayats, 
the backbone 
of local self-
government, 
actually 
depend heavily 
on state 
government 
grants
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secured by the Trinamool Congress party 
(TMC). This undoubtedly  is a vindication 
of  anti-incumbency in the state and their 
desire for a change of 15 years of TMC rule. 
Mamata Banerjee should  realise this  and  
humbly accept this verdict of the people 
instead of challenging it and calling it a 
‘loot and conspiracy’ by the Election Com-
mission of India.
AF NAZARETH, Alto Porvorim

Flight of capital and 
a clueless government
Last year Foreign Institutional Investors 
took out Rs 1.6 lakh crore from the Indian 
stock markets. If last year was a tide, this 
year is a tsunami. In the �rst four months 
of this calendar year, they have taken out 
more than what they took out in the whole 
of last year. The �rst four months have 
seen an outflow of Rs1,92,000 crore.Yet, 
the markets are more or less stable and 
the reason for that is the massive inflow of 
SIP’s that small investors have been send-
ing the stock market way. A fall in value of 
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Calangute beach has 
lost its old charm
Once upon a time, Calangute was famous 
for its beat shows, football, etc (both of 
which have now been stopped and even 
the once famous Calangute Association 
football ground has been turned into a 
parking ground for all the domestic tour-
ists) and was regarded as the queen of 
beaches across Goa for its sheer beauty 
and peaceful environment. Goans from dif-
ferent parts of Goa used to annually flock 
at the Calangute beach during summer, es-
pecially during the month of May to attend 
beat shows, to organise their family picnics 
and to have a lot of fun as it was less 
conjusted & had no domestic tourists or 
notorious elements loitering on the beach 
at that time. Unfortunately, today Goans 
have stopped going to the Calangute 
beach altogether as the same has been 
completely taken over by shack operators, 
water sports operators, misbehaving do-
mestic tourists, drug peddlers, touts, etc. 
In fact, Calangute has lost it’s old charm 
and has become like one concrete jungle 
with numerous buildings in the area. It has 
become totally overcrowded/ conjusted 
and one can’t even sit to relax in the eve-
nings or roam around freely on the beach.
JERRY FERNANDES, Saligao

Mamata must accept 
verdict of people
The news report ‘ Mamata de�ant, says 
won’t quit; calls poll verdict a conspiracy ‘ 
(TGE, May 6) is something unprecedented 
in the history of Indian  politics and elec-
tions and doesn’t speak well of a chief min-
ister holding a constitutional post. It must 
be recalled that people of  West Bengal 
came out in record numbers this election 
to vote, and have given the BJP a landslide 
victory of 200 plus seats against a paltry 81 

Indian rupee as compared to US dollar has 
only accelerated the process as repatriating 
the investment back leads to losses due 
to the depreciating rupee. As a nation, our 
FDI inflows have almost dried up, when 
seen on a net basis.The government is still 
not tackling the problem aggressively. The 
conflict in the Gulf is going to shave o� 1% 
of India’s GDP as per IMF estimates. 1% of 
India’s GDP is Rs 3,75,000 crore, a massive 
blow to the economy. This government, 12 
years into ruling has seen more economic 
advisors leave than any other.
VINAY DWIVEDI, Benaulim

Pros and cons of solar 
energy for the country
On April 25, India met the peak power 
demand of 256 gigawatts (GW). This was 
the highest ever recorded on a single day 
during the ongoing scorching summer. Of 
the 256 GW, solar energy contributed 81 GW 
at 12.30 pm and 57 GW at 3.38 pm. India 
is in the top three countries to utilise solar 
energy. But at what cost? Under the pretext 
of ‘development’ large infrastructural pro-
jects are undertaken resulting in enhanced 
heat dissipation and temperature. Because 
of the rise in temperature, use of air-con-
ditioners and air-coolers increases which 
deteriorates the environment. Buildings 
may use green technology but these pale in 
comparison to the natural cooling induced 
by trees and plants. Thousands of age-old 
trees are sacri�ced and as compensation 
plants are grown, at faraway places from 
the site from where the trees were cut. The 
plants would take years to become trees. 
By then India may become the number one 
country to tap and use solar energy but it 
would be too late to reverse the e�ects of 
climate change, reduced monsoon, and 
onset of drought and famine. A prudent mix 
of development and a consideration for the 
environment and people is needed.
SRIDHAR D’IYER, Caranzalem

Harsher penalty needed for rape convict teacher
This is with reference to your report, “Rape convict teacher sentenced 
to 11 years rigorous imprisonment”. I wish to criticise the verdict 
announced by a “Fast Track Special” court. None of those words 
were honoured - neither fast track nor special. It took two years to 
commence the case and four years to conclude it. Secondly, a teacher 
committing multiple crimes, sexually abusing a minor, and breaching 
a position of trust should be treated as a special case. Yet the verdict 
of 11 years and a Rs50,000 �ne is a mockery of the word special. Re-
cently, the brutal rape and murder of a young girl in Pune’s Nasrapur 
village triggered widespread outrage. The accused was revealed to 
be a repeat o�ender. The purpose of fast track and special courts is 
not only to deliver fair and timely judgments but also to send a strong 
message to potential criminals. We have another similar case at hand 
- the Soham Naik POCSO case. With the way it is proceeding, we will 
soon lose hope in the judiciary. Swi�, exemplary punishment is the 
only deterrent.
ALWYN FERNANDES, Benaulim
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Ensure real powers to gram  
sabhas to protect villages

What powers do gram sabhas in India truly hold? They are o�en described 
as the foundation of grassroots democracy under the Panchayati Raj 
system, enabling direct participation by villagers. But in practice, do 

they have enough authority? Can they stop unwanted mega construction pro-
jects, demand post-audits of such works, access full budget records, or propose 
development schemes that are actually implemented? On paper, gram sabhas 
have signi�cant responsibilities. They approve village development plans, se-
lect bene�ciaries for welfare schemes, and conduct social audits of panchayat 
activities. They also review budgets, income, and expenditure, ensuring trans-
parency and accountability. In addition, they are entrusted with managing local 
resources such as water bodies and minor forest produce, and resolving local 
disputes. All registered voters in a village are members of the gram sabha, mak-
ing it a truly inclusive democratic body. Its authority is backed by Article 243A of 
the Constitution and relevant state laws. Yet, despite these provisions, the real 
empowerment of gram sabhas remains limited. If villages are to be protected 
and developed sustainably, gram sabhas must be given genuine, enforceable 
powers.

RAJESH BANAULIKAR, Arpora

W ith the �shing ban twenty-three days away, a familiar 
worry of the past has resurfaced at the Cutbona jetty, 
Goa’s largest �shing hub. Questions around cleanli-
ness and upkeep are back in focus, bringing cholera 
and diarrhoeal outbreaks linked to the port back into 

sharp focus. For all the assurances and investments made since then, 
the ground reality appears far less reassuring.

A brief recap: Cutbona jetty was engulfed in a health crisis in Sep-
tember 2024, with cholera and diarrhoea claiming the lives of at least 
six migrant workers, besides a�ecting around 172 others due to poor 
sanitation triggered by over�owing waste, open defecation and lack 
of clean drinking water. Chief Minister Pramod Sawant dra�ed in the 
then Environment Minister Aleixo Sequeira, and a team undertook 
a major clean-up of the jetty. While scrap and garbage were discard-
ed, unused vessels parked at the site were told to be moved. A major 
initiative was setting up a 50-toilet block in association with Sulabh 
International.

The status now: A joint inspection by 
authorities on Tuesday and another one 
on Wednesday have exposed glaring gaps, 
with even the minimum safeguards miss-
ing. The taps in the toilets is running dry 
with inconsistent supply, �shing nets scat-
tered around, dinghies, equipment and 
ageing vessels returning and overgrown 
vegetation bringing back memories of 
the past, even as questions have surfaced 
again about who maintains the jetty.

The problem is not entirely about infra-
structure, but about neglect. It’s a basic failure to oversee. Cutbona is 
a busy �shing hub where around 5,000 migrant workers are engaged. 
The volume of business is also high, and hence the consequences 
are predictable. If there is no supervision from time to time, and fol-
low-up action, disorder is bound to return. Notices from the Fisheries 
Department appear to have had little e�ect. Fresh dumping contin-
ues, pointing to weak enforcement.  Unauthorised welding work un-
dertaken inside the jetty shed suggests a lack of monitoring that could 
pose safety risks. And that explains the story.

These are not minor lapses, especially against the backdrop of what 
Cutbona has witnessed in the past. All the progress that has hap-
pened since 2024 seems to be fading away, and there is no way au-
thorities can ignore it. The hope is that while the State heads towards 
the ban period, it will give enough time for authorities to take stock of 
the situation and bring in some order.

The larger issue is systemic. Maintenance at the jetty appears spo-
radic at best. There is little evidence of routine cleaning or proper han-
dling of essentials like ice used in �sh storage. The Fisheries Depart-
ment, which was passing the buck when the situation spiralled out of 
control in 2024, needs to either take full responsibility for upkeep or 
hand it over to stakeholders better equipped to manage the facility.

The issue cannot be treated lightly because it impacts public lives 
and the local environment. The department must crack the whip with 
regular inspections, �rm penalties for violations, and clear lines of ac-
countability. Nobody wants to revisit the horror of 2024. In the less 
than three months available before the season opens again, authori-
ties need to ensure that hygiene returns, all the boxes are tick-marked 
and Cutbona resumes as a safe and sustainable �shing hub. No ex-
cuses.

That sinking feeling:
The chaos returns
at Cutbona jetty
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Strivers in a
Strange Land
Credit to the Nation
By Rebecca Kobrin
Harvard, 296 pages, $35

BOOKSHELF | By Luka Ivan Jukic

A Tax Break for Foreigners and Trial Lawyers

A merica’s one-of-a-kind
tort system generates
many perverse incen-

tives, but this one takes the
cake: Foreign investors re-
ceive special tax treatment
for financing lawsuits against
American companies. Con-
gress should close the loop-
hole that lets Russian oli-
garchs bankroll legal battles
in the U.S. without paying a
dime in federal taxes.

America’s already sky-high
liability costs grew at an av-
erage 7.1% annually between
2016 and 2022, draining capi-
tal from productive invest-
ment. Litigation finance is a
major driver. Funders shunt
capital from around the world
into U.S. lawsuits, taking a cut
of any recovery. One recent
estimate puts the lost produc-
tivity costs of third-party fi-
nanced litigation at $54.2 bil-
lion annually.

Worse, foreign funders in
litigation finance are re-
warded with a tax advantage.
Take three identical cases.

One, a plaintiff pays a law
firm $100,000 and recovers
$1 million. Two, the law firm
fronts the costs on contin-
gency and achieves the same
result. Three, a funder con-
tributes $100,000 for the
same outcome.

In each scenario, someone
invests in a legal claim that
generates a positive return,
but the tax consequences are
very different. The plaintiff

and the law firm are hit with
a higher tax bill as a result
of tax-code provisions sub-
jecting recoveries to ordinary
income-tax rates, which top
out at 37%.

Funders, by contrast, dress
up their investments as pre-
paid forwards and claim capi-
tal gains treatment, lowering
their top federal tax rate to
23.8% while exempting for-

eign funders from U.S. taxes
entirely. The last part isn’t an
error: Foreign investors pay
to sue American companies in
U.S. courts and owe nothing
in U.S. taxes. The sweetheart
tax treatment hasn’t gone un-
noticed. Russian billionaires
with ties to Vladimir Putin
have poured millions of dol-
lars into U.S. litigation to
avoid international sanctions,
according to a 2024 report in
Bloomberg Law.

Federal lawmakers have
repeatedly revised the tax
code’s definition of capital
assets to exclude compensa-
tion that isn’t genuine capital
investment. Last year a bill
sponsored by Senate and
House Republicans to exclude
litigation finance from capi-
tal-gains treatment would
have generated $3.5 billion in
federal revenue over 10
years, according to the Joint
Committee on Taxation. GOP
lawmakers should revisit this
proposal to offset more pro-
growth tax relief.

Critics claim that closing
the litigation-finance loop-

hole amounts to picking win-
ners and losers. The tax code
already does that. Capital
gets preferential treatment
over income because it fuels
economic growth. There’s
nothing growth-enhancing
about foreign-funded litiga-
tion designed to extract
value from U.S. companies
while clogging American
courts.

If congressional Republi-
cans can’t draw a distinction
between investment in
wealth-creating American
companies and funding litiga-
tion against these same busi-
nesses, they will give fodder
to their Democratic col-
leagues who propose to “fix”
the preferential treatment for
investment by getting rid of
the tax code’s preferences for
capital gains altogether.

Congress doesn’t need to
go that far. It needs to stop
subsidizing lawsuits against
the American economy.

Mr. Toth is director of re-
search at the University of
Texas’ Civitas Institute.

By Michael Toth

This may be the most
perverse incentive of
the U.S. tort system.

OPINION

I n 1880, three-quarters of all Jews in the world lived
in Eastern Europe—specifically, in the territory of the
former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, partitioned

a century before by Austria, Prussia and Russia. The lion’s
share went to the last, whose leaders generally viewed
the millions of Jews now under their control as something
between a burden and a curse.

Most of these Jews lived in rural poverty, struggling
against onerous government restrictions and subject to
the hatred of their Christian neighbors. These conditions
often turned deadly, as they did in 1881-82 when pogroms
swept across the Russian Empire, setting in motion an
unprecedented wave of emigration that saw millions of
Jews leave to seek new lives elsewhere. Most chose Amer-
ica. By 1920 there were 1.6 million Jews in New York City,
representing the highest concentration of Jews anywhere

in the world.
Passage to the New

World via ocean liner was
not cheap. Nor was it, in
most cases, legal. For most,
this meant first sneaking
across the Russian border at
night with the assistance of
a guide. To help navigate
the costs and complexities
of the journey, a whole
industry of agents and bro-
kers emerged, connecting
those in the Russian border-
lands with points of exit in
Hamburg or Bremen, Ger-
many, and points of entry in
New York.

Sender Jarmulowsky was one such agent. From his
office in Hamburg, he used his “passage and exchange”
business to sell tickets to Jews eager to leave the Conti-
nent for the United States. In 1873 he moved to New York
and soon realized that a ticket was only the start of an
immigrant’s new life in America. Upon their arrival, immi-
grants would need help translating documents, writing
letters, sending remittances and accessing credit. And so
Jarmulowsky started Jarmulowsky Bank to provide these
services alongside the purchase, usually on credit, of ship
tickets to help more Jews come to America. While big
American banks spurned poor, non-English-speaking immi-
grants, Jarmulowsky welcomed them and soon became a
towering figure in the city’s Jewish community.

In “Credit to the Nation,” Rebecca Kobrin, a professor of
American Jewish history at Columbia University, explores
the ways in which the Russian-Jewish immigrant experience
left its mark on America’s financial capital. Immigrant banks
such as Jarmulowsky’s, the author writes, “were fundamen-
tally American businesses, interested in reaping profits
within the capitalist system by filling a gaping hole: serving
the foreign-born.” But, as Ms. Kobrin argues, these banks’
practices differed from those of the established institutions
because of peculiar attitudes that had been formed in the
world the immigrants left behind.

At play is not some innate Jewish experience of cap-
italism but a specific set of lessons learned from the cha-
otic world of the Russian Empire, where banking was
extremely unregulated even as the lives of Jews were
extremely regulated. This is why, for example, Jewish
immigrant banks were happy to make loans to those
without collateral.

In the Old World, collateral was often unrelated to the
ability to pay off a loan. Wealthy Polish noblemen, for
instance, would often refuse to pay, shielded from any
consequences by their superior social position. A poor
Jew from a tightly knit community, meanwhile, “who
feared social ostracism if he did not repay the loan,
might offer a better return prospect,” Ms. Kobrin writes.

The author highlights three overarching attitudes
formed in the Russian Empire that are central to under-
standing what made Jewish immigrant banks different
from their American counterparts. First, Jewish bankers
understood that defaults could happen to anyone and
were unrelated to moral character, unlike what most Prot-
estant Americans believed. Second, they believed that
financial fortunes were made and unmade, above all else,
by circumstance, meaning that defaults did not tar some-
one’s financial reputation for life. Third, it was safer to
have capital loaned out than in reserve, where it could
be pillaged.

In practice, this meant that lenders gave more specula-
tive loans, borrowers could get loans again even if they
defaulted, and that instead of keeping a certain amount of
the deposits in reserve, immigrant bankers thought it bet-
ter to keep a “revolving door of credit.”

Around the turn of the 20th century, this unique
approach allowed immigrant Jews to participate in and
drive forward the booming New York real-estate market.
The pooled capital of small savers was loaned out to spec-
ulate on real estate. “The built environment of New York
in neighborhoods like Harlem, Brownsville, and the Lower
East Side,” Ms. Kobrin writes, “stands as a testament to
this investment in the dreams of immigrant strivers.”

Many of these dreams ended with the financial crisis
of 1914. Jarmulowsky Bank was one of many immigrant
banks that failed, finally closing in 1917, due to runs on
deposits they no longer held. The gap they left would in
time be filled by the Bank of United States, which was
started in 1913 by another Jewish immigrant, Joseph S.
Marcus. By 1930 the Bank of United States would grow to
become the largest retail bank in America—before a bank
run that year led to its collapse the following year.

Reformers in New York who had long criticized the
speculative practices of immigrant banks pointed to the
Bank of United States’ failure as support for their case for
tighter banking regulation, but Ms. Kobrin is vague on
how important this one bank failure was in the wider
story of American banking.

What is clear is that when the Bank of United States
“shuttered its doors, it also marked the end of the era
of Eastern European Jewish immigrant banking.” As Jew-
ish immigrants became Jewish-Americans, perhaps these
institutions were no longer needed.

Mr. Jukic is a journalist and historian.

Jewish immigrant banks happily loaned to those
without collateral. Such policies were shaped by
the circumstances of life in the OldWorld.

P r e s i d e n t
Eisenhower
was known
to say that
plans are
worth less,
but planning
is every-
thing. Don-
ald Trump
didn’t have a
Plan B (or C,

D, E or F) when Plan A, a
fairly instantaneous collapse
of the Iranian regime, failed
to materialize. He may well
expect now to lose his domes-
tic base over spiking gasoline
prices due to the closure of
the Strait of Hormuz. But by
all signs, Mr. Trump con-
sciously accepted this risk
when he launched a war with-
out seeking public or opposi-
tion buy-in (which he knew he
wouldn’t get). One mistake he
has so far avoided and, hope-
fully, will continue to avoid is
letting the very predictable
action by Iran become Iran’s
leverage over him to abandon
the aims he started with.

But if he’s willing to power
through the economic risk,
there is another risk he won’t
power through. Don’t expect
him to deploy large numbers
of ground troops if that’s
what it would take to secure
the goals he keeps citing,
which are pretty much tanta-
mount to regime change
(whether or not he now calls
it that). Which is fine. The
U.S. is blessed in one way. It
can always swallow defeat
and loss of face for its presi-
dent by getting rid of its pres-
ident and casting his party

Where Is Trump Going in the Gulf?
into the wilderness. Mr.
Trump, I think, is ready for
this. And even an abject fail-
ure would only mean the U.S.
and its allies must return to
deterring Iran by other
means.

But we’re not there yet.
The Trump administration
still has a card or two to play.
Sunday and Monday saw the
introduction of Project Free-
dom. U.S. Central Command
announced a very large
force—“guided-missile de-
stroyers, over 100 land and
sea-based aircraft, multi-do-
main unmanned platforms,
and 15,000 service mem-
bers”—to support a very mi-
nuscule aim, helping to
“guide” any ships stuck in the
Gulf for the past two months
that were willing to risk an
exit.

Naturally, the world won-
ders what Mr. Trump has up
his sleeve, especially after
Iran responded to this mini-
malist effort by firing on U.S.
warships and third-party ves-
sels. To the disappointment of
many, it’s probably not a pre-
lude to the pitched battle
they’ve been seeking, the U.S.
Navy against the drone and
missile threat Iran has held
over the strait. The problem:
Even if the U.S. prevails hand-
ily in such a fight without los-
ing a ship or a plane, an unre-
formed regime can resurrect
the threat the moment we sail
away.

The last card for the ad-
ministration, as I’ve pointed
out ad nauseam, is the de-
struction of the Iranian oil in-
dustry from the air. Oil money

is the ultimate prize of Ira-
nian politics and let’s credit
its regime survivalists with
some rationality. If Mr. Trump
credibly threatened lasting
damage to this money flow,
its members would likely
quickly unite around conces-
sions he could present as a
“win.”

Yes, many in the regime
might prefer to continue the
war in search of their own
“win.” Stopping now means
facing, on unfavorable terms,

their other existential threat,
their own people, having in-
vited and lost a destructive
war. But the regime would
still have billions of dollars a
month in oil revenues to buy
its way with.

Here we need to turn our
thinking around a bit. Even
critics like the Brookings In-
stitution’s Robin Brooks credit
Mr. Trump with successfully
manipulating stock and oil
markets to create running
room for himself—and he has,
skillfully.

But had Mr. Trump de-
clared his independence from
the markets and indifference
to the economic fallout from
the get-go, he would have
more leverage over Iran, not
less. Indeed, puzzlingly, one of
the stops he failed to pull out

on day one was blocking
Iran’s oil exports, depriving
the regime of millions of dol-
lars a day to defend itself. Mr.
Trump keeps signaling that
Iran will be an easy win, he’s
got them right where he
wants them. In doing so, he
makes it too easy on other
countries’ leaders. However
aggravated U.S. allies and
other nations might be with
Mr. Trump, their pressure
should be on Iran, not the
U.S., to get energy moving
again.

All this costs Mr. Trump
leverage. He may well con-
clude he made a mistake, af-
ter his initial miscalculation,
by not communicating a
greater determination not to
be dissuaded from his war
aims by economic blowback.
The world would have taken
notice of his seriousness. Re-
mind yourself: These aims are
often shorthanded as curbing
Iran’s nuclear and ballistic-
missile ambitions. The long-
hand version: So Iran can’t
dominate the Persian Gulf
and hold the world hostage to
regime survival as it’s now
doing.

Ironically, had Mr. Trump
sent the right signals, the net
result might not be very dif-
ferent from today’s—an indef-
inite interruption in oil from
the Persian Gulf. But with one
considerable exception: Both
Iran and the world would
have to bet with more cer-
tainty on the U.S. sticking to
its aims and forcing Iran to
abandon its hostile stance to-
ward its region and the global
community.

The president is
better at buying time
than he is at figuring
out how to use it.

BUSINESS
WORLD
By Holman W.
Jenkins, Jr.

“ N a t i o n a l
Debt Now
Tops 100% of
GDP,” the
J o u r n a l ’ s
front page
a nnoun c e d
Friday. Unless
we change
course, the
debt will only
get worse—

fast. The Congressional Bud-
get Office estimates that we
are on track to accumulate
more than $24 trillion in debt
over the next decade, for a
total of $56 trillion—120% of
estimated GDP in 2036.

These numbers are so
large that it is hard to grasp
what they mean. One key
measure is the cost of financ-
ing this swelling debt burden.
Twenty-five years ago, inter-
est payments on the national
debt were 2% of GDP. This
year they will claim 3.3%; a
decade from now, 4.6%.

This year the U.S. will
spend about $1 trillion on in-
terest. In 2036, we will spend
$2.1 trillion, almost 19% of
the total federal budget. A
decade from now, more than
2 out of every 3 dollars we
borrow will go to finance in-
terest on the debt. The longer
this continues, the worse it
gets.

Four years ago CBO pub-
lished an in-depth analysis of
the effects of failing to rein
in ever-expanding deficits
and debt. These effects in-
clude diminished capital
available for private invest-
ment, rising interest rates

America Is in a Red State
and the increased risk of a
financial crisis. Even in the
absence of an abrupt fiscal
crisis, CBO warned, heavy
and growing debt could
cause inflation expectations
to rise, depress the value of
Treasury securities and
other domestic assets, erode
confidence in the U.S. dollar
as the world’s reserve cur-
rency, and leave the U.S. vul-
nerable to the shifting as-
sessments of foreign
investors and governments.

Yes, I know—deficit hawks
have been issuing these
warnings forever, and the
predicted crisis never seems
to arrive. But the jump from
“It hasn’t happened yet” to
“It will never happen” is un-
warranted. We’re gambling
with the future of our coun-
try and the world’s largest
economy, the risks are
mounting, and neither politi-
cal party seems willing to do
what’s necessary to abate
them.

It wasn’t always this way.
Three decades ago, a Demo-
cratic president and Republi-
can Congress found enough
common ground to eliminate
the Reagan-era budget defi-
cits and produce four straight
annual surpluses. When Bill
Clinton left office in 2001, the
national debt had fallen to
just 32% of GDP and was pro-
jected to disappear by 2009.
Since then, presidents and
lawmakers of both parties
have pursued other priorities
at the expense of long-term
fiscal stability.

Faint signs of hope are

emerging. This January, a bi-
partisan team of 14 represen-
tatives—seven Republicans
and seven Democrats, includ-
ing the Republican chairman
of the House Budget Commit-
tee and two Democratic
members of the committee—
cosponsored a resolution that
would commit the country to
reduce the budget deficit to

3% of GDP and maintain it at
or below this level. In April,
a bipartisan group of sena-
tors introduced a parallel
resolution.

This target makes sense.
Reaching an annual deficit at
or below 3% of GDP would
stabilize and then gradually
reduce the national debt as a
share of GDP. The debt bur-
den would grow lighter, and
confidence in America’s ca-
pacity for prudent fiscal man-
agement would grow, at home
and abroad.

A permanently balanced
budget is neither economi-
cally necessary nor politically
achievable. Reaching balance
over the next decade would
require a combination of in-
creased revenue and de-
creased spending of a daunt-
ing $18.5 trillion. This can be
achieved on paper, but not in
reality.

Even getting to 3%
wouldn’t be easy. It would re-
quire phased deficit reduc-
tions totaling nearly $10 tril-
lion over the next decade.
Congress and the executive
branch could fake these re-
ductions with unrealistic
growth projections, but the
markets at home and abroad
wouldn’t be fooled for long.

A serious effort to slow
and then halt the growth of
public debt would involve re-
ductions in popular pro-
grams, increased revenue
from taxes as well as eco-
nomic growth, and devolu-
tion of some federal pro-
grams to the states. Given
how hard-pressed working-
and middle-class households
are these days, wealthy
Americans would have to
bear a substantial share of
the burden.

A political version of the
Hippocratic oath—first, do no
harm—would be a good place
to start. If the Trump admin-
istration wants to increase
defense spending by more
than $400 billion in the next
fiscal year, it should specify
how this can be done without
increasing the deficit. The
same holds for Democrats
who want to increase domes-
tic spending above current
levels. If Congress isn’t will-
ing to accept the needed off-
sets, it shouldn’t increase
spending.

None of this will happen
without a president who is
prepared to persuade the peo-
ple that getting the debt un-
der control is a top priority.

The national debt is
now greater than the
annual GDP, and it
isn’t about to shrink.

POLITICS
& IDEAS
By William
A. Galston
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“Dear God, thank you for
giving us patience to not

check our phones
during dinner.”
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be acknowledged.

Another Marty Makary Mistake

Good news: Vinay Prasad on Thursday
servedhis final day at the Food andDrug
Administration.Now thebadnews: Com-

missioner Marty Makary has
tapped Dr. Prasad’s deputy,
Katherine Szarama, to replace
him.Maybe thebigger problem
at the FDA is Dr. Makary.

Recall that Dr. Makary
tapped Dr. Prasad last May to
oversee biologics, vaccines and gene therapies.
The hematologist-oncologist quickly became a
lightning rod by rejecting rare disease therapies.
White House officials gave him the boot last
July, butDr.Makary brought himback. Andwhat
a blunder that was.

We’ve chronicled the innovativemedicinesDr.
Prasad has deep-sixed, including for the neuro-
degenerative Huntington’s disease (UniQure),
HunterSyndrome (Regenxbio), Duchennemuscu-
lar dystrophy (Capricor), erythropoietic proto-
porphyria (DiscMedicine) andmetastaticmela-
noma (Replimune), among others.

Time and again, the FDA moved the goal
posts for approvals and reversed prior guidance
to drug developers. Dr. Prasad demanded that
they conduct nothing less than double-blind ran-
domized controlled trials in diseases for which
such trials would be unethical or next to impos-
sible because of their rarity. All of this under-
mined President Trump’s longtime support for
the “right to try” newdrugs for deadly or debili-
tating diseases.

TheWhiteHouse apparently had enough and
pushed out Dr. Prasad a second time this spring.
This brought hope that the agencymight reverse
its drug rejections and end its blockade on accel-
erated approvals. Maybe not. Ms. Szarama ap-
pears to share the same anti-innovationmindset
as Dr. Prasad.

Ms. Szarama previously served as director of
clinical trials at Arnold Ventures, an outfit
launched by hedge-funder John Arnold that
claims to support “evidence-based” policy. “Evi-
dence-based” policy is code among the progres-
sive healthcare crowd for restricting access to
treatments that the left thinks aren’t worth the
financial cost.

Mr. Arnold’s outfit financially supported Dr.
Prasad’s academic work criticizing the FDA for
approving toomanynovelmedicines.Mr. Arnold
took to social media last week to promote Dr.
Prasad’s 2015 book “EndingMedical Reversal,”
which argues that many medical advances are
dangerous and useless.

In her job at Arnold Ventures, Ms. Szarama
urged the FDA to restrict accelerated approv-

als. In an echo of Dr. Prasad, she wrote in an
agency public comment that trial data should
be “considered incomplete for evidence-based

decisions when it lacks appro-
priate controls” and “relies on
indirect measures of health,”
as those for rare disease
drugs often do.

An FDA visitor log shows
that Dr. Makarymet with rep-

resentatives fromArnold Ventures inMarch to
discuss “Collaboration Opportunities.” It’s not
unusual for agency heads tomeet with outside
groups. The problem is that Dr. Makary has let
the Prasad ideology dominate agency decision-
making.

Ms. Szarama’s titlewill be “actingdirector,” so
perhapsshe’saplaceholderwhile theWhiteHouse
andDr.Makary try to settle on a longer-term re-
placement.We’re told thatWhiteHouse officials
have been reluctant to let Dr.Makary appoint an
outsider to the post. But if Trump officials don’t
trust his judgment, why is he in the job?

i i i

WehadhopedDr.Makarywould restore cred-
ibility to an agency damaged by the Biden team’s
pandemic equivocations and lack of transpar-
ency. But Dr. Makary’s deceptions about the
agency’s drug reviews and rejections would
make Anthony Fauci blush.

In a CNBC interview onMonday, he defended
the agency’s rejection of Replimune’smelanoma
cancer drug RP1 against our criticism. “I don’t
work for Replimune. I work for the American
people, and I stand by the scientists at the FDA,”
he said. “Three independent teams arrived at
the same conclusions.”

That’s false. The first review team recom-
mended approval and was overruled by Dr.
Prasad. A reviewer posted on social media that
the staff had recommended approval but was
later pushed out.WhenReplimune appealed the
rejection, Dr. Prasad selected a new team to
eliminate what the FDA referred to in its rejec-
tion letter as “bias” by the first team in favor of
the drug.

It’s unclear what Dr. Makary means by
“three” review teams since there have only been
two. Replimune has filed a Freedomof Informa-
tion Act request for information on the review
process, but the FDA has stonewalled its re-
quests. Somuch for the radical transparency Dr.
Makary has promised.

Dr. Makary has tried to dismiss his critics as
in thepocket of industry, butwespeak fordesper-
ately ill patients nowand in the future. Theyneed
advocates, not bureaucratic dishonesty.

The FDA chief names
Vinay Prasad’s deputy

to replace him.

Justice Alito’s Intriguing Footnote

E xchanges at the Supreme Court are
getting testier, as one this week be-
tween Associate Justices Samuel Alito

and Ketanji Brown Jackson
attests. But more intriguing
than the frosty back and
forth is the footnote Justice
Alito dropped in his opinion.

The exchange was related
to the Court’s Monday order
letting Louisiana move ahead on redrawing its
Congressional map to replace the one the
Court last week found unconstitutional. Jus-
tice Jackson filed a dissent from Monday’s or-
der, using the highly charged rhetoric that is
becoming her habit.

She says the Court abandoned its normal
rules to let Louisiana proceed. “The Court un-
shackles itself from both constraints today
and dives into the fray,” she writes, by which
she means the partisan political fray. She’s up-
set that the Court’s order will let Louisiana
redraw its map in advance of this year’s elec-
tion. “And just like that, those principles give
way to power,” she writes.

Justice Alito, joined by Justices Clarence
Thomas and Neil Gorsuch, rebuts Justice
Jackson on the merits, and notably no other
Justice joined her dissent. He calls Justice
Jackson’s charge of political motives “a
groundless and utterly irresponsible charge,”
adding that “it is the dissent’s rhetoric that
lacks restraint.”

Which gets us to that footnote, in which Jus-

tice Alito writes, “That constitutional question
was argued and conferenced nearly seven
months ago.” He’s calling unusual attention to

the fact that the Justices pri-
vately discussed and decided
the constitutional issue in
Louisiana v. Callais shortly
after they heard the oral argu-
ment on Oct. 15, 2025.

That means the Court
waited an unusually long time to release its
decision. Why the delay if the Court’s ultimate
ruling was clear? Opinions in cases the Court
hears in October are often released early in
the next year. Could it have been because con-
curring Justices other than Thomas and Gor-
such had demanded legal complications that
Justice Alito painstakingly included in his
opinion? Or did Justice Elena Kagan slow-roll
her furious dissent?

We don’t know, but it’s a relevant question
given that the later the decision was an-
nounced the more states would have passed
their primary election deadlines under the un-
constitutional map. In their concurrence last
week, Justices Thomas and Gorsuch said they
would have preferred a much more straight-
forward analysis that the Voting Rights Act
bans all racial gerrymanders.

The footnote suggests some pique by Jus-
tice Alito about the Court’s long gestation on
Callais, and understandably so since Justice
Jackson is accusing the majority of playing
politics.

He hints at a delay in
releasing the Louisiana
v. Callais decision.

Trump Halts the Blockade of U.S. Ports

P resident Trump has temporarily called
off America’s legal blockade of its own
ports, and theWhite House says the re-

sults are positive. Under the 1920 Jones Act,
waterborne cargo between twoU.S. pointsmust
travel on ships that are built, crewed, and
owned by Americans. Because that constricts
supply and raises costs, Mr. Trumpwaived the
law after attacking Iran.

So far, about two dozenwaiver voyages have
been reported complete as of April 30, accord-
ing to theMaritime Administration. A ship fly-
ing the Singapore flag took 322,000 barrels of
gasoline blend stock from Texas to California.
AMaltese-flagged tanker brought 300,000 bar-
rels of Bakken crude oil fromTexas to a refinery
in Pennsylvania. A second Singaporean vessel
carried 300,000 barrels of gasoline from Louisi-
ana to Florida. Useful commerce, amid Iran’s
blockade of the Strait of Hormuz.

Mr. Trump’s initial suspension of the Jones
Act was for 60 days, but late last month he ex-
tended that for another 90 days, with theWhite
House calling it a great success. “New data com-
piled since the initial waiver was issued re-
vealed that significantly more supply was able
to reach U.S. ports faster,” a spokeswoman said.

“This extension will help ensure vital energy
products, industrial materials, and agricultural
necessities are maintained.”

Funny, it also sounds like a good argument
for permanent Jones Act relief. In a crisis, such
as a hurricane in the Caribbean or a menacing
in the Persian Gulf, the archaic law becomes an
acute problem, because it limits the flexibility
of American supply chains to respond. Yet the
Jones Act is always an economic drain, since it
increases shipping costs and distorts markets
for all sorts of products.

The Jones Act’s defenders call it an America
First policy to protect a U.S. shipbuilding indus-
try andmerchant marine. A century later, that
clearly hasn’t worked. Meantime, the law acts
as an invisible tax on the public. It forces car-
goes that should be waterborne to go by train
or big rig. And it creates America Last results,
such as when Puerto Rico buys natural gas from
Nigeria and Norway.

Those who directly benefit from the Jones
Act’s protectionismwill never be convinced. But
if the Trump Administration thinks its waiver
is helping oil supply during the Hormuz crisis,
why not make that success permanent by re-
pealing the Jones Act?
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The Rush to Point Fingers at the Secret Service
Regarding William McGurn’s col-

umn “Hooray for the Secret Service”
(Main Street, April 28): After any in-
cident involving presidential security,
a predictable cycle begins. Media out-
lets elevate instant analysis from so-
called “experts” eager to diagnose Se-
cret Service failures. The recent event
at the White House Correspondents’
Association Dinner followed that
script.

The problem isn’t only speed—it’s
substance. In the immediate after-
math, there’s rarely enough verified
information to support meaningful
conclusions. Yet confident claims
emerge anyway, often from people
with little experience in presidential
protection. Assertions that breaching
security requires nothing more than a
hotel room key aren’t insights;
they’re distortions.

I spent over 20 years as a Secret
Service agent, including assign-

ments on the Counter Assault Team
and Presidential Protective Division.
I have conducted advance opera-
tions at venues like the Washington
Hilton and operated in high-threat
environments. Security at this level
is complex, layered and defined by
trade-offs.

Risk can’t be eliminated, only man-
aged. Plans must balance threats, re-
sources, public access and the presi-
dent’s need to remain visible. Unlike
restrictive regimes, the U.S. doesn’t
secure its leaders by shutting down
society.

There will be an investigation, and
improvements will follow. But one
fact remains: The president and vice
president were safely evacuated. That
isn’t failure; it’s the system working
as intended.

MITCH PRICE
U.S. Secret Service (Ret.)

Bozeman, Mont.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Climate Science and the Crisis of Credibility
In “You Can’t Trust ‘Climate Eco-

nomics’” (op-ed, April 30), Roger
Pielke Jr. expresses his frustration at
the difficulty of replacing the scien-
tific errors entrenched in the politi-
cal, banking and economic spheres
with new data based on impartial, re-
alistic, provable scientific protocols.

The climate catastrophe propa-
ganda machine has been urging a
global corrective effort long enough
to expose that there’s a lack of valid
data to support the calls for costly
Earth-saving measures. Untested and
unproven climate disaster claims
have been pushed as factual. As re-
nowned physicist Richard Feynman
said, “It doesn’t matter how beautiful
your theory is, it doesn’t matter how
smart you are. If it doesn’t agree with
experiment, it’s wrong.”

Mr. Pielke gives examples of known
false climate data being kept on the
books and protected by those most
dependent on its preservation for
their own preservation in economic,
political and academic circles. Eco-
greening has enriched such people
and impoverished the Earth.

CHARLES BATTIG
Crozet, Va.

Reading Mr. Pielke’s op-ed re-
minded me of a remark by Upton
Sinclair: “It is difficult to get a man
to understand something when his
salary depends on him not under-
standing it.”

LARRY W. WHITE
Dallas

The most disheartening aspect of
Mr. Pielke’s op-ed is that his peer-re-
viewed efforts to correct the record
were met with silence. (“Apparently,
no one cared.”) The scientific journal
Nature’s more than 18-month delay in
retraction meant that errors had
months to propagate throughout the
body of climate science.

Mr. Pielke writes that “so-called
settled science that is built on flawed
data and shielded from correction
fails both policymakers and the pub-
lic.” Writer Michael Crichton, author
of “Jurassic Park,” spoke to this prob-
lem in a 2003 Caltech lecture, saying:
“There is no such thing as consensus
science. If it’s consensus, it isn’t sci-
ence. If it’s science, it isn’t consensus.
Period.”

ROGER H. LEEMIS
Southfield, Mich.

Pope Leo Fails to See That SomeWars Are Just
Avi Shafran’s op-ed “A Rabbi Takes

On Pope Leo” (April 30) was spot-on.
No one ever won a war with pacifism.
Pope Leo XIV’s problematic views on
war are similar to those of Pope
Francis. Both men spent a significant
amount of time doing ministry in
South America before becoming pope.
Pope Leo, like Pope Francis before
him, hasn’t had the same knowledge
of world politics that prior popes
such as Pope John Paul II or Pope
Benedict XVI had. John Paul II under-
stood communism and lived under it,
while Pope Benedict XVI was forced
as a teen to join the Hitler Youth.

SUSAN KINKADE
Costa Mesa, Calif.

I’m quite certain the prophet Isaiah
wouldn’t chastise the Israelis by say-
ing that their “hands are full of blood”
for having defended themselves. Pope
Leo should know that while all wars
are bloody, many are not “unjust.”

MEL YOUNG
Boca Raton, Fla.

As a lifelong practicing Catholic, I
must say that it was refreshing to
read Mr. Shafran’s account of Chief
Rabbi Warren Goldstein’s reply to
Pope Leo. Many Catholics, myself in-

cluded, have grown increasingly
weary of this current pope’s war mes-
saging that lacks clarity regarding
justifiable national defense. If the na-
tion of Israel hadn’t responded effec-
tively to the Oct. 7, 2023, terrorist at-
tack on its homeland, it would likely
have invited future attacks and more
war, not less. Does anyone really
think that Iran in possession of nu-
clear weapons would make the world
safer? Sometimes lasting peace must
be preceded by war.

MIKE RUGGIO
Kent, Ohio

Pepper ...
And Salt

My Family Was on the Front
Lines of Pioneering Research

I didn’t realize my parents had
chosen the “Cadillac” of bone-marrow
transplant centers for my brother un-
til I read “The Radical Cancer Science
That Saved My Life” (USA250: Inno-
vation,” A Special Report, April 27).

In 1988, I was a fifth-grader and a
bone-marrow donor at Fred Hutchin-
son Cancer Center. My brother had
already undergone a year of treat-
ment for acute lymphocytic leukemia.
During his first appointment in Seat-
tle, my parents learned that their
seven-year-old’s illness was accompa-
nied by the Philadelphia chromosome.

For several weeks, he was in an
LAF (laminar air flow) room. All of
his belongings, including his favorite
blanket, were sterilized. He lived for
eight months after the transplant. His
body didn’t reject my bone marrow.
The transplant simply wasn’t enough
to overcome the cancer.

Thank you Laura Landro for pro-
viding the historical context for my
family’s experience, a pioneering era.

SARA VANDERWOUDE ANDERSON
Libertyville, Ill.

Government’s Lopsided Logic
Regarding Cole Murphy’s “Mary-

landers of Modest Means Bear the
Cost of Public Disorder” (Cross Coun-
try, May 2): Prince George’s County’s
solution to being unable to evict a
homeless encampment is to evict tax-
paying residents from their adjacent
property. This “solution” could only
come from a government.

DAN DOBRUSE
Oak Park, Ill.
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Prediction Market Cheating Gets Creative
cepted missile fragments
rather than a warhead.
When he refused, the
threats began, referenc-
ing his family and his
home address. More than
$14 million had been wa-
gered on a Polymarket
contract titled “Iran
strikes Israel on . . .?”,
and the contract paid out
only on confirmed im-
pact. Mr. Fabian’s accu-
rate reporting had cost a
particular set of bettors
their wagers, and they
were trying to coerce
him into rewriting reality
so that the market would
resolve their way.

In April, a Polymarket
trader walked away with
$21,398 on a $119 bet
that the temperature in
Paris would exceed a
given threshold on a par-
ticular day. The bet
rested on a single Météo-
France weather sensor sitting near
the perimeter of Charles de Gaulle
Airport on a publicly accessible road.
The sensor recorded a spike of 6 de-
grees Celsius (nearly 11 degrees
Fahrenheit) in 12 minutes before
dropping back, and no other station
in the area registered the anomaly.
Météo-France filed a criminal com-
plaint, and the leading theory in the
press is that someone walked up to
the sensor with a battery-powered
hair dryer.

A third case shows the threat in
its most scalable form. In March, a
Polymarket contract on whether
Benjamin Netanyahu would be out of
office by year-end climbed roughly
15 points over the course of a week,
with roughly $9 million flowing into
the market on March 14 and 15. The
trigger was a rumor cycle, amplified
by artificial-intelligence-generated
content, claiming that Mr. Netan-
yahu had died. The rumor was al-

most certainly not seeded for trad-
ing purposes, and it was quickly
debunked. The market moved any-
way. Bettors who were positioned
for the spike collected. The contract
didn’t need to resolve their way; it
only needed to swing long enough
for them to exit.

These three cases describe a new
kind of financial manipulation that
existing laws aren’t built to handle.
They aren’t insider trading. They
show that prediction-market prices
can be moved through attacks on
the information environment, the
resolution sources, or the people
producing the inputs the markets
depend on.

The Netanyahu case is the most
worrying, because it shows the
mechanism working without anyone
deliberately targeting the market.
The toxic content, AI-generated ru-
mor cycles and coordinated inau-
thentic activity that already saturate

the information environment are
now sufficient, on their own, to
move prediction-market prices in
profitable directions. The next itera-
tion won’t be accidental. The infra-
structure for manipulation already
exists, refined over the past decade
by affiliate marketers, engagement
farmers and crypto pump groups—
and now intensified by AI. None of it
was built for prediction markets. All
of it can now be pointed at them.

Three steps would help close the
gap between the threats to predic-
tion markets and the tools available
to combat them.

First, the Commodity Futures
Trading Commission should require
prediction-market platforms to mon-
itor on-platform activity and the res-
olution sources their contracts de-
pend on. Platforms are continuing to
build trading surveillance capabili-
ties, but they haven’t done the same
for the information that resolves

their contracts. They
should be required to
publish their resolution
sources, document fall-
back procedures, and
monitor markets for up-
stream tampering and
coordinated narrative at-
tacks tied to large open
positions.

Second, federal au-
thorities should develop
investigative protocols
for manipulation cam-
paigns linked to market
positions, particularly
cases in which harass-
ment or coercion appears
tied to large open trades.
The Fabian case is al-
ready under investiga-
tion by Israeli police.
Journalists and others
whose work could re-
solve a market face simi-
lar exposure.

Third, Congress
should clarify how exist-

ing fraud and market-manipulation
statutes apply to conduct designed
to move prediction-market prices.
The behavior in the cases above is
plausibly illegal under several exist-
ing frameworks, but no case has
tested those theories against off-
platform manipulation of prediction
markets. Clarification would deter
the next round of manipulation at-
tempts and give regulators a work-
able tool before the problem scales.

Prediction markets aren’t going
away, and their trading volume is
growing. The first wave of cases in-
volved insiders betting on classified
information they weren’t supposed
to share. The next wave will involve
outsiders manufacturing the infor-
mation itself.

Mr. Goldenberg is the founder of
Silent Index, a national security con-
sultancy, and a senior fellow at Rut-
gers University’s Miller Center.

By Alex Goldenberg
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M ax Meizlish and I ar-
gued in these pages in
February that predic-
tion markets had be-
come an intelligence

asset, vulnerable to insider trading
by those with classified knowledge
of future events. Two months later
that warning was confirmed in
court. In April, federal prosecutors
in New York indicted Master Sgt.
Gannon Ken Van Dyke, a special-
forces soldier at Fort Bragg, N.C., for
using his role in the planning of the
January raid that captured Nicolás
Maduro to win some $410,000 on
Polymarket. The Justice Department
called it the first criminal case in the
U.S. arising from prediction-market
wagers. It won’t be the last.

The Van Dyke indictment is the
legally easy version of the problem.
Insider misuse of nonpublic informa-
tion is a well-understood category of
misconduct. Prosecutors charged Mr.
Van Dyke with commodities and wire
fraud, among other violations, and
the platforms cooperated with fed-
eral investigators.

Three other recent cases show
what the existing framework can’t
reach.

In March, a Times of Israel re-
porter, Emanuel Fabian, posted a
routine update to his paper’s live
blog reporting that an Iranian mis-
sile had struck an open area outside
Beit Shemesh, west of Jerusalem.
Within hours, strangers began de-
manding he revise the story to claim
the impact had come from inter-

An Israeli journalist was
threatened for reporting
news affecting the payout
of a bet on Iranian strikes.

OPINION

Good Riddance to Racial Gerrymandering
The fainting spells
on the left after last
week’s Supreme
Court ruling in Loui-
siana v. Callais were
probably to be ex-
pected. Democrats
these days reject
colorblind public
policies that they
championed in a
previous era and

scoff at clear evidence of America’s
racial progress. A court decision that
reins in racially gerrymandered vot-
ing districts checked both boxes, so
it is no wonder that Democratic
elites from Barack Obama on down
are outraged.

“Today’s Supreme Court decision
effectively guts a key pillar of the
Voting Rights Act, freeing state leg-
islatures to gerrymander legislative
districts to systematically dilute
and weaken the voting power of ra-
cial minorities,” Mr. Obama wrote in
response to the decision. “And it
serves as just one more example of
how a majority of the current Court
seems intent on abandoning its vital
role in ensuring equal participation
in our democracy and protecting
the rights of minority groups

against majority overreach.”
What nonsense. The case before

the court concerned Louisiana’s
2024 decision, under pressure from
the courts, to draw a congressional
map that included a second major-
ity-black district. Supporters said
the racial gerrymander was neces-
sary to comply with Section 2 of the
Voting Rights Act of 1965, which
bars the use of qualifications, stan-
dards or procedures that make it
harder for minorities to cast a ballot.
Opponents contended that the map
violated the Constitution’s equal-
protection clause by sorting voters
based on race. In a 6-3 ruling, the
justices sided with the challengers
and said Louisiana unlawfully dis-
criminated by race when it created a
second majority-black district.

Mr. Obama is pretending that the
decision somehow threatens the
black franchise, but it didn’t touch
Section 2 protections against efforts
to restrict black voting. All the court
did was scale back a judicially cre-
ated doctrine based on the assump-
tion that most white voters would
never support black candidates. The
former president, of all people,
should appreciate that this is no lon-
ger the case.

When Mr. Obama won the presi-
dency in 2008, he secured a larger
share of the white vote than the two
previous nominees of his party, John
Kerry in 2004 and Al Gore in 2000,
and he carried a majority of the
white vote in nearly a third of the
states. When he was re-elected in
2012, the black voter turnout rate

exceeded white turnout. Today, black
voter registration in the South,
where black voter suppression was
most pronounced in the Jim Crow
era, is higher than in other regions
of the U.S.

Arguably, Mr. Obama’s race was
more of a political advantage than a
barrier to his success. Long before
his arrival on the political scene, ma-
jority-white electorates demon-
strated a willingness to vote for
black candidates. When Carl Stokes
became the first black mayor of

Cleveland in 1968, most residents
were white. This was also true when
Tom Bradley became the first black
mayor of Los Angeles in 1973 and
when David Dinkins won New York’s
mayoral election in 1989. The politi-
cal website FiveThirtyEight reported
in 2023 that most black members of
Congress no longer hail from major-
ity-black districts, “which indicates
that Black representatives are win-
ning more on multiracial or major-
ity-white turf.”

The real reason Mr. Obama is up-
set with last week’s ruling has noth-
ing to do with voting rights and ev-
erything to do with the ability of
Democrats to use the 1965 act to
gain a partisan advantage in drawing
political maps. The Voting Rights Act
was intended to ensure ballot access,
not to ensure the election of black
Democrats. Republicans and Demo-
crats alike jockey to draw maps that
give them an edge on Election Day.
It’s unseemly because it amounts to
lawmakers choosing voters instead
of the other way around, but it’s le-
gal. What’s illegal, the court ruled, is
throwing race into the map-drawing
mix absent specific evidence of dis-
crimination, as Democrats have been
doing for decades in the name of

protecting the black vote.
The irony is that racial gerryman-

dering probably has done more to
throttle black political ambitions and
deepen our political divisions.
“While the country has moved
steadily, if unevenly, toward racial
integration, the law has created a
black political class too isolated
from mainstream political dis-
course,” political scientist Abigail
Thernstrom wrote in her 2009 his-
tory of the act, “Voting Rights—and
Wrongs.” Race-based districts have
kept “black legislators clustered to-
gether on the sidelines of American
political life—precisely the opposite
of what the statute intended.”

Under segregation, black Ameri-
cans generally shared a common ex-
perience of being second-class citi-
zens. That’s no longer the case, but
the supporters of segregated voting
districts and racial preferences in
hiring and college admissions would
have us believe that nothing has re-
ally changed. Racial-gerrymandering
advocates today assume that black
voters are essentially fungible and
share identical political preferences.
That’s not only false but insulting,
and this Supreme Court corrective
couldn’t come soon enough.

If there was any doubt,
Barack Obama proved that
white voters are willing to
support black candidates.

UPWARD
MOBILITY
By Jason L.
Riley
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The Lawsuits Will Continue Until Morale Improves

T he California Supreme Court
takes up a strange question
Wednesday: Can a pharmaceu-

tical company be sued for negligence
not because its Food and Drug Admin-
istration-approved drug was defective
or its warnings insufficient, but be-
cause the company didn’t bring a bet-
ter version to market sooner? The
California Court of Appeal answered
yes in a 2024 decision. It invented a
tort out of failing to innovate fast
enough. If the state high court lets
this ruling stand, it won’t merely dis-
tort product-liability law; it will pun-
ish medical progress.

Gilead developed tenofovir diso-
proxil fumarate, or TDF. The FDA ap-
proved it in 2001 as Viread and in
2004 as Truvada. These break-

through medications converted HIV
from a death sentence into a man-
ageable chronic illness, saving mil-
lions of lives. While working on TDF,
Gilead explored an alternative ther-
apy: tenofovir alafenamide, or TAF.
Early tests looked promising, but the
company paused development in
2004. The choice was rational: Long-
term safety data was unavailable, ef-
ficacy thresholds hadn’t been
cleared, and further investment in an
unproven compound risked starving
proven therapies of resources.

Gilead returned to TAF in 2010,
engaging in years of painstaking re-
search and costly clinical trials.
Gilead launched TAF-based medi-
cines in 2015 with comparable anti-
viral power and meaningfully im-
proved kidney and bone safety for
some patients. Plaintiffs here don’t

claim those drugs or the TDF ones
were defective. They don’t allege in-
adequate warnings about known
risks. Their theory is that Gilead
should have commercialized TAF
earlier. They allege that the company
dragged its feet to squeeze extra
profit from TDF patents.

The Court of Appeal embraced
that claim. It held that a manufac-
turer can breach a duty of reason-
able care merely by pausing or de-
laying a “safer” alternative—even
when the existing product met every
regulatory and tort-law standard of
its era. Traditional product liability
demands a defect in the product or
its labeling. This ruling discards both
requirements. It converts ordinary
scientific and business judgments
into actionable negligence.

This is a radical break from the
law. Product liability has always
turned on product risks a manufac-
turer introduces to market, not on
hypothetical improvements it might
have rushed to consumers. Imposing
a duty to accelerate every promising
alternative would force companies to
revisit every strategic pause, every
resource allocation, and every clini-
cal decision through the distorting
lens of hindsight. Otherwise, juries
lacking scientific or regulatory train-
ing could be asked to pronounce
whether billion-dollar research-and-
development choices were “reason-
able” years after the fact.

The consequences of this new
“tort” are predictable and perverse.
Developing a new drug already
costs more than $1 billion and takes
more than a decade. Follow-on inno-
vations like TAF are the lifeblood of

medical progress. Yet they are
among the first casualties when liti-
gation risk spikes. Companies will
respond by either rushing half-
baked products to market, steering
clear of high-risk diseases, or aban-
doning incremental advances that
might later trigger should-have-
done-it-sooner tort suits. Prices will
rise, as the few drugs that still
reach patients will carry a new tax
of unpredictable liability.

There is a proper place to regulate
drug risks: the federal scheme Con-
gress and the FDA designed. Regula-
tors approve drugs on the evidence
available at the time. They demand
rigorous proof of safety and efficacy;
they don’t require clairvoyance. The
California Court of Appeal’s ap-
proach lets state juries override
those contemporaneous judgments,
declaring after the fact that a com-
pany should have moved faster with
data that at the time didn’t justify
the leap. Judges and jurors are ill-
suited to referee such intricate scien-
tific and commercial calls. The
proper arena for weighing innova-
tion incentives against safety is the
federal regulatory process—not af-
ter-the-fact state tort suits.

California, a historic leader in
technology and life sciences, risks be-

coming the jurisdiction where tomor-
row’s cures are litigated into nonexis-
tence. Activists may cast a reversal of
the appeals court decision as a win
for drug companies at patients’ ex-
pense. But that is a false dichotomy.
Patients today enjoy longer, healthier
lives thanks to the iterative process
this lawsuit would penalize. The ear-
liest HIV therapies were crude and
toxic. Each refinement arrived be-
cause companies had room to experi-
ment, to fail and try again—without
fearing that every prudent pause
would invite a payday for lawyers.
Penalizing the scientific caution that
careful safety requires doesn’t speed
or improve cures.

The California Supreme Court has
a clear path forward. It can reaffirm
that product liability requires a de-
fective product or inadequate warn-
ing—not judicial oversight of R&D
timelines. It can safeguard the incen-
tives that have made American phar-
maceutical innovation the envy of
the world. And it can do so while
preserving every traditional tool for
holding companies accountable when
they truly cut corners on safety or
conceal known risks.

The stakes reach far beyond this
case. If California blesses liability for
the pace of innovation, other states
will feel the pull. The result won’t be
safer or faster drugs. It will be fewer
of both. Medical miracles depend on
risk-taking, not on risk-free litiga-
tion. California’s patients—and the
nation’s—deserve no less.

Mr. Andrews is general counsel
and vice president of litigation at the
Washington Legal Foundation.

By Cory L. Andrews

A California court holds a
pharmaceutical company
can be found liable for not
innovating quickly enough.

EDITORIAL AND CORPORATE HEADQUARTERS:
1211 Avenue of the Americas, New York, N.Y., 10036
Telephone 1-800-DOWJONES

Liz Harris, Managing Editor
David Crow, Deputy Editor in Chief
Aja Whitaker-Moore, Deputy Editor in Chief
Sarah Ball, Features; Elena Cherney, Senior
Editor; Dan Colarusso, Business, Finance,
Economics; Chip Cummins, Newswires;
Taneth Evans, Digital; Gordon Fairclough,

World; Alex Martin, Print & Writing;
Bruce Orwall, Enterprise; Damian Paletta,

Washington; Christopher S. Stewart,

Investigations; Maral Usefi, Video

Paul A. Gigot
Editor of the Editorial Page

Gerard Baker, Editor at Large

PUBLISHED SINCE 1889 BY DOW JONES & COMPANY
Lachlan Murdoch

Executive Chairman, News Corp
Rupert Murdoch

Chairman Emeritus, News Corp
Emma Tucker

Editor in Chief

Robert Thomson

Chief Executive Officer, News Corp
Almar Latour

Chief Executive Officer and Publisher



..
10 | WEDNESDAY, MAY 6, 2026 THE NEW YORK TIMES INTERNATIONAL EDITION

Opinion

Alfred Thayer Mahan, a 19th-century
naval officer and pre-eminent military
strategist, believed his young country
was destined to be great because of its
Navy. Toward the end of his service,
Mahan, then a U.S. Navy captain, wrote a
landmark book about the age of sailing
ships. Read avidly by kings, prime min-
isters and presidents — including Theo-
dore Roosevelt, Kaiser Wilhelm II and
the young Winston Churchill — the book
posited the idea of a free world anchored
by American sea power.

Mahan believed America needed a
large number of ships to fight decisive
battles and to keep sea lanes open and
international commerce flowing. This
vision, which was both humanitarian and
self-serving, soon came to pass, starting
with the Spanish-American War of 1898,

which Mahan avidly supported. After
World War II, the U.S. Navy possessed
some 7,000 vessels that went on to domi-
nate the oceans for the next half century.
The United States, with its blessed geog-
raphy fronting two oceans, had em-
barked upon its imperial destiny, with the
naval power to back up its values.

But there was a lurking paradox in this
sudden explosion of American power. As
Mahan wrote, “a peaceful, gain-loving
nation” like the United States “is not
farsighted, and farsightedness is needed
for adequate military preparation.”

More than 130 years after Mahan
wrote, the United States, in downsizing
military expenditures after conflicts and
fighting a series of distracting land wars
in the Middle East, has proved his maxim
well. The U.S. Navy is in decline relative
to its own history and to the growth of the
Chinese Navy, and has surrendered the
control of the world’s vital choke points
that it had at the beginning of the 21st
century. The South China Sea, through
which up to 40 percent of global maritime
trade passes, in addition to oil and natu-
ral gas, is now dominated by China. The
Strait of Bab-el-Mandeb, the crucial
transit point out of the Red Sea, is har-
assed by the Yemen-based Shiite
Houthis.

Now we can add the Strait of Hormuz
to the list. Just 21 nautical miles wide at
its narrowest, the strait offers oil tankers
and other large vessels only a limited
path through. Iran’s Islamic revolution-
ary regime, aided by a coastline of moun-
tains and coves, has managed to effec-
tively shut down the waterway with
drones, speedboats and mines. American
warships may be able to enforce a block-
ade, but the Navy still can’t open the
Strait. And even then, this concentration
of U.S. ships in the region is robbing the
Navy of assets it should be using to patrol
and project power in the Pacific. Whereas
in the past the United States could cover
all its bases or choke points, now in an
age of gradual decline it has to make
choices.

The global elite at watering holes like
Davos and Bilderberg could never have
prospered without the U.S. Navy, even if
members of this elite are unaware of the
fact. Though we live in the jet age, as
much as 80 percent to 90 percent of

global trade by tonnage is transported by
water. That means the seas have to be
relatively safe, especially around places
such as Hormuz. The recent struggles of
Dubai, an icon of globalization, demon-
strates just how fragile our world is and
always has been.

If the U.S. Navy doesn’t grow signifi-
cantly in size, the outcome could be
disastrous for the whole world. Free
trade, global capital flows and migration
— the root of America’s worldwide power
— would be impossible without a great
U.S. Navy. It’s that simple.

A DECADE AGO I SERVED on an advisory
panel to the chief of naval operations, and
often the themes of the discussions were
ship collisions, breakdowns and the
general difficulty of maintaining war-
ships, coupled with the rise of the Chi-
nese naval threat.

Moreover, as I learned as a teacher at
the U.S. Naval Academy during the Iraq
and Afghanistan wars, it was the navies

of China and India that had become avid
followers of Mahan. His ideas languished
somewhat at Annapolis, despite there
being a building named after him. While
the role of the U.S. Navy was, by then,
already publicly diminished, Beijing and
New Delhi were concentrating on naval
expansion and warfighting. To compen-
sate for its stagnating number of war-
ships, the U.S. Navy was intent on part-
nering with allied navies as a means to
mask its own relative decline.

In November 2007, in The Atlantic
magazine, I warned of the Navy’s “ele-
gant decline.” I emphasized that the
number of hulls in the water would even-
tually be more important than the num-
ber of boots on the ground. But naval
power was the furthest thing from peo-
ple’s minds amid all the fevered discus-
sions about counterinsurgency in Iraq
and Afghanistan and how to reverse the
downward trajectory of America’s for-
tunes in the chaotic deserts of the greater
Middle East.

This is troubling, since the most accu-
rate measure of U.S. national capacity
has always been sea power. The U.S.
Navy is America’s primary strategic
instrument, not its nuclear arsenal.
Nuclear weapons are like trophy items
that can never be used, according to
Western military doctrine since the end
of the Cold War, whereas the Navy is
America’s “away team,” as a Pentagon
official once told me. You can move an
aircraft carrier strike group — with its
cruisers, destroyers, frigates and sub-
marines, not to mention its thousands of
officers and sailors manning enough
weaponry to destroy a city — halfway
across the globe without a debate in
Congress or in the news media. You can’t
do that with land forces.

But it’s all frightfully expensive. A
single fully operational Ford-class nucle-
ar-powered aircraft carrier, with its up to
90 fighter jets and helicopters, costs
almost $20 billion. The United States
maintains 11 carriers at any one time. The
cost of a new ballistic missile submarine
can be over $10 billion, and that of a new
guided-missile destroyer well over $2
billion. The Navy operates roughly 70
submarines (most are cheaper attack
submarines, not ballistic missile subs)
and 80 destroyers, plus cruisers, frigates,

supply ships and more.
All these vessels get old and have to be

replaced every few decades. The cost of
maintaining America’s Navy, let alone
improving it or expanding it, is a matter
of trillions of dollars. It is no exaggeration
to say that the money spent on the wars
in Iraq and Afghanistan could have built
a whole new Navy.

The Yale historian Paul Kennedy in his
2022 book, “Victory at Sea,” shows how
America’s rise as a great power can be
told through the number of warships it
built. Whereas the Navy had under 800
ships at the beginning of World War II, it
had nearly 7,000 at the end, while the
other competing world navies had col-
lapsed or were severely reduced in size.
Now we have, at the latest measurement,
about 290 ships in active service. Though
they have vastly more firepower than the
fleet of the mid-20th century, only about a
third of them are deployed on the high
seas at any time, since another third is on
training maneuvers and another third is

undergoing repairs. By comparison, the
Chinese Navy has grown to around 400
ships, plus hundreds of supply vessels.
Though the quality of America’s Navy is
higher, China has been swiftly closing
that gap, too.

IT WAS DURING THE OBAMA ADMINISTRATION
that the Chinese intensified occupying
islands and smaller geographic features
in the South China Sea, as well as build-
ing military installations and deploying
more of their naval forces there. Because
the aggression has been so calibrated
and gradual, the U.S. Navy has had a
difficult time responding without seem-
ing to overreact and provoking conflict.
America still hasn’t quite figured out how

to deal with this
challenge.

Keep in mind
that as a fleet stag-
nates, quantity
increasingly equals
quality, since a
warship cannot be
in two places at
once. The U.S.
buildup near the
Strait of Hormuz
hurts America’s
deterrence against
China in the South
China Sea and near
Taiwan. And this is
to say nothing
about current U.S.

long deployments that have led to main-
tenance problems and put undue stress
on crews and their families. The Gerald
R. Ford, an aircraft carrier deployed in
the Middle East with a crew of over 4,500,
has been at sea for 10 months now, a
post-Cold War record.

It isn’t clear that America could build a
new Navy even if it had the funding and
political will. Over the decades, the num-
ber of private and public shipyards has
dropped, and the ones that remain have
increasing trouble retaining their work
force of welders and electricians, which
means the knowledge base for these
specialized shipbuilding skills shrinks
and ages. It hasn’t helped that in 2025 the
Navy canceled most of the Constellation-
class of frigates on account of enormous
cost overruns. The intractability of the

problem was a factor in Defense Secre-
tary Pete Hegseth’s recent firing of Navy
Secretary John Phelan, whom Mr.
Hegseth felt was not moving fast enough
to rebuild the fleet.

Amid all this, China’s naval buildup has
continued apace. Its efforts began in
earnest following the Clinton administra-
tion’s muscular deployment of not one
but two aircraft carrier strike groups
near the Taiwan Strait during a 1996
crisis. The Chinese were shocked at the
administration’s bold move, and deter-
mined that never again would they ap-
pear so weak and vulnerable. The result
is now a rival navy bigger than Ameri-
ca’s. The United States probably could
not get away today with a commensurate
show of force near Taiwan without pro-
voking armed conflict.

At the Bab-el-Mandeb Strait at the
mouth of the Red Sea, Yemeni Houthis, a
revivalist Shiite militia, have used drones
and missiles to attack nearby shipping.
The U.S. Navy, in an attempt to protect

the waterway, has fired missiles from its
destroyers nearby against the Houthis,
but it would take a larger war to solve the
problem. The Houthis can fight inexpen-
sively compared to America’s multi-
billion-dollar destroyers. The transfor-
mation of war also favors poorer states
and guerrilla groups.

IN THE MIDDLE OF THE 19TH CENTURY, the
British Royal Navy, acting in league with
the British East India Company, was able
to protect the Arab sheikhdoms and
emirates of the Persian Gulf. This en-
sured the safety of the trade route from
the Mediterranean to the crown colony of
India. The choke points were all secured
by virtue of European imperialism.

The Princeton scholar Aaron Fried-
berg argued in “The Weary Titan” that
the decline of the Royal Navy, the guaran-
tor of British imperial power, began at the
turn of the 20th century when it became
clear it couldn’t perform all its tasks
simultaneously. Britain thus began to
look for help across the Atlantic Ocean
just as Mahan was urging a greater U.S.
naval presence overseas. Because Brit-
ain (with all of its faults) had help from
another and bigger freedom-loving
Anglo-Saxon empire in the making (with
all of its faults), it could go on to win two
world wars even after half a century of
decline had set in.

We may not be so lucky. China and
Russia are revisionist rather than free-
dom-loving powers. Protecting a global
system against their intervention cannot
be done without a great, expanding Navy.
And the U.S. Navy is not expanding and is
increasingly stretched thin. (In his first
term, President Trump proposed a much
larger Navy with over 355 warships.
Whether any of this actually happens will
be determined by partisan politics and
available money in a debt-ridden econ-
omy. It doesn’t help that on account of Mr.
Trump’s vanity, he is insisting on a new
“Trump class” of battleships.)

The warming of the Arctic Ocean on
account of climate change will make the
situation more acute. China is already
directing naval energies toward the
Arctic. And Russia, a partly landlocked
power in the north — where its ports are
blocked by ice half the year — could see
its naval power increase significantly.

Any way you look, we are heading to-
ward an unstable multipolar envi-
ronment.

With the transformation of warfare
giving an advantage to weaker forces,
China’s rise as a great naval power, and
climate change favoring Russia, the U.S.
Navy in coming decades will be hard-
pressed to maintain its dominance. The
Iraq and Afghanistan wars were in many
ways disasters, but they supplied the
Army and Marine Corps with invaluable
lessons. By contrast, the Navy, virtually
abandoned in the public eye during a
decade of Middle East wars, has not
fought a fleet-level engagement since the
Battle of Leyte Gulf against the Japanese
near the Philippines in 1944.

America’s Navy may appear dominant
at the moment, especially amid Presi-
dent Trump’s and Defense Secretary
Pete Hegseth’s bluster and proposals for
more ships. But don’t be fooled.

The 1956 Suez Crisis has been invoked
as a comparison with America’s current

operation in the Persian Gulf. After all,
both involved principal maritime choke
points and the contest over who should
control them, Western forces or local
powers. Suez, moreover, was a military
success but a political failure. The
British, French and Israeli militaries
were able to control the canal zone, in a
bid to stave off Egyptian nationalization
of the waterway, but had to retreat in the
face of President Dwight Eisenhower’s
demands and the ability of Egypt’s
leader, Gamal Abdel Nasser, to rally his
population.

Though the final outcome of the Iran
war is still unknown, even if America
wins, it loses. The conflict is part of a
process of being militarily and economi-
cally distracted while China and Russia
threaten the global system.

Mahan was born in 1840 at West Point,
the son of a professor at the United
States Military Academy. His middle
name, Thayer, honors the “father of the
military academy,” Sylvanus Thayer,
who brought the institution up to modern
standards. His great, burgeoning Navy
may sound like a warmonger’s dream.
But Mahan was a realist. He wanted a
great fleet for a purpose, because he
believed in America’s spiritual mission.

What kind of world do we want to live
in? A world united by democracies that
uphold a certain standard of human
rights is incompatible with a weak Navy.
That’s because a stable, humane world
requires economic prosperity. That, in
turn, requires relatively unimpeded
intercontinental trade and commerce.
And that requires secure waterways.

Secure waterways helped make Amer-
ica great in the 20th century, and if Amer-
ica and the world are to continue to pros-
per, safe seas will be necessary through-
out the 21st. It is easy to say a coalition of
world navies can do this. The reality is
such a coalition requires a leader. If the
21st century is not to be impoverished,
Mahanian thinking will need to be at the
heart of it.

MOISES SAMAN/MAGNUM PHOTOS

A 19th-
century
military
strategist
should be
required
reading at
the Pentagon.

Robert D. Kaplan

The tragic decline of the American Navy

The Houthis 
can fight
inexpensively
compared to
America’s
multibillion-
dollar de-
stroyers. The
transformation
of war also
favors poorer
states and
guerrilla groups.

ROBERT D. KAPLAN is the author of the
forthcoming “China Whisperers: The
Voices That Have Shaped America’s
Views of Its Chief Geopolitical Rival.” He
is a distinguished senior lecturer at the
University of Texas, Austin.
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A military correspondent for The
Times of Israel, Emanuel Fabian,
began receiving death threats last
month. His offense: reporting that an
Iranian ballistic missile had struck
Israeli soil on March 10. Gamblers on
the prediction platform Polymarket
had wagered more than $14 million on
whether Iran would strike Israel on
that day, and those who stood to lose
flooded Mr. Fabian with demands that
he change his story — that he reframe
the missile as intercepted debris and
let them collect. Some offered him a
cut of their winnings. Mr. Fabian re-
fused and contacted the police.

The story seems absurd, but it may
become typical. Over the last few
months, traders placed bets on a raid
in Venezuela suspiciously close to the
actual event. (Recently, a U.S. Army
soldier was charged with using classi-
fied information to win more than
$400,000 from these wagers.) Hun-
dreds of millions of dollars poured into
Polymarket predicting when the
United States would strike Iran. The
monthly trading volume on prediction
platforms grew from under $100 mil-
lion at the start of 2024 to more than
$13 billion by the end of 2025. These
markets are no longer curiosities at

the fringe of finance.
Prediction market

companies argue
that they perform
something akin to a
public service: They
aggregate dispersed
knowledge about

global affairs and can outperform
traditional forecasting on elections,
conflicts and developing news. That
may be true. But as the money grows,
so do the incentives for manipulation
and intimidation.

Congress has begun to notice,
proposing legislation that would bar
elected officials from trading on predic-
tion markets and prohibit bets on
deaths or casualties, among other bills.
Last month, the White House warned
staff members not to place bets on
prediction markets. While these are
good first steps, they address only the
edges of the problem. What’s missing
is an approach that treats geopolitical
prediction markets for what they are:
tools that jeopardize security in many
countries by enabling the misuse of
classified information and distorting
how conflicts are reported.

While the U.S. Commodity Futures
Trading Commission enforces regula-
tions and surveils markets, its efforts
have focused largely on integrity is-
sues in traditional finance and sports
betting, not markets tied to war, intelli-
gence or geopolitical events. It lacks
enough personnel with intelligence
backgrounds and is not structured to
investigate cross-border or decentral-
ized platforms that fall outside stand-
ard regulatory boundaries. The sol-
dier’s arrest was possible because
Polymarket handed over necessary
information to the U.S. attorney’s
office. In cases when prediction mar-

kets are not centralized and don’t
cooperate with law enforcement, there
needs to be a dedicated watchdog
positioned to track and investigate this
kind of activity.

The tools for this sort of oversight
already exist. In Germany, a financial
regulator is using A.I. to identify suspi-
cious trading patterns. Machine-learn-
ing systems — standard in financial
compliance — can flag suspicious
timing and coordinated account entries
across large data sets in real time.
Applied to prediction markets, the
same approach could reveal the kinds
of warning signals that preceded the
Venezuela and Iran strikes.

The episode with Mr. Fabian, the
Israeli reporter, points to a deeper,
underexamined problem. When a bet
turns on how a journalist characterizes
an event — missile versus debris,
strike versus interception — traders
acquire a direct financial incentive to
pressure, threaten or bribe reporters to
alter the record. As trading volumes
grow, so will the incentives to coerce
and deceive not just journalists but the
analysts, officials and sources whose
words determine how bets settle. This
is a threat to the public’s access to
accurate information, and it has no
name yet in any regulatory proposal.

Mr. Fabian held firm and wrote
about what happened to him. The next
target may not have that platform.
Prediction markets that claim to ag-
gregate information cannot function
properly if participants are trying to
manipulate it.

These vulnerabilities point to one
conclusion: This is not a task that
existing financial regulators or intelli-
gence agencies can absorb through
minor adjustments. Geopolitical pre-
diction markets need real institutional
capacity.

Several supporting measures could
help a federal entity regulate predic-
tion markets. Security clearance pa-
perwork should ask applicants point-
blank whether they bet frequently on
prediction markets. Platforms should
be required to halt trading once an
outcome becomes publicly determined,
closing the window for last-minute
arbitrage. And the dispute resolution
process needs an independent adjudi-
cation body so contested payouts don’t
automatically become litigation.

Prediction markets are not going
away, and they may provide genuine
value: cleaner and faster signals and a
window into how risk is priced in real
time. But that value depends on the
integrity of the information these
markets reflect. When gamblers
threaten a military correspondent to
change his reporting, when insiders
trade on what the public doesn’t know,
and when a missile strike becomes a
disputed data point worth $14 million,
that information is compromised.

The threats Mr. Fabian received will
not be the last of their kind. Washing-
ton should govern betting markets as if
national security were at stake, be-
cause it is.

SEAN ANTHONY GUILLORY is the founder of
Betting Intelligence, which tracks activi-
ty on prediction markets. AMY J. NELSON

is the director of New America’s Future
Security Scenarios Lab.

We can reel
in prediction
markets.
Here’s how.
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A journalist. A missile.
$14 million on the line.
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MUMBAI, INDIA A standup comedian in
India posted a seemingly harmless
Instagram reel in March, parodying
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
overly familiar behavior when
he meets foreign leaders — the
prolonged bear hugs, the verbal
fumbles, the nervous bursts of
laughter.

A couple of weeks later, after
the video had amassed millions
of views, it was blocked by
Instagram. The same day, on X,
several other accounts popular
for their political satire and
memes were blocked under
Indian government pressure
after they criticized Delhi’s
handling of a cooking gas short-
age caused by the U.S.-Iran war,
or otherwise poked fun at Mr.
Modi.

Satire, it seems, is the latest
target of the Modi government’s
systematic muzzling of public
discourse in the world’s largest
democracy. Since his Bharatiya
Janata Party came to power in
2014, it has steadily eroded civil

liberties and
increased its
grip across
all layers of
society,
including
neutering
legacy
media that
has histori-
cally de-
manded
government

accountability. Now it is tighten-
ing control of the digital com-
mons, weaponizing the threat of
legal liability to ensure compli-
ance from Big Tech players
eager to maintain access to
India’s immense user base.

The worldwide reach of plat-
forms like X, Instagram and
Facebook makes what’s happen-
ing in India a global concern.
Mr. Modi’s government is build-
ing a potential template for
other countries that seek to
restrict online self-expression.

The Indian government’s
main weapon is the Information Tech-
nology Act. Originally enacted in 2000,
it empowers authorities to take down
online content deemed to pose a threat
to Indian sovereignty, security, public
order or foreign relations. It has been
used over the years by various Indian
administrations to target content criti-
cal of them.

Mr. Modi’s government has wielded
the act with increasing frequency and
strengthened it in recent years with a
series of amendments.

His administration has now pro-
posed new ones that take even more
explicit aim at ordinary internet users
who post — or merely share — online
content on news and current affairs.
That means if I, as an independent
journalist, put up an Instagram reel

critical of Mr. Modi’s policies, the post
— and perhaps my account — could be
blocked. Both the platform and I could
face legal repercussions. The Press
Club of India and the Internet Freedom
Foundation have warned that the
amendments will have far-reaching
consequences on free expression and
social media platforms in India.

This is a logical extension of the
ruling party’s throttling of free speech.
Its intimidation of the once-rambunc-
tious traditional Indian media has left
bloggers, YouTube content creators,
independent journalists and the aver-
age internet user to fill the gap in
holding the government accountable.
Now we, too, are being targeted.

In 2021 the government ordered
Twitter to shut down accounts that
criticized Mr. Modi over unpopular
new agricultural laws and related
widespread protests by farmers. The
laws were eventually repealed. Two
years later, the government blocked
online access to a BBC documentary
critical of Mr. Modi. Lately, the policing
has intensified: Last year, a 19-year-old

college student was arrested after
sharing a post that questioned the
official narrative of India’s brief mili-
tary conflict with Pakistan in May
2025, and in the past few months new
cases have resulted in independent
digital news outlets and popular sati-
rists being purged from social media.

This is sending a chill through soci-

ety, forcing citizens to weigh whether
speaking out is worth the risk. For
many, it isn’t.

The stakes are particularly high for
Muslims like me, who face constant
pressure in Mr. Modi’s Hindu-chauvin-
ist India to prove our patriotism even
as the ruling party weakens our voting
rights and otherwise marginalizes us.
When I share a political post on Insta-
gram, it is nearly always followed by a
panicked call from my parents, worried
about the legal repercussions. Every
word I write, including in this essay, is
tinged with fear. Like many others, I
have become less vocal on social me-
dia. With each passing day, our voices
are diminished.

Free speech in India is far from

being completely extinguished. The
political opposition proved its resil-
ience in the 2024 elections in which Mr.
Modi’s party lost its parliamentary
majority, and someday, Mr. Modi will
be gone. But even more liberal future
governments might find it hard to
resist the machinery of silence being
installed.

And what’s happening in India may
not stay in India. Freedom of online
expression has been under long-term
strain globally even in democracies
like the United States, where the
Trump administration has repeatedly
tried to squelch critical news coverage
and satirical content, and where Silicon
Valley executives have shown an in-
creasing willingness to please the
president.

India is showing where this leads:
Even in the world’s largest democracy,
when people are afraid to express
themselves, they don’t.

Arman Khan

ARMAN KHAN is a journalist and writer
based in Mumbai, India, and a former
executive editor at Vogue India.

India is pioneering 
a perilous model of web censorship

The Modi
administration’s
systematic
throttling of
free speech sets
a dangerous
precedent for
the world.
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Much of this same dynamic has
played out in Iran for the past two
months, although without the stagger-
ing cost in human lives. Certainly,
American and Israeli warplanes can
bomb Iran’s military infrastructure at
will — and they have, tens of thou-
sands of times — but no amount of
bombing can remove the primary
retaliatory weapon at its disposal.

On the contrary, Iran can continue to
mass-produce drones at a fraction of
the cost of the weapons being
produced by the other side. What Mr.
Trump calls his “excursion” in Iran has
already cost the United States at least
$25 billion, according to the Pentagon,
and significantly depleted its stockpile
of sophisticated missiles. That deple-
tion is already causing shortages in
other strategic arenas and could take
years to replenish. All the while, with
their cheap and plentiful drones —
assembling a top-of-the-line Sha-
hed-136 drone costs Iran an estimated
$35,000 — Iran continues to dictate the
terms in the Strait of Hormuz choke
point.

But what about continuing the
American naval blockade of the strait
or launching a ground assault on Iran’s
shores, as Trump has also periodically
proposed? Granted, matters might get
ugly, but surely this will lead to Ameri-
can victory and an end to the impasse,
right? Wrong. Build out an ironclad
blockade or put 50,000 American
troops on Persian Gulf beachheads,
and the Iranians will still retain the
ability to fire a drone over their heads
to hit an oil-laden tanker and paralyze
the global economy anew.

The future security of the Persian

Gulf now depends on the Trump ad-
ministration cutting a deal with the
regime in Tehran. Despite the presi-
dent’s assertion that “We have all the
cards,” almost the exact opposite is
true. It is Mr. Trump, rather, who is
increasingly motivated to cut a deal
and stanch the growing pain to the U.S.
economy — and his collapsing approv-
al ratings — at home. As a result, Iran
is likely to try to drag out negotiations
and extract greater concessions from
Mr. Trump in the process, knowing that
time is on its side.

Those concessions might involve a
lifting of the onerous “maximum pres-

sure” sanctions that
Mr. Trump imposed
on Iran during his
first term and re-
stored early in his
second, or repara-
tions for the destruc-
tion that the Ameri-
can and Israeli
bombing campaign
has inflicted. While a
chief point of con-
tention will be the
stores of enriched

uranium that remain, any final settle-
ment will almost certainly leave Iran
as the de facto gatekeeper of the
Persian Gulf — or, in other words, in a
far stronger position than before Mr.
Trump started this war.

The standoff in the Persian Gulf
underscores both a lasting and fright-
ening shift on the modern battlefield.
While specific, critically important
sites can undoubtedly be made drone-
proof — the White House, for example
— defensive shielding on a large scale
is impossible, as Israel has now discov-

ered with its much-vaunted and much-
punctured Iron Dome.

Given the simplicity and cost of the
weaponized drone, every one of the
world’s geographically strategic choke
points — the Panama and Suez Canals,
the Strait of Gibraltar and the airspace
over New York — is now vulnerable to
attack by a hostile force that has the
ability to build such a weapon and a
willingness to suffer the consequences.
Alarmist? Think of some of the apoca-
lyptic regimes or murderous guerrilla
groups of the recent past — the Baa-
der-Meinhof Gang in West Germany,
or the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia, or
bin Laden’s Al Qaeda — and imagine

what they might have done with a
$2,000 weaponized drone.

When the American attack on Iran
was launched in late February, the
name chosen for the operation, Epic
Fury, seemed an unusually apt descrip-
tion of the temperament of the man
ordering it. In pondering where that
military misadventure leaves both the
United States and the future security
of the world, a more fitting name might
be Operation Colossal Blunder.

Operation Epic Fury, meet Operation Colossal Blunder
ANDERSON, FROM PAGE 1
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