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SCreproach should be
wake-up call for CAQM

HE SOURCES of Delhi’s air pollution are well-known.

Studies have shown that vehicular exhaust, industrial

emissions, and dust from construction sites combine

with the fumes from seasonal farm fires to create the
national capital’s chronic public health hazard. Consensus has,
however, been elusive on pinpointing which pollutant con-
tributes how much, and at what time of the year, to the crisis.
This lack of clarity has often come in the way of targeted inter-
ventions. The Commission for Air Quality Monitoring (CAQM),
set up in 2020, was tasked to plug this breach. The persistence
of the poor air problem is a testament to the failure of the agency
of the Union environment ministry to deliver on its mandate.
On Tuesday, the Supreme Court pulled up the Commission for
“failing” to identify “the definite causes of the worsening AQI
or their long-term solution”.

AQI data show that Delhi’s poor air burden is not a seasonal
aberration butaround-the-year challenge that variesin intensity
across months, weeks, days, and even hours. Addressing the high
base pollutionlevel requires a decisive regulator with unwavering
attention towards the capital’s emission hotspots — industrial
sites, areas with congested traffic, constructionsites, and unpaved
roads. Such monitoring is not only necessary for swift policy re-
sponse, it’salso a precursor to generating real-time, granular data
that can identify emerging trends before they escalate into an
emergency. Continuous data streams can help align responses
across agencies, including traffic police, transport authorities,
municipal bodies and pollution control boards. But the lack of a
coordinated approach has often been the Achilles’ heel of pollu-
tion control in the country. In the five years since its inception,
the CAQM hasn’t stepped up adequately to this imperative. The
agency haslargely followed the tired, reactive approach of its pre-
decessor, the Supreme Court-appointed Environment Pollution
(Prevention and Control) Authority, in imposing bans and puni-
tive measures. Even here, the CAQM has been found wanting at
times, largely because the execution of its directives rests with
state pollution boards, municipal bodies and law-enforcing auth-
orities. Accountability has been the biggest casualty of this frag-
mented approach, whichisalsolackingin urgency.In September
lastyear, forinstance, the SC called out the CAQM because its sub-
committees had met only once in three months.

On Tuesday, the SC’s two-judge bench asked the CAQM to
quantify emissions by each polluting source and then planlong-
term solutions. The Court’s reproach should be awake-up call to
the pollution watchdog. It should also be amessage tothe Centre
to address the agency’s structural infirmities.

Economy grows faster,
but there are concerns

HE INDIAN economy is expected to grow at a healthy

74 per centin 2025-26, as per the first advance estimates

released by the National Statistics Office. Growth this

year is considerably higher than what many analysts,
including the RBI, had expected at the beginning of the year. As
theeconomy grew at 8 per cent in the first half of the year, the first
advance estimates suggest that the momentum is likely to slow
down in the second half, with growth expected at around 6.8 per
cent. This could be, in part, due to a likely slowing down of gov-
ernment spending and the impact of US President Donald
Trump’s tariffs on merchandise exports.

The disaggregated data shows that the sharpest acceleration
isinthe services sector. The sector is pegged to grow at 9.1 per cent
in 2025-26, up from 7.2 per cent in 2024-25, with all segments —
trade, hotels, transport and communication, financial, real estate
and professional services and public administration — growing
atafaster clip. Within the industrial segment, while manufactur-
ingfaresbetter, construction and utilities are growing at a slower
rate. On the other hand, both consumption and investment ac-
tivity are expected to grow at a healthy pace. But, even as growth
this year has accelerated, there are points of concern. Nominal
GDPis pegged togrow atjust 8 per cent. This is considerably lower
thanthe10.1per cent assumed in the Union budget. It would also
be the second consecutive year that nominal growth has been
lessthan 10 per cent. Slower nominal growth over time could have
implications for the government’s debt/deficit dynamics.

This GDPestimateis, however, based only on data thatis avail-
able till November. At the end of next month, the government
will release anew series of GDP estimates with 2022-23 asthe base
year. This revised series will not only involve changes in meth-
odology, but will also incorporate new and updated data sources.
Anew CPI series with base year 2024 will be released in February,
followed by a new series of the index of industrial production.
Theserevised series should address some of the criticism that has
been voiced over the estimates.

The slow and ambitious
cinema of Bela Tarr

ungarian filmmaker Bela Tarr, who died this week at

the age of 70, was a master of cinema as mesmerism.

The glacial pace of his films, with an average shot of

two and ahalf minutes, demand more than the audi-
ence’s attention; those used to films composed of two-and-half-
second shots have to prepare for total surrender. For, Tarr was a
man of both enormoustalent and toweringambition, committed
toputtinglifeitself on the screen, with all itsbeauty, banality and
tawdriness —an endeavour hardly conducive to the neat patterns
that mainstream cinema has trained viewers to expect.

Consider the punishing seven-and-a-halfhour runtime of his
1994 adaptation of Laszlo Krasznahorkai’s Satantango, about a
village that abandonsits life to follow a charlatan — the opening
shot, which follows a herd of cows over a muddy field, is over six
minutes long. Look at the lingering attention paid to the daily,
unremarkable actions of a coach-driver and his daughter in The
Turin Horse (2011), which takes off from the story about Nietzsche
breaking down at the sight of a horse being flogged. Or marvel at
how he turned Georges Simenon’s novel The Man from London
intoa meditation on guilt (2007). These films, with slow tracking
shots and richly textured frames, don’t offer jolts of adrenaline,
but a more enduring reward: An experience of immersion.

Yet, haunting as their images are — a girl with adead cat (Sa-
tantango), dogs sniffing around a wasteland of a town (Damna-
tion, 1988) — Tarr’s films are also shot through with the kind of
levity found in his frequent collaborator Krasznahorkai’s work.
Eliciting wry chuckles over human foibles and the dark comic
timing of fate, his films will last not only because of their artistry;,
but also the generosity of the vision that animates them.

Letplayers play, let diplomats do

THAROORTHINK

BY SHASHI THAROOR

HE INTERSECTION of sports
and diplomacy hasalwaysbeen
afraughtone, particularlyin our
corner of the world. Yet, the re-
cent reports of a BCCI directive
toexclude Bangladeshi cricketer Mustafizur
Rahman from the Indian Premier League
(where he had been recruited by Kolkata
Knight Readers) represent a troublingdepar-
ture from both sporting meritocracy and
strategic common sense. To conflate the
complex internal dynamics of Bangladesh
with somethinglike the state-sponsored hos-
tility of Pakistan is not merely a visceral over-
reaction; it is a diplomatic blunder that re-
veals a profound failure of imagination.
The decision to target an individual
sportsman like Rahman as a response to
political instability or reports of violence
across the border is, frankly, appalling. It is
an unnecessary politicisation of a sporting
event that undermines the very essence of
the IPL, a tournament built on a global con-
gregation of talent. When a player is vetted,
cleared, and placed in the auction pool by the
BCCI, hebecomes part of a professional eco-
system. To retroactively punish a franchise
for selecting a player found eligible by the
BCCI, or to force that player’s exit based on

his passport, is to diminish the league’s in-
tegrity.

We must address the elephant in the
room: The backdrop of strained tiesand the
deeply concerning reports of violence
against minorities in Bangladesh. As the
Chairperson of the Parliamentary Standing
Committee on External Affairs, I am well
aware of the delicate diplomatic tightrope
the Indian government must walk. Our ap-
proach must be one of firm but sensitive di-
plomatic and political management. Yes,
passions are high. Yes, there are groups in
Bangladesh whose actions are reprehensible
and should be curbed. Yes, Indiashould urge
the governmentto restore order and protect
minorities. But to respond with a blanket
boycott of their cricketers is to play into the
hands of the extremists.

Our goal should be to promote normalcy
and protect the voices of moderation. Thisis
nodoubt why External Affairs Minister S Jai-
shankar was in Dhaka last week to meet Ta-
rique Rahman, theleader of the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party and therefore the likely fu-
ture prime minister. We have also, nodoubt,
communicated to the governmentin Dhaka
thatbullyingand the intimidation of minor-
itiesin Bangladesh do not create an environ-
ment conducive to free and fair elections or
long-term stability. However, send-
ingablack-and-white message that
“every Bangladeshi playerisunwel-
come” is the wrong signal. It pun-
ishes the innocent for the sins of a

If we decide that Indian public
outrage against Bangladesh
determines eligibility, what

the work of diplomacy

Indian public outrage against Bangladesh
determines eligibility, what happens to
Bangladeshi Hindu cricketerslike Litton Das
or Soumya Sarkar? If they had been picked
this year, as they were in past IPLs, would
they too have been victimised by this reflex-
ive rage? If not, who are we punishing — a
country,anindividual, or hisreligion? By sig-
nalling that we are an intolerant country that
discriminates against Muslim Bangladeshis,
we are not protecting Hindu minorities; we
are abandoning the high ground.
Bangladesh is not Pakistan. Unlike our
neighbour to the west, Bangladesh has not
made the export of terror a pillar of state pol-
icy. While we have serious concerns and
areas of sharp disagreement, our relation-
ship is fundamentally different. It is a rela-
tionship of culture, of constructive negoti-
ation, of shared history, and of a common
futureinthe Bay of Bengal. Toimpose a “Pak-
istan-like” isolation on Bangladesh is to ig-
nore the nuances of geopolitics. You cannot
make a simple equation between the two.
Furthermore, thereisa moral question at
stake. Why must sports and cricket alone
beartheburden of social media outrage? We
continue to interact with Bangladesh
through trade, transit, electricity supply and
high-level diplomacy. Yet, we pickon alone
sportsman who has never con-
doned hate speech, never spoken
against India, and never acted as
anythingother than a professional
athlete. Who, exactly, are we victim-

fewand alienates a population with happens to Bangladeshi ising here?

whom we share deep cultural and Hindu cricketers like Litton Tomy mind, thisentire episode

economicties. reeksofadecision takenin hasteto
Consider the logical inconsist- Das or Soumya Sarkar? appease the loudest voices of social

ency ofthisstance. If we decide that

media outrage. It demeans us as a

nation by suggesting that our diplomacy is
so fragile that it can be upended by the pres-
ence of a left-arm pacer in a purple jersey. It
demeans our civilisational ethos of Vasud-
haiva Kutumbakam: We are not behaving
like a nation with a mind broad enough and
aheart bigenough.

Aswe look towards the future — includ-
ing the upcoming T20 World Cup, where
Bangladesh has officially requested that its
scheduled matches in India be relocated to
Sri Lanka —we must ask ourselves:Isthisthe
precedent we want to set? Are we prepared
toput the entire international cricketing cal-
endarand India’sstature asacricketing host
nation at the mercy of the latest trending
hashtag?

The Ministry of External Affairs often
chooses a path of strategic silence or
measured statements, and that is its pre-
rogative. Butascitizens and sportslovers, we
must stand up for the principle that the play-
ing field should remain a sanctuary for merit,
not a theatre for performative nationalism.
Letusengage with Bangladesh with the firm-
ness that our national interest requires, but
let us not sacrifice the spirit of the game on
the altar of political convenience. It is time
to let the players play and let the diplomats
dothe work of diplomacy. To do otherwiseis
notjustappalling, itis aself-inflicted wound
onIndia’sglobal image. Asacricket fan, Ilook
forward to watching the World Cup. BCCI,
don’t tarnish the trophy!

The writer is MP, Thiruvananthapuram,

Lok Sabha, and chairman, Parliamentary
Standing Committee on External Affairs, and
co-author of ‘Shadows Across the Playing Field:
The History of India-Pakistan Cricket’
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ROM CHILDHOOD, I carry a

memory both tender and vivid

ofthe gentle clip-clop of tongas

outside railway stations, their

worn wooden wheels turning
patiently, drawn by horses whose names
we never knew. We would climb aboard
as a family, and those slow rides offered
a sense of rhythm, simplicity,
and wonder.

Recently, that memory came rushing
back to me as I saw a photograph from
Gaza. A donkey-drawn cart creaked for-
ward under the weight of a fleeing family:
Three children clinging to their parents,
bags of belongings teetering in the back,
and the donkey pulling on, battered
and thin.

That image broke me. Not just for
what it shows of human suffering, but for
the silent resilience of the donkey, an ani-
mal often mocked and neglected, yet
carrying the unbearable burdens of war
and its aftermath.

And then, another image came to
mind of Joseph and Mary fleeing on a
donkey into Egypt with the infant Christ.
Thereis an old carol that speaks gently to
a tired animal, ‘Little donkey, little don-
key’, urging it onward along a cold and
difficult road, promising rest at the end
of the journey.

In Gaza, there is no such promise.
There is no Christmas or the joy of singing
for a new year. The good donkey moves
not toward Bethlehem but through
rubble and smoke.

The donkey does not speak, does not
choose, does not understand the abstrac-
tionsin whose name wars are waged. Yet
in its mute endurance, it exposes the
obscenity of a politics that blesses de-
struction while speaking the language of
security and destiny.

Anonymous and indispensable, the
donkey becomes the last symbol of un-
conditional care and the innocent voice-
less victims in a place where modern sys-
tems have collapsed, a silent labourer of
war for whom there is no manger waiting
at the end.

The donkey’s laborious journey
through devastation serves as a scathing
indictment of our technological hubris
and the vacuous rhetoric of international

intervention. This image would not be
out of place in the works of Franz Kafka
or Samuel Beckett, where the fragmenta-
tion of reason reveals the mute yet resil-
ient persistence of the powerless as the
sole bastion of hope. The contrast be-
tween the donkey’s steadfast compan-
ionship and the abandonment of
humanity by the machines of war
lays bare the bankruptcy of our claims
to civilisation.

In Gaza, the donkey indeed emerges
asasilent comrade in the struggle for sur-
vival. What devastates me most is the
helplessness of it all.

The image of children sitting in the
cart, innocent and wide-eyed, on their
way to nowhere. The father walking
alongside, powerless to protect them. The
donkey limping on, trying to do what it
was never asked to do.

And yet, the cart still carries a strange
cosiness. The children huddle together,
as if pretending this were just a journey
to a picnic, not exile.

The donkey walks, tired but unyield-
ing, as if it, too, is hoping for a warm
stable to welcome him on the other side
of misery.

In this cold, calculated, and unfeeling
world, it is the cart in Gaza that under-
scores what dignity looks like in ruins, in
movement, in endurance.

In an age obsessed with speed, where
gleaming machines like Maseratis, Por-
sches, Ferraris and drones are celebrated
as emblems of success and desire, the
donkey cart appears almost incongruous.

Though a relic in a world that wor-
ships acceleration, the cart resists the tyr-
anny of haste, moving not with urgency,
but symbolically suggesting the “politics
of slowness”.

I see a quiet, almost unbearable dig-
nity in theimage of the donkey. In a time
when human conscience lies buried be-
neath propaganda and spectacle, it is this
humble companion that bears the weight
of their survival and the cold, calculated
silence of a world that refuses to care.

The writer is former Professor
of Cultural and Literary Theory
and UGC Professor Emeritus at
Panjab University, Chandigarh
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VERY JANUARY, Jharkhand’s winter carries an old

question. What does it mean to remember a leader

whose imagination exceeded his time? Born on Ja-

nuary 3,1903, Jaipal Singh Munda is remembered as

Marang Gomke, the great leader. Yet public remem-
brance in India follows a curious economy. Some figures are rit-
ualised into safeicons, while others are quietly archived. Munda
belongs uneasily to the latter category.

Munda’s life defies tidy classification. Moving across worlds,
from mission schools and Oxford to international hockey fields,
princely administrations, and the Constituent Assembly, his tra-
jectory wasless one of social mobility than asustained challenge
tohierarchies of race, caste, and civilisation. An Adivasi intellec-
tual who moved with ease through global modernity, elite sport,
and constitutional politics, he used the authority these fields con-
ferred tospeak back to power. Asthe first Indian to earn an Oxford
Blue in hockey, and later captain of India’s gold medal-winning
team at the 1928 Amsterdam Olympics, he never mistook per-
sonal distinction for collective emancipation. Sporting achiev-
ement and administrative authority were, for him, instruments
rather than ends. The decisive turn came with Munda’s returnto
India, where Adivasi dispossession in Chotanagpur and Santhal
Parganas confronted him aslived reality rather than abstraction.
Aspresident of the Adivasi Mahasabha, he transformed dispersed
grievancesinto a coherent political vocabulary. Rejecting assimi-
lation into a nationalist mainstream, he demanded that the na-
tion reshape itself to accommodate its first inhabitants.

Thisinsistence found its clearest expression in the Constituent
Assembly. When Munda declared himself jungli, he was not ro-
manticising primitivism but exposing the civilisational arrogance
of nationalist discourse. Democracy, he argued, was not to be
taught to Adivasis, butlearned from them. His advocacy shaped
protective discrimination for Scheduled Tribes and infused con-
stitutional debates with an ethic of cultural plurality. Yet Munda
warned against symbolic inclusion without material justice. His
critique of prohibition demonstrated how abstract policy, when
detached from social life, can produce everyday violence.

The Jharkhand movement was the political extension of this
vision. The demand for a separate state was rooted in claims to
dignity, autonomy, and control over land and resources. That
Jharkhand emerged three decades after Munda’s death attests
to the persistence of this imagination. Yet its eventual form ex-
posed a stark limit: The extractive, outsider-dominated political
economy Munda warned against hardened over time, leaving
Adivasis nolonger even a demographic majority in the state.

Munda’slegacy survives in everyday idioms of resistance, on
the hockey fields of Jharkhand, and in assertions around the
Sarnareligion, land rights, and cultural recognition. Remembe-
ring him is a call to interrogation. Who speaks for the Adivasis?
What does development mean when it displaces those whobear
its costs? Munda offers no easy answers, but a method. Speak
from where you stand. Refuse erasure. Insist that the nation listen.

The writer is an academic fellow and
visiting faculty at NLSIU, Bengaluru
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THE PRIME Minister, Rajiv Gandhi, called
upon Indian scientists in New Delhi toin-
culcate management concepts in science
and technology and not to accept medi-
ocrity at any level. Addressing the con-
cluding session of the 73rd Indian Science
Congress, he said that what Indian
science and technology lacked was
management awareness.

Punjab’s steps tocurbterror

T N T -_ THE PUNJAB Government ordered drastic

it ae steps to curb terrorist activity which
: - claimed seven lives during the last 24
hours and prepared to meet any situation

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

arising out of the proposed “rasta roko”
stir of the All India Sikh Students Feder-
ation (AISSF) on January 10. The Chief
Minister of Punjab, Surjit Singh Barnala,
told a meeting of senior police officials
that he wanted “result-oriented” action to
curb terrorist violence.

AISSF not backing down

HARINDER SINGH Kahlon, convener of the
All India Sikh Students Federation (AISSF),
accepted the challenge of the Punjab
Chief Minister, Surjit Singh Barnala, and
declared that federation activists “will
hold up road traffic without fail in a peace-
fulmanner on January 10 in Punjab.” Ad-
dressing a press conference, Kahlon said

New Delhi

commando squads of 20 members each
had been constituted and sent to the 300
circle headquarters of the AISSF. He had
directed the squad members to get
underground immediately to avoid arrest.

Libya expectingIsraeliattack

MOST OF Tripoli was blacked out and an
aide to Libyan leader Muammar Gaddafi
predicted a US-aided Israeli strike against
Libya could come at any time. Libya
summoned East bloc diplomats to the
Foreign Ministry to brief them on the
situation. Libyan officials, in similar
meetings with envoys from Western
Europe, Africa and Asia, said they
expected Libya to be attacked.




THE INDIAN EXPRESS

© WHAT THE OTHERS SAY READ. THINK. SHARE.
The US cannot force regime 1 Scan the QR code to
change in Iran - again. ‘ : ‘ : ‘ : k. explore curated
— Haaretz, Israel aS a | editorials and opinions
*| from leading voices
o THURSDAY, JANUARY 8,2026 9
[ o [ [
A 2026 wish for criticism that In{ran, anew
[ ]
[ [
protesteris
1MPIroves polcy, proteCcets reioril e
speaking from
shorten processes, and scale delivery.
On agriculture and rural resilience, it is
easy to list distortions and conclude that l_ he 0 l d B a Z aa r
ey nothing can be fixed. The policy direction
5 b has moved toward targeted support and
= y - asset creation. Jal Jeevan Mission has pro-
: W ! vided tap water connections to more than
HARDEEP S PURI 12.5 crore rural households, improving

S WE step into 2026, public de-

bate in India should begin

with a little New Year disci-

pline. We should welcome

scrutiny, even sharp criticism,
but we should alsoinsist that the argument
carries responsibility. A republic of over 1.4
billion people cannot be reformed by cyni-
cism. Jobs, productivity, exports, and inclu-
sion are not easy at the best of times, and
progress comes through the unglamorous
grind of design, implementation, correc-
tion, and scale. A New Year is alsoa moment
to separate scepticism from pessimism.

In Beyond Good and Evil, Friedrich
Nietzsche wrote, in substance: “The phil-
osopher must be a creator of values, not a
mere critic or spectator. He must philos-
ophise from the standpoint of life, not
against it.” Public policy needs the same
temper. Critique is welcome, but it must be
tethered to evidence and the constraints of
governing a complex, diverse democracy.

In recent years, a genre of commentary
has emerged that markets doubt as soph-
istication. It reduces the work of reform to
caricature, treats every impetrfect transition
as proof of permanent failure, and offers a
familiar consolation: India is supposedly
doomed by its own policymakers. That pos-
ture weakens trust in statistics and mar-
kets, encourages fatalism amongentrepre-
neurs and investors, and hands outside
actors a ready-made script for pressuring
India in negotiations. Expertise must re-
main answerable to facts.

It is worrying to note that a few com-
mentators, who boast of a strong profes-
sional and academic background, have re-
sorted to such posturing. Some, whom I
have known personally and who have an-
chored their identity and credibility in
India, are now trying to make a career out
of badmouthing the country.

Their charge that India’s datasets are
uniquely unreliable sits uneasily with the
direction of travel. The GST created a na-

LETTERS
To THE EDITOR

Think long term

EVERYTHING IN natureisinter-
connected and interdependent; to
view the Aravalli ranges as sepatr-
ate from this system is antithetical
tothe very tenets of natureitself.
Asthe writer observes (“To save
Aravallis, thinklike a Mountain’,
IE, January 7), the Aravallis have
played aunique and
indispensable role in preserving
India’secological balance. To
prioritise short-term objectives
over long-term environmental
stability is not merely
shortsighted but diabolical,
and such an approach mustbe
firmly condemned.

Abhay Negi, Dehradun

Carbontax

It seemsunlikely that the EUwill
relenton CBAM. The US has
already set a precedent by impos-
ing unfair tariffs, and the WTO re-
mains largely dysfunctional.
Apart from immediate
negotiations, India must focus on
decarbonisation (‘After CBAM,
exporters need a helpinghand’, IE,
January 7). Operationalising the
domestic carbon market will allow
exportersto claimreductionsin
the carbon tax and shifting to
green hydrogen as a primary
energy source will reduce
emissions at the source.

Anany Mishra, Bhilai

US hypocrisy

The US detaining a sitting Vene-
zuelan president sets a perilous
precedent forinternational diplo-
macy. While Western powers were
quick to condemn violations of
sovereignty in Ukraine, their si-
lence on this operation is deafen-
ing (“The Donroe Doctrineand a
dangerous new world’, IE, Janu-
ary 7). This selective application of
the “rules-based order” exposes a
deep-seated hypocrisy, effectively
signalling to China that military
strength matters more than inter-
national law. Moreover, subjecting
aforeignleaderto domestic US
courts undermines the UN
Charter and the principle of sover-
eignimmunity. The conceptofa
global order is effectively dead.
Abhishek VS, Kayamkulam

tional invoice trail and a compliance cul-
ture that simply did not exist a decade ago.
Digital payments created another audit
footprint. In November 2025, UPI re-
corded 20 billion transactions worth over
Rs261akh crore. These are large, verifiable
systems, and they expand the space for
measurement, cross-checks, and course
correction.

Measured outcomes in welfare and in-
clusion further puncture this fatalism. NITI
Aayog’s National Multidimensional Pov-
erty Index shows almost 24 crore Indians
moved out of multidimensional poverty
between 2013-14 and 2022-23, with the inci-
dence falling from nearly 30 per cent to
about 11 per cent. Direct Benefit Transfer
tightened delivery, with cumulative
transfers crossing Rs 45 lakh crore in 2025
and savings of more than Rs 3.5 lakh crore
through leakage reduction over the DBT
period. Financial inclusion is now a mass
infrastructure, with over 56 crore
Jan Dhan accounts.

Reformsto financial discipline
have had visible effects. The gross

In recent years, a genre of
commentary has emerged

ILLUSTRATION: C R SASIKUMAR

Thejibe that India cannot build at scale
ignores what has changed in manufactur-
ing ecosystems. Under the Production
Linked Incentive programmes, realised in-
vestment crossed Rs 2 1akh crore across 14
sectors and employment generation of
over12]lakhjobs. Electronicsis the sharpest
illustration: Production crossed Rs 11 1akh
crore in 2024-25, mobile phone production
RsS.51akh crore, and mobile exports about
Rs 2 1akh crore.

Trade leverage is built by performance
and consistency, not by performative des-
pair. Total exports of goods and services hit
an all-time high of over $825 billion in 2024-
25. Inaworld of tariffs and protectionist re-
flexes, partners respond to capability.
India’s posture strengthens when it is seen
as a market that produces, trades, and ab-
sorbs at scale,and when it can credibly offer
diversified supply in sectors that matter.
Competitiveness is not secured by a

single scheme or ministry. Itisthe
cumulative effect of infrastruc-
ture, logistics, and administrative
reform. The gains are visiblein the

nonperforming asset ratio of thaF H.lar k.ets doubt as spread of industrial corridors, im-
scheduled commercial banks fell sophistication. It reduces proved freight connectivity, better
to 2.1 per cent in 2025, down from the work of reform to portlinkages, and integrated plan-

about 11.2 per cent in 2018. This
did not happen by wishful think-
ing. When critics say the state can-
not reform, this quiet turnaround
is the first answer.

caricature, treats every
imperfect transition as
proof of permanent failure

ning platforms that reduce the
cost of time. The point is not that
every bottleneck has vanished. It
isthat the state hasdemonstrated
the capability to build systems,

public health and reducing the time
burden on families.

The story of inclusion is also visible in
health, housing, and energy access. Ayush-
man Bharat has issued more than 42 crore
cards under PM-JAY. Under PM Awas, al-
most three crore houses have been com-
pleted. Under the PM Ujjwala Yojana, more
than 10 crore LPG connections have
brought cleaner cooking energy to house-
holds that were once trapped in smoke and
drudgery. These outcomes are the practical
foundation on which aspiration and pro-
ductivity can rest.

The most sweeping pessimism is often
reserved for states, as if a billion people
must be governed through a single tem-
plate. India’s federalism is noisy, but it is
also adaptive. Several states, especially
Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and
Rajasthan, have shown that better law and
order, faster clearances, and sustained in-
frastructure delivery can draw investment
and formaljobs. The Centre hasreinforced
this competitive federalism by building na-
tional platforms that states can plug into,
and by making reform data transparent
enough for citizens to judge performance.

India’s story is far from finished, and it
will always invite argument. The question
is the quality of the argument we choose.
When eminent professionals treat insinu-
ation as analysis, they weaken the very in-
stitutions that make reform possible. Nietz-
sche’s reminder is useful here. A serious
thinker creates values that help societies
live and improve. India has chosen the
harder path of execution, and it is the re-
sults, audited in numbers and feltin house-
holds, that will outlast any brief for despair.
In 2026, India should demand criticism
thatimproves policy, not commentary that
undermines confidence for applause. That
standard protectsreform, investment, and
democratic choice at home.

The author is the Union Minister for
Petroleum & Natural Gas, Government of India

RASHMI SADANA

EACHWINTER, Delhi’sdismal air quality is
framed as an emergency requiring short-
term fixes: Odd-even schemes, school clo-
sures, construction bans. But the air we
breathe is shaped less by these stop-gap
measures and more by our year-round,
everyday habits of movement, and theinfra-
structures that support them. How we get
around isnotapersonal choicesomuchasa
structural imposition. For this reason, the
Delhi government’s recently announced
plan to add more buses, revamp routes, and
increase the budget for regional rail and
metro lines deserves serious attention.
Transport is one of the main causes of
Delhi’s air pollution, and it is also one of the
few areas where policy can create real
change. The current government proposals,
which include electric buses and improved
coordination with the Metro, are not just
technical fixes. They are social interventions
that shape who moves easily through the
city, whobears the burden of pollu-
tion, and whose lives are con-
strained by distance and time.
Over 12 years of riding and re-
searching the Delhi Metro, docu-
mented in my book Metronama:

If Delhi is serious about
addressing air pollution, it
must treat public transport

landscape, compressing distance and creat-
ing a standard experience of travel from
centres to peripheries. It allowed a student
from Badarpur to imagine a future beyond
her neighbourhood, abarber from East Delhi
to get to work in a dignified manner, and
countless women to claim mobility.

Yet the Metro alone cannot bear the
weight of urban mobility needs or pollution
burdens. Buses still move far more people
across shorter and more irregular routes.
And when buses fail, due to overcrowding,
lack of a predictable schedule, or by their ab-
sence, people are pushed toward two-
wheelers, autos, and ride-hailing cabs, inten-
sifying congestion and emissions.

Besides carbon reduction, electric buses
running frequently and on predictable
schedules make public transport desirable
rather than a chore. A state-of-the-art bus
system signals that public transitisnot a re-
sidual service for those who cannot afford
private vehicles, but a civic good
worthy of investment. Thekeyisto
create anew structure where trans-
port optionsworkin concert. Metro
stations often sit amid chaotic
streetscapes, disconnected from

ScenesfromtheDelhiMetro,Icame notas a supplementary option bus stops, pedestrian infrastruc-
to see public transportnotonlyas  pyt as the backbone ofurban  ture.andlast-mileservices. Thisin-

infrastructure but as a trans-
formative social space thatledtoa
new culture of commuting. The
Metro also reorganised the urban

life. This means sustained
funding, not pilot projects

terface or “seam” between systems
is where many commuters give up
and turnto private vehicles or cabs.

There is also a larger political

To clean Delhi’s air,
change the way it moves

question. Road infrastructures benefit ami-
nority while spewing pollution onto the ma-
jority. The air pollution crisis highlights how
social and health outcomes are intertwined
across class, caste, and locality. Where cars
emit and take up space, public transport re-
distributes urban benefits by sharing space.
It makes the city accessible by translating
transport mobility into social mobility.

If Delhi is serious about addressing air
pollution, it must treat public transport not
as a supplementary option but as the back-
bone of urban life. This means sustained
funding, not pilot projects; fare policies that
prioritise affordability; and a cultural shift
away from equating mobility with private
ownership. It alsomeansresisting the temp-
tation to see electrification as a silver bullet.
Electricbuses runningin traffic-choked cor-
ridors still waste time and energy.

The pollution crisis demands multi-
pronged structural thinking. Cleaner air will
not come from asking people to stay home
for a week, but from making it easier and
more desirable for millions to move together
every day. Delhi has the beginning of such a
system. Thetaskistomake it seamless, equi-
table, and central to how we imagine and
enact the city’s future.

Sadana is a professor of anthropology
at George Mason University and author
of Hindi Heartland: The Political Life

of Literature in India
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RAMIN JAHANBEGLOO

HEISLAMICregimeinIranisexperiencingits most

significant nationwide protests since the 2022

“Woman, Life, Freedom” movement. The current

unrest, which began in late December, was trig-

gered by a severe economic crisis, but has rapidly
expanded into abroader challenge to the clerical establishment.
The protests were ignited by merchants in Tehran’s Grand Ba-
zaar after the Iranian rial hit a record low of approximately 1.45
million to the US dollar. Inflation has climbed above 40 per cent,
leaving many Iranians unable to afford basic goods. Bazaar
traders who are unable to compete with rivals benefiting from
state resources face significant challenges.

Since 1979, the Bazaar’s ability to absorb economic shocks
and find survival mechanisms has helped the Iranian regime
remain alive. But now, due to unprecedented economic fail-
ure, the Bazaar has abandoned its quietist stance in favour of
active resistance.

What started as gatherings by shopkeepers has now turned
into open protests and nighttime confrontations with the se-
curity forces beyond the Bazaar. Historically, the Bazaar has
played an important role in regime changes, from the Consti-
tutional Revolution 0f1906 to the overthrow of the Shah in 1979.
It is too early to tell if these protests will lead to major change,
but this time even the merchants, who are not frequent pro-
testers, are calling for regime change. The Iranian regime is
facing a severe economic crisis, international isolation, and an
inability to manage domestic challenges.

Strangely, though the Iranian regime maintains a coercive
grip on power, the ruling establishment is more fragile than ever.
While a major diplomatic impasse persists over its nuclear pro-
gramme, Iran continues to struggle with the reinstatement of
UN and stringent US sanctions. This pressure is coupled with
the Iranian people anticipating new Israeli military actions, fol-
lowing the 12-day war of June 2025. If US President Donald
Trumpdecidestojoin awar against Iran, it will likely have higher
casualties and cause
greater destruction.
This could trigger a se-
vere response from
Tehran: It maintainsan
arsenal of roughly 2,000
heavy ballistic missiles
and has previously tar-
geted US airbasesinthe
Middle East. Yet, ac-
cordingtothe Canadian
newspaper, National
Post, “theIsrael Defence
Forces are expediting
preparations for a
multi-front war with
Iraninlightoftheinter-
nalunrestintheIslamic
Republic.”

Iran is going
through a period of pro-
found “distortions” in-
fluenced directly by the fall of the Bashar al-Assad regime in
Syria and the weakening of the key proxies of the Iranian regime,
like Hezbollah and Hamas. As aresult, the current regime’s am-
bitions for regional hegemony are inhibited by socio-economic,
political, and generational crises. A crisis of legitimacy of the
Iranian regime in the eyes of the youth has weakened its ability
to project a consistent hegemonic influence. The women-led
protest within Iran has also shaped a serious threat to the he-
gemony of the rigid Islamic orthodoxy.

A new generation of Iranians, influenced by social media
and global connectivity, is demanding personal freedom, sec-
ularisation, and the ability to dream of a different future. This
generation, born between 1997 and 2012, known in Persian as
“Dahe Hashtadi”, (those from the Eighties), have nodirect mem-
ory of the Iranian Revolution or of the Pahlavi monarchy. Yet,
they view the Pahlavi eraasa “golden era” of modernisation and
significant economic and social advancements, when Iran was
open to the outside world.

These young Iranians blame their parents for replacing the
Shah’s regime with a clerical one that is corrupt and incompe-
tent. The Islamic regime, nearly five decades in power, is the
main cause of this paradigm shift. As a result, Iranian protests,
including the recent ones from the Bazaar, frequently feature
calls for the return of the Pahlavi dynasty. Nowadays, the pro-
tests are more frequently accompanied by slogans like “Javid
Shah” (Longlive the Shah). While no one can precisely forecast
the immediate future of the regime, one can describe Iran as
being in a state of revolt. Whether the revolt will escalate into a
full-scale revolution is the million-dollar question.
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The writer is director, Mahatma Gandhi Centre for
Nonviolence and Peace Studies, OP Jindal Global University

SAPTARSHI BASAK

WHEN US President Donald Trump an-
nounced an “extraordinary military oper-
ation” in Venezuela, did it sound eerily
similar to the phrase “special military op-
eration” used by Russia’s President Vladi-
mir Putin in February 2022 to launch the
invasion of Ukraine? What about the fact
that the US forces moved swiftly to seize
Venezuela’s President Nicolas Maduro and
fly him to the US to face trial? Russia, too,
in the opening months of the war, mounted
a rapid thrust towards Kyiv, hoping to de-
capitate Ukraine’s leadership, but was
pushed back. Consider also that both tar-
geted countries are rich in strategic re-

Russia, Chinaand the Trump template

sources: Trump has already said that
American oil companies will assume con-
trol of Venezuela’s oil infrastructure, while
Putin has said that Russia is ready to work
with partners — including the US — to de-
velop (exploit) critical minerals in Russian-
occupied eastern Ukraine. If these points
of comparison feel too close, it is because
they are — unilateral acts of aggression in
brazen defiance of international law.
Moscow and Beijing have both ex-
pressed “shock” at Washington’s brazen-
ness. Russia called the US strike “deeply
concerning and condemnable,” even as,
just a day earlier, a woman and a three-
year-old child were killed in a Russian mis-
sile strike on Kharkiv. China condemned
“the use of force by the US against a sover-
eign country” in the same week it fired
dozens of rockets towards Taiwan and de-

ployed a large fleet of warships and aircraft
near the island. And get this: At the post-
operation press conference, Trump said he
was “not thrilled with Putin” because he is
“killingtoo many people”. The hypocrisy is
baffling. With its illegal military operation
in Venezuela, the US has handed Russia,
China, and any willing country a blueprint
for removing unfriendly leaders by force.
Trump has also done Putin and Xi Jinping
ahuge favour: Both can now project them-

Withits illegal military operation
in Venezuela, the US has handed
Russia, China, and any willing
country a blueprint for removing
unfriendly leaders by force

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

selves as defenders of sovereignty while
justifying illegal acts of aggression and
feign shock when others do the same.
China claims democratically governed
Taiwan as its own and nearly all of the
South China Sea. Should it launch a strike
against Taipei, replicating Washington’s
“shock-and-awe” operation — targeting the
central leadership using special forces and
installing a friendly regime — Trump has
already surrendered any moral and legal
ground the US could use to rally the world
in Taiwan’s defence. Beijing may also em-
ploy such tactics against “unfriendly”
leaders of other countries in the region to
consolidate its sphere of influence.
Trump, who has revived the Monroe
Doctrine which argued for dominance in
the Western Hemisphere and suggested
that the US should respect other spheres of

New Delhi

influence, seems fine with the great powers
carving out their own territories. The US Na-
tional Security Strategy released just weeks
ago, elevated the Western Hemisphere asa
dominant priority and called for a military
posture to pursue it. If Xi decides to view a
Taiwanese president as dangerous to Chi-
nese interests, could he not then cite this
doctrine to escalate military action in what
hesees as his own backyard? Trump openly
threatens Greenland, Colombia, and Cuba.
Any realistic peace plan for Ukraine in the
near future is likely to concede the Donbas
to Russia. The degeneration from a rules-
based order to one defined by competing
spheres of influence backed by the use of
force is picking up pace.

The writer is deputy copy editor, The Indian
Express. saptarishi.basak@expressindia.com
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Turkman Gate:
Mughal gateway
tositeof adark
chapter during
the Emergency

Adrija Roychowdhury
New Delhi, January 7

A SQUAT Mughal-era gateway of battered stone and plaster,
Turkman Gate stands plain and austere amid the dense lanes
of old Delhi. The nearby area has been roiled by protests over
ademolition drive, reviving memories of asimilar drive at the
same site nearly five decades ago — one that became a tragic
flashpoint of the Emergency imposed by Prime Minister In-
dira Gandhi. The gate, however, has occupied a distinctive
place in the city’s history for centuries.

Turkman Gate in Delhi’s history

Turkman Gate was constructed in the 17th century during
the reign of Mughal emperor Shah Jahan, when he founded
his new capital at Shahjahanabad. The ssite’s historical signifi-
cance predates him and is rooted in a period when Delhi was
a centre of Sufism.

Historian Swapna Liddle told The Indian Express that the
road from Fatepuri Masjid to Turkman Gate was an important
pre-existing thoroughfare. “It was beside this road that a Sufi
saint called Shah Turkman Bayabani lived and was buried,”
Liddle said.

When Shahjahanabad’s city walls were laid out, these older
areas were enclosed within them. The gate built nearest to
Shah Turkman’s shrine came to be known as Turkman Dar-
waza, or Turkman Gate. Adjacent
to the shrine is the grave tradi-
tionally identified as that of the
13th-century ruler Razia Sultan, the
only woman ruler of the Delhi Sul-
tanate.

Little is known about Shah
Turkman. But Liddle says the
burial of Razia Sultan beside his
shrine and the naming of a Mughal
gateway after him indicate the rev-
erence he commanded.

After the uprising of 1857, British
authorities demolished sections of
the city walls on either side of the
gate. In the early 20th century,
further portions were removed to
facilitate commercial expansion.
The gate remained standing.

Turkman Gate was built
inthe 17th century in
Delhi. FiLE

Turkman Gate during the Emergency

In April 1976, the old walled city — home to a predomi-
nantly Muslim population — became a major target of Sanjay
Gandhi’s controversial “beautification” drive. In his memoir
of the Emergency, economist Ashok Chakravarti wrote that
Sanjay Gandhi visited Turkman Gate earlier that year and was
angered by the hostile reception.

The first bulldozer arrived on April 13, 1976. Initial demo-
litions of outlying hutments met with little resistance. Soon
after, a family-planning clinic was opened less than 2 km away
at Dujana House near Jama Masjid.

“People of the area watched in horror as beggars were
rounded upin the streets and bundled into abasement clinic,
from which some never emerged,” anthropologist Emma
Tarlo wrote in Unsettling Memories: Narratives of the Emerg-
encyin Delhi (2003).

Atthesametime, workers from a nearby lace factory resolved
to mobilise residents. On April 19, when bulldozers advanced
deeperinto the neighbourhood, protesters attacked the family-
planning centre. Police responded with tear gas, lathi charges
—and firing. That night, bulldozers were sent in tocomplete the
demolitions. According to Chakravarti’s account, the rubble was
cleared — along with the bodies of the dead and injured — and
disposed of. “The screams of those who were injured or trapped
in the rubble could not be heard over the roaring and clanking
of the machines. There was no pity, no respite,” he wrote.

Demolitions continued for nearly ten more days. Research
and survivor accounts have estimated the death toll at around
400, with over 1,000 injured. No one was ever punished.
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Why silver prices surfed

a160% wave in 2025

—
SIDDHARTH UPASANI

AFTER A 160%-plus rise in 2025, the price
of silver has continued to surge this year,
with the first week of 2026 seeing an in-
crease of more than 7%.

The year 2025 also witnessed record
highs for gold prices. This was largely
driven by dented investor confidence due
toglobal trade tensions and continued eas-
ing of interest rates by the US Federal Re-
serve. The reasons behind silver's rise are
similar, but also different.

Unlike gold, which is primarily pur-
chased by households and central banks as
a store of value and investment, silver ac-
tually has inherent physical properties that
make it akey componentinthe manufacture
of items, such as batteries and solar panels.
These sectors are not only in vogue now but
will be crucial to the future of humanity:.

The “bedrock of demand” for silver also
includes artificial intelligence.

“Artificial intelligence remains a power-
ful demand source for silver. Investment in
Al-related industriesisincreasingsilver de-
mand over a wide scale of applications, in-
cluding smart grid infrastructure and data
transmission. Investment levels lead us to
view Al-related silver demand as a growth
source for the next several years,” James
Steel, Chief Precious Metals Analyst at in-
vestment bank HSBC, said on Wednesday.

Silver is also used to make jewellery and
coins. Thatiswhy buyers and their reasons
to purchase silver are more varied than
those of gold.

US and China

The supply of silver is also different
from gold. Primarily a byproduct when
other minerals are mined, silver’s supply
hasnot moved tomatch theincreaseinde-
mand from various quarters, includingin-
dustry, for several years.

More proximate supply-side reasons for
the jump in price of silver include the
metal’s inclusion in certain ‘lists’. In No-
vember, the United States added silver to
its list of critical minerals. Revised every

o LAW

Unlike gold, silver is akey
component in manufacturing of

items like batteries, which are
crucial for humanity’s future
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three years by the US Geological Survey
(USGS), the list is key to deciding govern-
ment financing for projects and the min-
erals that may become a part of the Presi-
dent Donald Trump administration’s
Section 232 tariff review. In addition to
silver, nine others were added to thelistin
November, taking the total number to 60.

“New data and the updated methodol-
ogy have provided a more refined analysis
of criticality. The updated methodology in-
corporates potential economic impacts of
supply chain disruptions and examines
over 1,200 potential disruption scenarios.
Those refinementsled to the USGS recom-
mending the addition of ten minerals tothe
List,” the USGS said in early November.

Even before the addition of silver to the
critical mineralslist, stockpiles of the metal
inthe USwere spiralling tounprecedented
levels due to tariff fears. According to the
CME Group’s Commodity Exchange, the
inventory of silver had risen to 531 million
ounces in late September, up 74% from a
year ago. Currently, the stockpile is at 449
million ounces, triple the usual levels. (One
ounce is equal to 28 grams).

Then there are China’s new rare metals
export restrictions, covering the next two
years, that came into force on January 1.
Silver being part of the list has caused con-
cern among its users.

Fear of missing out
The stockpiling in the US also created

Supply
shortage

The shortage of
physical silver in
London by
October20251ed
to prices
skyrocketing,.

Last year, the
price of copper
alsoincreased
and crossed the
$12,000-a-tonne
mark for the first
timein
December.

supply mismatches in key markets such
as London, where the global price of the
metal is decided. Shortage of actual,
physical silver in London by October last
year — around Diwali — led to prices sky-
rocketing.

In the case of gold, India is usually the
reason for big price movements. However,
in 2025, silver was dragged into the craze
too. Switzerland-based Bank for Interna-
tional Settlements, an organisation of cen-
tral banks from around the world, in De-
cember said that “trend-chasing investors
—notably retail - might have sought to capi-
talise on gold’s momentum by engaging in
speculative behaviour”.

Indians’ investments in gold and silver
exchange traded funds (ETFs) — mutual
funds that invest in these commodities —
have been on therise. Data from the Associ-
ation of Mutual Funds in India (AMFI)
shows that inflows into just silver ETFs in
September 2025 stood at Rs 5,342 crore. In
2024, the inflows were likely much smaller,
considering AMFI did not even disclose the
number back then. But to put the rise in
perspective, inflowsinto gold ETFs —a far
more popular category — in September
2024 were just Rs 1,233 crore.

“Gold and Silver ETFs together consti-
tute 71.9 per cent of the total passive fund
flow, highlighting investors’ growing pref-
erence for precious metals as a portfolio di-
versifier amid global market volatility,”
AMFThad said in its monthly note for Sep-

tember 2025.

When new ETF units are created by mu-
tual fund houses, they must buy physical
silver. What ensues is a self-fulfilling proph-
ecy of sorts: a shortage of silver — in Lon-
don and India — led prices to rise, which
made people want to buy more of the metal
asthey feared missing out on the opportun-
ity, which made prices rise further. Some
mutual funds decided the price risk was not
worth it and stopped accepting fresh in-
vestments.

Varun Gupta, chief executive officer at
Groww Mutual Fund, wrote on LinkedIn in
mid-October, “Due to an acute shortage of
physical silver, domestic prices are now
tradingata 5-12 per cent premium to inter-
national benchmarks. In effect, Indian in-
vestors are currently paying significantly
more than global fair value because of
supply constraints in the local market...
Continuing to accept new lump-sum in-
vestments at this stage would mean de-
ploying fresh inflows at temporarily elev-
ated prices, which could correct once the
premium normalises”. He added that
Groww had decided to temporarily pause
new lump-sum investments in its silver
ETF Fund of Fund.

Money flowing into silver ETFs de-
clined in October (Rs 3,412 crore) and No-
vember (Rs 2,154 crore), according to AMFT.

Commoditieson therise

Gold and silver are not the only metals
to have risen in 2025. Copper prices also
surged and crossed the $12,000-a-tonne
marKk for the first time in December due to
the same concerns as those faced by silver:
US tariffs and shortages. The weakening of
the US dollar has alsoled to the adoption of
the so-called ‘debasement trade’, which in-
volves buying assets such as gold, silver, bit-
coin, and industrial metals in the expecta-
tion that they will become dearer and
provide insulation from falling currencies.

According to ANZ, “the bullish case re-
mains intact for gold and silver” in the first
half of 2026.

“Easing monetary policy, fiscal con-
cerns, geopolitical riskand waning trustin
US assets continue to support investment
in real assets,” commodity strategists Soni
Kumari and Daniel Hynes wrote in a De-
cember 15 note, although they warned that
“volatility is expected to remain high fol-
lowing this year’s price surge”.

Contested history of TN hill where HC allowed lamp ceremony

Amaal Sheikh
New Delhi, January 7

A DIVISION Bench of the Madras High
Court on Tuesday settled the dispute over
thelighting of the ceremonial lamp for Kar-
thigai Deepam at a stone pillar on Thiru-
parankundram hill near Madurai.

One hill, multiple identities

Situated on the outskirts of Madurai,
Thiruparankundram hill is 1,050 ft high,
and houses at its base the Arulmigu Subra-
manian Swamy Cave Temple, a site of
Hinduworship for centuries. Over time, the
hill also became home to Jain rock beds
and caves carved over many centuries. At
the summiit lies the burial site of the Sufi
saint Sikkandar Badhusha, where adargah
later developed.

Thus, the hill became known as “Sa-
manar Hill” for its Jain associations and
“Sikkandar Hill” after the Sufi saint. It has
also been a site that regularly requires po-
lice deployment during festivals, when
questions of access and movement tend
to surface.

Following a dispute over the title of the
hill, the trial court in 1923 ruled that most
of the unoccupied hill and the pilgrim path
were temple property, while the topmost
peak, the area around the mosque, Nellith-

ope, and the steps leading to the mosque
were Muslim property. This arrangement
became the basis for later disputes.

Lighting of the deepam

Attempts to light a ceremonial lamp
near the summit were stopped by author-
ities in the 19th and early 20th centuries,
citing the absence of established custom
and public order concerns. In 1996, the
High Court directed that the Karthigai
Deepam be lit at the Uchipillaiyar Temple

Aview of the
Thirupparankundram
hillin Madurai. pri
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mandapam, while allowing the Devastha-
nam to consider alternate locations, pro-
vided the “suitable place [is] at least 15
metres away from the Dargah, the flight of
steps and the Nellithope area.”

Against this backdrop, a group of wor-
shippers approached the court in late No-
vember 2025 seeking permission to light
the Karthigai Deepam on December 3 at a
stone pillar on the hill known locally asthe
“Deepathoon.”

A single judge allowed the petitions on

December 1, viewing the act as a restora-
tion of religious practice and directing the
temple management to light the lamp with
police assistance.

When the temple’s executive officer ex-
pressed difficulty in implementing the
order, citing law-and-order concerns, the
judge initiated contempt proceedings and
permitted a small team to climb the hill
under security covetr.

Following a challenge by the state and
the Hindu Religious and Charitable En-
dowments Department, the Division
Bench on Tuesday ruled that the structure
was a Deepathoon, noting that it had a
carved cavity capable of holding oil and
wicks, and rejected the state’s claim that it
was merely a survey marker.

On law and order, the court said the ad-
ministration’s apprehensions were “no-
thingbut animaginary ghost,” adding that
allowing a small team of temple officials to
go up the hill once a year could not be con-
sidered unmanageable. The court also
modified the Single Judge’s order, directing
that the Devasthanam may light the lamp
at the Deepathoon only through a limited
team, with no public access. The District
Collector was asked to coordinate the exer-
cise, subject to conditions imposed by the
Archaeological Survey of India to protect
the monument.
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In relaxing Gujarat liquor law, tightrope of foreign investment, local sentiment

LEENA MISRA

“AFTER A hard day’s work, what does one
wish for? A good drink, and maybe towatch
agame of football,” adiplomat from a west-
ern country told this newspaper in 2023,
while on a visit to Gujarat. His country has
made huge investments in the Gujarat In-
ternational Finance Tec-City (GIFT City),
envisioned as a global financial hub near
Ahmedabad, and partnered with the state
government for the flagship Vibrant Guja-
rat summits.

The diplomat was not alone in his
views —in 2022, the Singapore High Com-
missioner to India, Simon Wong, de-

scribed GIFT City as a “ghost town after
working hours” in an interview with The
Indian Express.

Gujarat has been a dry state ever since
its formation on May 1, 1960. In December
2023, the government made a landmark
change to its decades-old policy by selec-
tively lifting the prohibition law. It allowed
serving liquor at ‘wine and dine’ areas in
GIFT City via permits.

Last month, the state home department
further relaxed the law ahead of Christmas
to allow the sale of liquor in any ‘Food &
Beverage’ area, including hotel rooms and
terraces, in GIFT City. The move marksthe
latest chapter in the tussle between Guja-
rat’s prohibition law and the removal of
what is seen as a deterrent to investors.

Thelaw

When Gujarat was carved out of the er-
stwhile Bombay State, it inherited a 1949
prohibition law. Attempts to relax the law

often invited protests from Gandhian ac-
tivists and women’s rights groups.

Thus, even as the state made certain
changes under then Chief Minister Nar-
endra Modi (2001-14), largely to attract for-
eign investments, it also tightened surveil-
lance on smuggling of liquor and
introduced stringent punishments.

In 2005, non-residents of Gujarat were
allowed three-year drinking permits in its
20 Special Economic Zones (SEZs) if they
were above the age of 21. Before this, people
could apply for a health permit to drink if
they were above the age of 40 years.

Four yearslater, after ahooch tragedy left
156 people dead, thelawwas amended toin-
troduce the death penalty in cases where
casualties were caused by toxic alcohol.

The Director of Prohibition and Excise
issued over 45,500 health permits in 2025,
sources said. In comparison, IMFL worth
around Rs 250 crore is seized every year,
usually smuggled from Haryana, Rajas-

than, Goa, and Maharashtra.

In 2016, a punishment of a minimum of
twoyearsinjail that could goupto10 years
for drinking and possession of alcohol was
brought in. Drinking in public places can
attractaminimum imprisonment of up to
six months.

Role of Vibrant Gujarat

All moves to relax the prohibition law
thus far have been made in the months
preceding the biennial Vibrant Gujarat in-
vestor summits.

In December 2006, ahead of the third
Vibrant Gujarat summit, the government
allowed group permitsto foreign delegates,
authorising 29 hotels with licensed wine
shopstoissue liquor permits to guests, with
certain limitations.

In 2015, asthe state prepared to host the
Pravasi Bharatiya Divas and the Vibrant
Gujarat summit, the government dropped
the minimum annual salary requirement

epaper.indianexpress.com .- .

of Rs 3 lakh per year as a qualifier for the
health permit.

Alcoholstill a taboo

The relaxations notwithstanding, con-
sumingalcohol in Gujarat remains a taboo.
Recently, the CEO and Managing Director
of GIFT City, Sanjay Kaul, said the prohib-
itionlawwas an “excuse” for those who any-
way did not want to do business in Gujarat.

Also, despite thelongstanding concept of
health permits, which allows individuals to
drink privately with another permit holder,
such people would be termed darudiyo
(drunkard)inthe application forms. Thisde-
scriptor was officially changed in 2014.

In GIFT City, which hasaround 700 com-
panies employing almost 25,000 people,
only around 700 permits were issued in the
first year of the relaxation. Employees found
the process “too cumbersome”, pushing the
government to reduce one bureaucraticlevel
for the permit application.

New Delhi

A source at GIFT City said, “The cost of
liquor here is higher than in other states.
Earlier, the Liquor Access Permit holder
could only drink in the wine and dine area
and take one guest, which was raised to five
later. Now, one can get temporary permits
for 25 guests at a time.”

Nodebatein Assembly so far

None of the amendments to the prohib-
ition law hasundergone debates in the state
Assembly, dominated by the BJP for almost
three decades. Given the social attitudes
around alcohol, political leaders have
largely praised the dry laws.

Atop BJP functionary said on condition
of anonymity, “Sometimes when there are
issuesthat could impact a particular class, or
law and order, discussion on themis avoided
(inthe Assembly). However,inademocracy,
there is always a possibility for debate.”

LONGER VERSION
INDIANEXPRESS.COM/EXPLAINED
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MULTIPLE HURDLES IN THE PLANS TO EXPAND VENEZUELA'S VAST BUT STRUGGLING OIL SECTOR

AS Trump eyes US investments,
Venezuelan oil may be ahardsell

Anil Sasi
New Delhi, January7

VENEZUELA MAY not be the
great prize for foreign oil com-
panies it is being made out to
be. And even American petro-
leum majors are not exactly
salivating at the prospect.

To crowd in investor inter-
est after the capture of Vene-
zuelan President Nicolas Ma-
duro, US Energy Secretary
Chris Wright is set to meet US
oil-industry executives on
Wednesday to discuss the
American administration’s
plans to revive Venezuela’s
energy sector at the Goldman
Sachs Energy Conference in
Miami. A follow-up meeting is
likely in the White House on
Friday, where executives from
American oil companies such
as Exxon, Chevron and Cono-
coPhillips are likely to be
briefed on the Venezuela op-
portunity.

US President Donald
Trump said Tuesday that Vene-
zuela would supply between
“30 million and 50 million bar-
rels of oil to the US”.

While Venezuela holds the
world’slargest oil reserves, it ac-
counts for less than 1 per cent of
global production. The poten-
tial on paper aside, there are
multiple hurdles in the Trump
administration’s plans to ex-
pand the country’s vast but
struggling oil sector.

Multiple interests

Venezuelan oil is currently
going to primarily one buyer —
China. From the middle of 2024
to December 2025, Beijing has
substantially jacked up its pur-
chases of Venezuelan oil, along-
side its stockpiling of Iranian
crude. The big challenge for
those who plan to enter the up-
stream business is to find a

IndiGo starts
receiving A321
XLR;toreplace

Turkish Boeing 777
onlstanbulflights

New Delhi: IndiGo will replace
its damp-leased wide-body
Boeing 777 aircraft on the Delhi-
Istanbul and Mumbai-Istanbul
routes with its new Airbus A321
XLR long-range narrow-body
planes that the airline began in-
ducting on Wednesday. The
lease on two Boeing 777 aircraft
that are among the planes In-
diGo has on lease from Turkish
carriers is valid only till the end
of February, and will not be ex-
tended, regulator Directorate
General of Civil Aviation (DGCA)
had said last month.

IndiGo’s first A321 XLR,
whichisalsoIndia’s first aircraft
of the type, landed in Delhi on
Wednesday.

The airline will launch its
flights to Athens from Mumbai
and Delhi using this aircraftlater
this month. IndiGo said that it
expects another eight planes
fromitsorderof40 A321 XLRsto
be delivered this year, which will
first be deployed on existing
routes such as those to Istanbul
and Bali (Indonesia). As more
A321 XLRs join its fleet, the air-
line will also launch flights on
new long-haul routes to Europe
and East Asia, it said. ENS

US President Donald Trump dances as he walks off stage after
speaking to House Republican lawmakers during their annual
policy retreat in Washington on Tuesday. AP

buyer in the oil market now,
amid a significant oversupply
and sluggish forward price
trends.

Petroleos de Venezuela, S.A.
or PDVSA, the state-owned oil
and gas company of Venezuela,
is now partly run by that

had to, in the past, book losses
and flee Venezuela after their
assets were appropriated.

Investment guarantees

There will be many ques-
tions before any of them head
back, such aswhois really run-

country’s still powerful ning Venezuela? Who
military. This entity will provide the security
controls most of the pro- guarantees for invest-
duction and much of () ments? What happens
what happens with that to Chinese interest and

oil amid continued
American sanctions. Then
there are substantial Russian
and Chinese interlinkages in
the Venezuelan oil value chain.
Russian oil major Rosneft is
said to own several floors in
PDVSA’s Piso 8 Torre Oeste
headquarters in downtown
Caracas.

Chevron is the exception of
sorts, having been operating in
Venezuela under a sanctions
waiver and producing about 20
per cent of the country’s oil.
PDVSA accounts for much of
therest. Other companiessuch
as Exxon and ConocoPhillips,

the $19 billion or so debt
owed by the Venezuelans to
them? And ifaUSre-entry into
Venezuela’s oil sector is under-
way, what happensto the other
major players, given that there
are some European interests
there as well?

“The operation by Trump
(in Venezuela) seems to have
taken everybody by surprise,
including some of the big oil
companies. The upstream sec-
tor is particularly sensitive to
taxation terms and the industry
would want long-term invest-
ment guarantees if they are to
invest in Venezuela,” a senior

executive with a Japanese ship-
ping major, who has worked
previously with a European oil
company, told The Indian
Express.

The reality of greenfield in-
vestments is going to be way
more complicated than a lot of
people realise, another indus-
try player said, citing the state
of infrastructure in Venezuela
as a matter of particular con-
cern.

“Because you’re going to
have to repair and restore a lot
of infrastructure that hastaken
a lot of damage over the years,
especially the last couple of
decades. So whether it’s pipe-
lines, infrastructure, even tal-
ent — engineers and people
who really need to extract the
oil out of the ground — they’re
all in short supply. Also, the
West Texas Intermediate (an oil
price benchmark) is at $58 a
barrel while Brent crude is in
the $60 a barrel range. These
are not exactly high prices that
incentivise companies to make
big capex investments,” the
person quoted above said.

Mutedimpact

According to S&P Global
Energy, itsbroader forecast “re-
mains unchanged by Vene-
zuela developments”. “Alsoun-
changed is the crude price
outlook, which calls for Dated
Brent to average $60/b. How-
ever, there could be amore dis-
cernible impact on the heavy
sour crude oil market. Vene-
zuela accounts for 1 per cent of
global crude oil production but
roughly 9 per cent of the world’s
9 million b/d of heavy crude oil
production,” S&P Global
Energy said in a note.

Venezuelan crude is heavy,
perhaps twice as heavy as the
normal Middle Eastern barrels,
and has high sulphur content.

Thisisdistinctly different from
the kind of grade of oil/shale
that American refineries are
typically used to. So, only cer-
tain kinds of refineries around
the world can handle this type
of crude. The big test will be of
how the riches below the
ground translate into material
gains above the ground, es-
pecially as oil companies weigh
the long-term implications
amid a realisation that Trump
could be gone in three years.

The US and China are the
world’s largest markets for
heavy crude oil. “Global heavy
crude/heavy residual feedstock
markets are currently narrowly
balanced. Higher supply would
be bearish for heavy sour crude
differentials and high-sulfur
fuel oil (HSFO) cracks. Lower
supply would be modestly bul-
lish,” S&P noted.

If sanctions were removed,
Venezuelan oil production
could grow, S&P said, but it
would require at least several
billion dollars or more of fresh
investment to boost marketed
production to 1.5 million b/d
(barrels per day) in the next 12-
24 months — an increase of
roughly 500,000 b/d from re-
cent levels (including blended
diluent). “To expand output
even more — to 3 million b/d,
for example — would require
much greater spending on in-
frastructure in addition to up-
stream development costs, and
it would take many years. In-
vestment terms — including
confidence they will endure —
and the oil price environment
need to be conducive to such
investments,” it said.

Add to that the fact that
America’s trackrecord, when it
comes to regime change and
nation building in oil produc-
ing countries, is not exactly out-
standing.

Banks report robust Q3 credit growth
backed by RBI policy and GST rate cuts

Hitesh Vyas
Mumbai, January7

FUELLED BY higher demand
following a 125-basis point (bps)
cut in the repo rate, reductions
in the goods and services tax
(GST) rates and the festive sea-
son spending, several banks re-
ported robust credit growth in
the quarter ended December,
show provisional quarterly busi-
ness figures filed by lenders for
the October-December 2025
quarter.

Banks continue to post
double-digit loan growth, ac-
cording to the data. During
Q3FY26, most of the lenders
posted ahigher deposit growth,
though credit expansion con-
tinued to outpaceitasshownby
lenders’ credit-deposit (CD)
ratio that touched arecord high
of 81.6 per cent as of December
15,2025, according to latest RBI
data.

Overall, loan growth among
public and private sector
lenderswho have reported their
provisional numbers was be-
tween 742 per cent and 20 per
cent.

Among public sector
lenders, banks that saw strong
growth in advances in Q3FY26,
are the Bank of Maharashtra
(19.61 per cent), Central Bank of

Overall, loangrowth amongpublicand
privatesectorlenderswho havereported
their provisional numberswas between
742 per cent and 20 per cent

India (19.57 per cent) and Bank
of India (15.07 per cent), show
provisional numbers filed by
these lenders.

Bank of Baroda’s advances
were up 13.54 per cent, while
Punjab National Bank reported
a loan growth of 10.15 per cent.
Union BankofIndia’sloan book
expanded by 742 per cent.

HDFC Bank’s advances
jumped 119 per centtoRs 28.44
lakh crorein the third quarter of
the current fiscal, compared to
Rs 25.42 lakh crore in the year-
ago period. Kotak Mahindra
Bank’s net advances increased
by 16 per cent.

“There has been a good
pickupinloan growth. Note that
thisisthe quarter where we have
seen the fullimpact of GST cuts
playing out. Our guessis growth
could have been driven by auto
loans, unsecured loans and
overall pickup in retail credit,”
said Suresh Ganapathy, MD,
Head of Financial Services Re-
search, Macquarie Capital.

Between  February-De-

cember, the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) has reduced the repo
rate from 6.5 per cent to 5.25 per
cent.

The government imple-
mented the next-generation
Goods and Services Tax (GST)
reforms effective September 22,
with a simplified two-slab struc-
ture of 5 per cent and 18 per cent.
The move has helped in spur-
ring domestic demand in the
festive season. The GST cuts
triggered a significant demand
forautoloans during September
and October — a period that co-
incided with the festive season.

“We expect liquidity revival
tostimulate aconcurrentdown-
stream growth in credit and
CASA (current account savings
account), and we keep our
above-consensus FY26E credit
growth of 13 per cent un-
changed. This viewis reinforced
by GST rationalisation benefits
and a high balance sheet dry
powder for mostleading banks,”
said Santanu Chakrabarti, ana-
lyst — Banking and Finance,

BNP Paribas India. Deposit
growth during the quarter
among banks who reported
their provisional numbers stood
at 3.35 per cent-15.3 per cent.

During Q3FY26, Bank of Ma-
harashtra deposits grew by 15.3
per cent, while Central Bank of
India posted agrowth of13.2 per
cent in deposits. Punjab Na-
tional Bank and Union Bank of
India reported a slower growth
in deposits at 8.32 per cent and
3.35 per cent, respectively. Axis
saw strong deposit growth (15
per cent) that outpaced its loan
growth (14.1 per cent).

“The more critical variable to
watch is deposit growth, which
continues to trail credit expan-
sion. This reflects lower savings
rates, tighter overseas inflows,
and greater diversification of
household savings,” said Pra-
kash Agarwal, Partner, Gefion
Capital Advisors, a capital and
strategy advisory firm.

During the October-De-
cember quarter, banks’ CD or
loan-to-deposit ratio—indicat-
ing what share of a bank’s total
deposits has been extended as
loans — remained high. HDFC
Bank’s CD ratio stood at 99.45
per cent, while Axis Bank’s
stood at 92.84 per cent.
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Govt ‘not satisfied’ with
X response on Grok Al,
considering next steps

SoumyarendraBarik
New Delhi, January7

IN ITS response to the govern-
ment’s stern notice over Grok Al
generating objectionableimages
of women without consent, Elon
Musk-owned social media plat-
form X has told the IT Ministry
that it was open to permanently
disabling accounts which en-
gaged insuch activity on the plat-
form. The government, though,
is unconvinced by the com-
pany’s response, owing to alack
of any technical explanation be-
hind the issue, and any steps to
prevent Grok from generating
such images in the first place,
The Indian Express haslearnt.

In its formal response, sent
on Wednesday, X is understood
tohave acknowledged the sever-
ity of theissue and committed to
taking action against accounts
creating such inappropriate
prompts on its artificial intelli-
gence platform, The Indian Ex-
press has learnt. The company
has assured the government
that it will strictly comply with
India’s Information Technology
Act, 2000 and associated rules
governing digital content.

“X has basically reiterated
their stance that they will take
action on users who prompt
Grok Altogenerate suchimages
andvideos. But thereis verylittle
assurance of any concrete
changes to Grok’s responses
itself. We are not satisfied by the
company’s response and are
considering our next course of
action. We cannot be lenient
when the dignity of womenisin
question,” a senior government
official said, requesting ano-
nymity.

X has also indicated its will-
ingness to take stringent
measures against violators, in-
cluding permanently disabling
accounts that engage in gener-
atingnon-consensual objection-
able content. The platform has
already blocked pieces of such

ndian Gas
Fxchange’s

RS 600-/00-cr
PO by December

New Delhi: Indian Gas Ex-
change, the country’s firstonline
delivery-based trading platform
fornatural gas, islikely tolaunch
aninitial public offering (IPO) by
December this year, its Manag-
ing Director and CEO Rajesh
Kumar Mediratta said on Wed-
nesday.

Indian Energy Exchange
(IEX) holdsa47 per cent stakein
IGX, and as per regulations, it
has to bring it down to 25 per
cent. “The IPO was supposed to
happen in 2025, but we have
sought aone-year extension. Itis
now likely before December
2026,” Mediratta said.

The papers for the IPO are
likely to be filed before the capi-
tal market regulator Sebi in the
second quarter of 2026 calendar
year. “As much as 22 per cent
equity shares are likely to be of-
fered in the share sale,” he said,
but refused to speculate on the
valuations. Brokerages last
valued IGX at Rs 2,200-3,000
crore. Aslight premium over the
valuation would mean that the
22 per cent stake sale could be
worth Rs 600-700 crore. PTI

e PHASED SALE COULD HELP WITH PENSION LIABILITY ISSUE, SOURCES SAY

“Thyssenkrupp may sell Europe unit TKSE to Jindal Steelin phases’

Reuters
Frankfurt/Duesseldorf/
New Delhi, January7

GERMANY’S THYSSENK-
RUPP could sell its steel division
to Jindal Steel International in
several steps, four people fam-
iliar with the talks said, as the
two sides try to strike a deal for
the complex business.

Jindal Steel has been con-
ducting due diligence on Thys-
senkrupp Steel Europe (TKSE)
since October after making an
indicative bid for Europe’s sec-
ond-largest steelmaker. The
dealis key for Thyssenkrupp as
the submarines-to-car parts
group seeks to become leaner
and more focused.

One option under dis-
cussion would see Jindal take a
majority stake in TKSE, likely
60 per cent, in a first step, with
the remaining 40 per cent ac-
quired later in two 20 per cent
tranches or in one go, depend-
ingon progress in restructuring,
the people said.

Aphased transaction would
give Thyssenkrupp more flexi-
bility toaddress about 2.5 billion
euros ($2.9 billion) in pension
liabilities tied to TKSE — a
major hurdle in previous sale at-
tempts, one of the people said.

Details of how a gradual
takeover could be structured
and its impact on debt obliga-
tions have not previously been
reported. Due diligence is on-

A worker in front of a blast furnace at a ThyssenKrupp steel factory

in Duisburg, Germany.

going and terms could still
change, the people said.

REUTERS FILE

Shares in Thyssenkrupp
rose as much as 4.9 per cent to
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the top of Frankfurt’s midcap
index following the report, with
onetrader sayingasale of TKSE
was “getting more concrete
after yearsoffinding nobuyer”.

A sale of TKSE would end
years of efforts to find a buyer
for an asset that, while central
to Germany’s industrial heri-
tage, has been volatile and
costly to run amid tougher
Asian competition.

For Jindal Steel Interna-
tional, the international steel
arm of the Naveen Jindal
Group, it would mark a major
expansion into Europe after
buying smaller Czech peer Vit-
kovice Steel in 2024.

Thyssenkrupp said in a
statement that all aspects of the

transaction — including valu-
ation, obligations and futurein-
vestments - would be discussed
during due diligence and any
contract talks.

“We cannotcommentonin-
dividual statements, which at
thisstage can only representan
interim status,” it said.

Jindal Steel International
had noimmediate comment. A
second source said a Jindal del-
egation was scheduled to visit
Germany in January for a tech-
nical review of TKSE’s Duisburg
plant, after a planned De-
cember trip was postponed.

A phased takeover would
also keep Thyssenkrupp in-
volved in TKSE’s restructuring,
a third source said.

New Delhi

Workers install lighting on an “X” sign atop the company
headquarters in downtown San Francisco.

contentthatwere flagged by the
government.

Aspart of its response, X has
offered to provide the Indian
governmentwith acomprehen-
sivedemonstration ofhow Grok
functions, including detailed ex-
planations ofits content moder-
ation mechanisms and enforce-
ment protocols. This proposal
appearsaimed at building trans-
parency and trust with regula-
tory authorities.

Queries sent to X and the IT
Ministry did notelicitaresponse
until publication.

OnJanuary?2, the IT Ministry
had taken note of Grok being
abused to generate objection-
able pictures and videos of
women, without their consent,
whileincreasing therisk of expo-
sure and harm, and had sent a
missive to the company saying
that it was not adhering to the
country’s laws, raising red flags
over “serious failure” of safe-
guards enforcement.

The issue became a global
concern, with regulators in the
European Union, United King-
dom and Malaysia also scrutinis-
ing the social media company.

The notice said that due to
Grok’s actions, X was not ad-
equately adhering to provisions
of the Information Technology
(IT) Rules, 2021, and the Bhara-
tiya Nagarik Suraksha Sanhita,

APFILE

2023, particularly in relation to
obscene, indecent, vulgar, por-
nographic, paedophilic, or
otherwise unlawful or harmful
content which are potentially vi-
olative of current laws.

Userson X wereincreasingly
tagging Musk’s Al chatbot Grok
to generate sexualised and ob-
jectionable images of women
without their consent, raising
fresh concerns over Al misuse
and platformsafeguards. In sev-
eral instances, users replied to
photos of women, often taken
from public posts, and
prompted Grokto alter their ap-
pearance by adding revealing
clothing or creating suggestive
visuals, which the Al-bot
promptly did. The Al-generated
images appear publicly in the
same threads, exposing the
women to harassment without
their approval or knowledge.

The government had alsodi-
rected the company to under-
take acomprehensive technical,
procedural and governance-
level review of Grok Al includ-
ing its prompt-processing, out-
put generation, and image
handling and safety guardrails,
“to ensure that the application
does not generate, promote or
facilitate content which con-
tains nudity, sexualisation, sex-
ually explicit or otherwise un-
lawful content”.

{ AGNIVESH AGARWAL. 19762026 }

Anil Agarwal’s son
passes away in US

Press Trust of India
New Delhi, January7

AGNIVESH AGARWAL, theel-
dest son of mining billionaire
Anil Agarwal, passed away in
the US. He was 49.

Agnivesh, who was on the
board of Vedanta group firm
Talwandi Sabo Power Limited

* BRIEFLY

(TSPL), got injured in a skiing
accident and was recovering
when he died of a cardiac
arrest.

Anil Agarwal has two
children: hislate son, Agnivesh,
and adaughter, Priya, whoison
theboard of Vedanta and chair-
person of Hindustan Zinc Li-
mited.

‘MF distributors’
addedincentive
deadline extended’

New Delhi: The Securities
and Exchange Board of India
on Wednesday extended the
timeline till March 1forthe
implementation of an addi-
tional incentives structure
for mutual fund distributors
for onboarding new individ-
ual investors from B-30
citiesand new women inves-

Goyal seeks
investment from
Liechtenstein

New Delhi: Commerce and
Industry Minister Piyush
Goyal on Wednesday invited
companies from Liechten-
steintoinvestinIndiaand
leverage the India-EFTA
trade pacttoexpand their
presence. India and the four-
nation Europeanbloc EFTA
implemented a freetrade

tors from any city. PTI agreementlastyear. PTI
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A thought for today

Citizenship is a tough occupation which obliges the citizen
to make his own informed opinion and stand by it

MARTHA GELLHORN

Mountainous Mistake

Why's U'khand govt, confronted with so many challenges,
spending time on bad ideas that're also unconstitutional?

I ] ttarakhand seems to be on fire even before forest-fire season’s

begun. Protests over a 2022 murder have erupted again in

multiple cities. Unease remains over the racist attack that
killed Tripurastudent Anjel Chakma in Dehradun —a charming city
with a sleepy colonial hangover, now the blingy bustling capital of a
25-year-old state. Sporadic stirs over the last year have come to a head
with renewed agitation over the 2022 murder of 19-year-old hotel
staff Ankita Bhandaribyhotel manager Pulkit Arya, forrefusingto
render ‘sexual favours’ to a ‘VIP’ guest, allegedly a person linked to
BJP. Pulkit was sentenced to life. But Uttarakhand residents, and
political opposition, are agitating against state’s “failure tonab the
alleged ‘VIP’ guest”. The protest narrative has included a lament
for lack of jobs that results in trapping people, like Ankita, In
unsafe workplaces. Uttarakhand has India’s highest unemployment
rate—-8.9% per PLFS data shared in Rajya Sabha last Dec.

Uttarakhand does not report high rates of crimes against women,
so the outrage i1sn’t surprising. For 10 years now, 1its

share of women aged 18-23 in higher education has

been equal to or higher than the all-India average.
Women self-help groups have evolved empowering
women, but male outmigration, especially rural,
remains high. Yet, the state’s ‘ghost villages’
aren’t a result of economic migration alone.
Deforestation and expansion of tourism infra, the
latter paying no attention to ecological balance,
have pushed Uttarakhand into precarity, vulnerable
to extreme weather impacts. Upshot: high distress migration from
rural Uttarakhand, 64% of the state per Niti estimates for 2023.
That’s the reason finance commissions increased the state’s share in
disaster management funds from 1.9% (14th FC) to 4.2% (15th FC).
Meanwhile, Uttarakhand HC is hearing the case of 7,375 missing
forest boundary pillars, linked to alleged increase in forest officers’
assets of Mussoorie division—prime real estate.

Given this, protests in Ankita’sname aren’t happening in a vacuum.
They're an outpouring of a pile-upof several challengesthe otherwise
mild-mannered locals are facing. Yet, govt has other priorities —
Incrementally legislating for social control. One such was UCC that
included at least one unimplementable clause —-mandatory ‘registration’
of live-in couples. Its latest proposal to ban non-Hindus from 105
Haridwar ghats 1s patently unconstitutional — public spaces are for
all. Public protests are not for Ankita alone. They are a desperate cry
askinggovttoprioritise what matters—law & order,employment, and
sanctity of the Himalayas at the very least.

Greenbacks, Not Gunboats

Trump may get Greenland without firing a shot, if
he really sweetens the deal for Greenlanders

Is Greenland next? That’s the big geopolitical question, fanned

daily by Trump & Co. He pulled out the national security

Imperative on Sunday. On Monday, his homeland security
adviser Stephen Miller said, “Nobody’s going to fight the US militarily
over the future of Greenland.” Fair point. Denmark, which has
controlled Greenland for 300 years, 1sn’t quite the military power it
was when it harassed the Mughals in Bay of Bengal for 50 years in
the 17th century. But just because Danes have only 16,000 soldiers
now doesn’t mean Trump should grab Greenland.Yes, its strategic
location, access to Arctic Ocean, rare earths, and probably billions
of barrels of oil, make it irresistible for him. But this is Europe.
T T ; j There’snofigleaf of drugsand “invasion” by

Immigrants this time.
So, a grab — Danes themselves say it would
- takefivechoppersatmost-wouldlook awfully
~ bad on Trump’s dossier. Even if he doesn’t
. care about Nato. Instead, as Trump said last
year, "I think we’re going to get it, one way or
the other,” he should try the “other” tack. His
old pitch about investing “billions of dollars”
tocreate new jobs, tomake Greenlandersrich,
1sa good 1dea. But since they are almost asrich as Americans in PPP
dollar terms, he mustsweeten the deal. Considering that85% of them
earlier opposed absorption by US, Trump should offer all 58,000
of them $Imn per head, plus US citizenship as icing on the cake,
payable after they consentin areferendum. It will cost US just $58bn —
amere 0.15% of $38tn US national debt. Btw, Trump’s new ballroom
and retrofitting his Qatari Boeing are likely to cost over $1bn.
Thisisn't an outrageous proposal. People change nationality for
economic advantage all the time. Remember, 56% of Greenlanders
are Kkeen on Iindependence from Denmark. And Denmark,
whichsold its Caribbean coloniesto US in 1917, may be lessreluctant
than it seems. If this offer persuades Greenlanders, Trump gets
Greenland, and there’s no stain of invasion. Letthe dollar talk.

Ring In the new

What to retain, request and revert to in 2026

Bachi Karkaria

A:Algo-rhythm; Artfor Art’s sake: Activism; Ageing
gracefully; Animal spirits, Alia Bhatt.
B: Bhai-bhai; Buy-bye; Bali furniture; Bhangra rap; Bruschetta.
C: Clean cities/air/water/politics; Concrete solutions not
skylines; Cure for Cancer —and Common Cold; Childhood.
- D: Disability-friendly spaces; Dal-chawal; Darjis not designers.
E: Ego-ejection; Eco-consciousness; Etiquette; Ergonomic pillows; Electricians.
F: Fitness not fadised; Festivals not festivised; Friendship; Forest-bathing.
G: Girlsin Blue; Generational learning; Grey hair; Garlic.
H:Higher-power belief; Healing; House help; Handmade; Hazelnut coffee.
I:Idealism; Idea of India and Indians; Indie cinema; Ice-lollies.
J: Justice; Janata volices; Jam sessions; Jamuns.

K: Kashmirivat; Kids in school; Kesar not Kesari; Khichdi.

GQ \ L:Leadership; Listening; Live-in relationships; Limited series but

not seating; Lazy Sundays.

o’ M: Mamta; Mamata; Mahua; Mediation; Meditation; Marigolds.
N: Non-material heritage; N-E concern; Nolen gur
. ' 0: Openspaces; OTT films; Originality; Online shopping;
erralicaq oOrangesunsets.

P: Peace; Public conveniences; Punctuation; Plain Cake.
Q: Queer understanding; Quiet time; Quick deliveries.
R: Roads; Real people/food/jewellery; Resort getaways; Roti-rozi/subzi.
S: Sportsmanship; Sell-by-dated netas; Solar power; Schmaltzy songs.
T: Tamed Traffic/ Tempers/ Trump; TLC; Teen romances; Tandoori chicken/gobi
U: Unplugged music, Unboxed sales, Unadulterated food; Unticketed events.
V: Value-systems; Victory standees; Vidya Balan movies; Vindaloo.
W: Wisdom; Wi-fi/ Women/Wildlife habitats uninterrupted; WFH; Winter
delicacies.
X: XXXL; Xtra topping; X-ed-out Exes.
Y: Yoga; Youthfulness.
Z: Ziplock bags; Zafran; Zzzzz allowed undisturbed.
TKR

Alec (Belafonte) Smartsang: “Ma-du-ro, Ma-du-ro, he took me money

and heran Venezuela!”

Parliament, It’s Time For A Bail Act

Judiciary’s ad hoc interventions may give relief in individual cases but do little towards systemic
reform. Only a special, comprehensive law can bring certainty to the right to bail across statutes

Naveed Mehmood Ahmad and Ayushi Sharma

“Bail is the rule, jail
the exception” reflects
the constitutional
commitment towards
protecting personal

e N -

. liberty, In recent
years, the Supreme Court has appeared to giverenewed
force to this principle.

In UOI vs KA Najeeb (2021) and Satender Kumar
Antilvs CBI(2022), itreinforced that therightto a speedy
trial and personal liberty must prevail over statutory
bail restrictions where proceedings are indefinitely
delayed. These decisions marked important departures
from the tendency to treat incarceration as a default
pre-trial response, even in cases involving national
security or economic offences.

That trajectory, however, was unsettled yet again by
the SC bailrulings earlier this week in Gulshifa Fatima
vs State (2026). While granting conditional bail to
five accused, the court denied bail to Umar Khalid and
Sharjeel Imam, despite their incarceration for over
five years. Declining to treat prolonged detention as a
decisive ground for release, the court concluded that a
prima facie case is made out against the accused.

This outcome exposes a stark dissonance between
the professed commitment to personal liberty and the
continued normalisation of prolonged under-trial
detention. It also reflects a deeper structural
problem in India’s ecriminal justice system, which is
already marked by around 80L preventive arrests
and detentions, over 10,000 persons languishing in
jail for over five years without bail, and a pervasive
culture in which the denial of bail has become routine
rather than exceptional.

Guilt before trial | At the heart of this problem lies the
twin bail condition itself. Unlike ordinary bail law,
which requires courts to consider flight risk, interference
with evidence, or thelikelihood of influencing witnesses,
the twin test requires courts to make a preliminary
assessment of guilt even before trial.

Under Section 45 of the Prevention of Money
Laundering Act, 2002, Section 37 of the Narcotic Drugs
and Psychotropic Substances Act 1985, Section 43D
of the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, 1967 and
similar clauses in other laws, bail may be granted only
if the court finds “reasonable grounds” to believe that
the accused is not guilty, or that the allegations are not
prima facie true.

This effectively reverses the presumption of

innocence and compels the accused to disprove the
prosecution’s case before the trial has even begun.
These conditions create a regime where arrest is
relatively easy, bail israre, and trials are slow.

Balancing constitutional rights and statutory rigours | SC
has recognised the harshness of these twin conditions
and the need to harmonise them with fundamental
rights. In Najeeb, it held that statutory restrictions such
as Section 43D(5) of UAPA do not oust the jurisdiction
of constitutional courts to grant bail where continued
incarceration violates = 3 = =
fundamental rights. '
It expressly %
recognised that [Ead
prolonged N
detention and the
unlikelihood of
completion of the trial
within a reasonable
time must weigh
heavily in the W
determination of bail. \H‘

Morerecently, in Unionof \ |

India vs Kanhaiyva Prasad
(2025), it reiterated that denial
of a speedy trial can justify bail
even when statutory conditions
are not strictly met.
However, in Gulfisha
Fatima, the court seems
to have taken a very
different view, holding
that prolonged custody
cannot operate as an
automatic ground
for bail and that
theremedy for delay JGE U EES. :
lies in judicial N H——4—
supervision and gk ES = :
expedition, not \j——'- =d (/ |
automaticbail. This NG §P2AT 1
approach  sidesteps “\*"Sh r
the core constitutional '
question of personal liberty
and risks hollowing out Article 21 when confronted
with special statutes.

Process is the punishment | It also assumes that delay is
an aberration capable of being judicially corrected,
when in reality delay is structural and endemic. UAPA
cases have a conviction rate of 46% with trials for 3,670

cases pending. Of these, one-third have been pending
for at least three years.

The insistence that prolonged detention cannot
influence bail decisions shifts the burden of systemic
failure onto the accused, effectively requiring them
to endure incarceration until the state is able or
willing to conclude a trial. This treats prolonged
detention as a regrettable byproduct of the system
rather than a constitutional injury. Theright to a speedy
trial, life, and liberty is not aspirational or contingent
on administrative efficiency; it is an enforceable
guarantee whose breach must carry
meaningful consequences.

SC itself has already pointed to a way
forward. In Antil, it recommended the
enactment of acomprehensive Bail Actto

streamline the grant of bail and to codify
the principle that “bail is the ruleand jail the
exception.” Such a law will not, by itself, cure
all theillsof India’scriminal justice system, but
it can bring much-needed clarity and certainty
totheright to access bail across statutes.

Beyond case by case mercy | A Bail Act would also
reduce the judiciary’s growing reliance on ad hoc
interventions, that may give relief in individual
cases but do little towards systemic reform. It would
allow the law to clearly specify the circumstances in
which liberty may be curtailed, limiting detention
to demonstrable threats and real risks, rather than
speculative or remote concerns. It would also delineate
the scope and proportionality of bail conditions,
curbing the routine imposition of excessive
and punitive restrictions that
x often undermine, rather than
protect, personal liberty
and free expression.
At a time when GOI
is undertaking a broad
decolonisation exercise
and decriminalising
hundreds of laws, bail
reform deserves
attention. One of the
most enduring legacies of
colonial criminallawis the useof processas punishment,
where years of incarceration precede any determination
of guilt. Enactinga Bail Act would beameaningful step
towards dismantling that legacy.

Ahmad is Lead and Sharma is Senior Resident Fellow
with Crime & Punishment Team at Vidhi Centre for Legal
Policy. Views are personal

Understanding Trump And His American Fandom

The 60-plus demographic that’s both him and his base is psychically wounded by the humiliations
In Vietnam, Iran, Afghanistan. Muscular, unilateral, aggressive US actions make them ecstatic

Arnab Ray

Trump’s MAGA core is ecstatic, as he
has done the most Trump thing ever.
Muscular, unilateral and aggressive.
Democrats understand that mood,
which is why they have been so muted.

No sooner did the Nobel Peace
Prize seasonend, than Trumpsaiditis
time for war. The extraction of Maduro,
President of Venezuela, right
outof hisfortress, by a Delta Force unit authorised
by Trump, may be one of the most brazen
foreign policy moves in recent memory. But in
foreign policy, there is no moral right or wrong,
just self-interest and might is right. It always
isand always has been.

This will be yet another Iraq or Afghanistan,
say some. Otherssay, “Well, didn't Trump promise
Americawillnot be involved inforeign adventures g
any more? Was he not all about America first?’
Still others are frothing and fuming at his blatant
disregard for international world order (a
world leader cannot just arrest another from
his home), and for domestic precedent (in
operations like this the opposition is taken into
confidence and Trump didn’'t do that).

Sure, Maduro is accused of being a drug
lord and a brutal dictator who has terrorised
his citizens, reduced them to penury, while

Columnist based
in Los Angeles
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appropriating oil revenues for himself and his henchmen.

Previous administrations would have used this as the hook
and framed the Saturday operation as America asserting
its position asthe world’'s moral force, bringing democracy
and liberating countries.

Lindsey Graham, Trump critic turned acolyte, tried
to toe that line, only to be interrupted by Trump declaring,
no, this is about oil. Why is he saying the quiet part out
loud? Oil is America’s worst kept secret, the driving
force for most of its military adventures, but one no US
administration acknowledges. So why do it now?

ot

Because this is exactly what his base wants to hear.
Trump’sshtick hasalwaysbeenthathedoesnotwantto
spend US dollars on regime-change for vague strategic
objectives, which make sense only to foreign policy
wonks. He isnot interested in doctrines and encirclement.
He wants to see the money. In his world, it only makes
sense to go to war if there is a return on investment.
Many people agree.

To the 60-plus demographic in conservative states
that's his base, he has messaged directly, with the

That was the time Trump was a young man, and the
humiliation Americans suffered led to the defeat of
Jimmy Carter plus the rise of Reagan. In Afghanistan,
under Biden, Americans ran away in chaos, leaving
their military equipment behind for Taliban. The Bay
of Pigs invasion to overthrow Castro, a figure similar
to Maduro, under JFK, was a total failure.

But now, Trump, with his newly christened
Department of War, has pulled it off, capturing the
enemy king in one night of American military
supremacy, unleashed with zero American
casualties. Maduro mocked US, did a defiant
dance, and now here he is, trussed up like a
turkey, humiliated and displayed to the world.
If this isn’t the most powerful military ever in
the history of the world, then what is? Kaun
aankh uthaakedekhega be?

Will it be easy to getthe 01l? Nope. Venezuela
nationalised its oil industry in the 1970s, and
even if US companies are willing to go back, it
will bemany years and cost them billions before
they can actually get oil out of the country. But
Trump's presidency would be over by then. For
now he has gotten his ROI, because spectacle
trumps spreadsheets.

Trump stands in glory, realising a vision of
unilateral US domination in the way thatexistsin

A
™ ’ < the imagination of many Trump voters, waging

honesty and straightforwardness that his fansassociate
with him, something like: ‘Yes, it is the oil. I don’t
care for making the world a better place. I only care
for you the Americans and our self-interest. And we
are the strongest country in the world, and we won’t
apologise for it. We will get what we want, and who
dares stand in our way?’
Americaspendsalotonitsmilitary Butfordecades,
its citizens haven’t seen much in terms of overwhelming
military victories. There was Vietnam. During the
Iranian revolution, their embassy was held hostage.

& a populist war on all fronts: illegals being
E flown out in chains, countries that have taken
advantage of US (it doesn’t matter if this is true or not)
being punished by tariffs (it doesn’t matter that it is
Americans paying those tariffs), and world leaders
who mock Trump picked up from their houses and
thrown into prison.

Rajinikanth had this line; I will do what I say, I will
also do what I don’t say. Right now, Trump is in that
mode. He will send drug lords back to Venezuela from
US, but he will also take drug lords from Venezuela to
US. No one knows what comes next, but everyone
knows who is in charge.

Calvin & Hobbhes

WHERES YOUR | MY FALL
TN SCREENT?

LINEUP GOT
CANCELED.

DAD SA\D ONE TV IN THE
HOUSE WAS BAD ENOUGH,
AND HE PREFERRED THE ONE
WITH THE YOLUME CONTROL .

Sacredspace

IVE GOT AN IDEA

FOR A SI\T-COM CALLED
"EATHER KNOWS ZILCH !

Thatis the
question that
concerns me
L By here: given
MR theinitial,
e S8 perhaps
obscurely derived and motivated move
towards empire from Europe to rest of
the world, how did the idea and practice
of it gain consistency and density of
continuous enterprise.

Edward W Said, Culture and Imperialism

Run A Marathon Before Learning To Know Self

Anandmurti Gurumaa

mrit Bindu Upanishad defines

God with absolute clarity. That

which is boundless, infinitude
itself, without beginning and without
end, truth, ever conscious, and the
embodiment of bliss.

The eyes cannot see that which is
boundaryless, for the eyes can perceive
only what has a boundary. The eyes have
limitations. So do the ears, nose, tongue,
and skin. Hence, the five organs of
knowledge can relate only to that which has
form, name, boundary, and perceptibility.
And that which is perceivable, Vedanta
declares, cannot be God.

Through the senses, whatever is
perceivable becomes known, and the
mind can think only about that which
the senses have first perceived. Can you
think of something you have never
seen, heard, touched, smelled, or tasted?

You cannot. Even when you say God or
Atman, youhave heard the word or read
1t somewhere.

Therefore, whatever has been
perceived by the senses belongs to
samsar, the world, and is not God.
The mind can think only in terms of
information received through the
senses. Whether it appears as b
memory or asanobject of .
thought, itremainspartof %
the changeable and
perishable world. It cannot
be called Brahmn, a term
for absolute existence. One
word explains it clearly:
Parabrahmn. ‘Para’ means
beyond, and ‘Brahmn’ implies existence.
This itself showsthat the mind, in its
own capacity, cannot know Brahmn.
Nor can the intellect.

When you close your eyes, youmay
see any divinefigure: each hasa form,

same clarity.

name, birth, and death. Therefore,
they are not God. The Upanishads are
unequivocal on this — whatever has a name
and form is born and will die. And that
which is born and dies isnot Brahmn.
Do you exist even in deep sleep?
The mind isnot there. The intellect is
not there. Yet you still know that
deep sleep happened. Inthe same
way that you know you are,
one day you will know what
% Parabrahmnis, withthe

The issue 1s that whenever
yousay ‘1’, that ‘i’ is immediately
THE SPEAKING TREE objectified as the body and
the mind. Therefore, this
'1"must be understood first. You are
neither the body nor mind. But the false
identification is so strong that it even
takes away your ability torecognise
who you are. The Self simply is. Yet the
moment yousay ‘1’, itis instantly felt as

the body and mind.

The Self is knowable. You know
‘Tam’. You know you exist. There is
no doubt about that. So, where is the
problem? The problem lies in false
identification with what you are not.
Those layers must be peeled away.

There are two steps. First, listening to
this wisdom. Second, since understanding
happens through the mind, it must be
made calm, pure, clear, and free of
desire. If youstill carry strong
worldly ambitions to be rich, famous,
or influential, then fulfil them first.

Run that marathon.

The next step is to understand and
cultivate vivek, the ability to discriminate
between what the Self 1sand what It 1s
not. This involves working step by step,
unknotting the knots we have tied with
the body and mind, through which an
illusory ‘1’ is created. Ask the question
‘Who am i? and encounter what ‘iamnot’.
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Letter against spirit
The Election Commission’s mandate is
to ensure no Indian is disenfranchised

T he Election Commission of India (ECI)

has told the Supreme Court of India that

it has a constitutional duty to ensure that
only citizens are enrolled as voters, and that no
foreigner makes it to the electoral rolls. Even a
single foreigner cannot be allowed to exist on the
voter list, the ECI argued before the Court on Ja-
nuary 6. The ECI is defending its ongoing Special
Intensive Revision (SIR) of electoral rolls, which
has struck off millions of names of voters. The
concerns raised by all Opposition parties, legal
scholars and civil society relate to the evident
burden and harassment being caused to ordinary
citizens of the republic in having to prove their
existence and identity. Nobody has argued for
the inclusion of any foreigner, or for keeping elec-
toral rolls as they are today — faulty and impossi-
ble to navigate. At the heart of this debate is the
relation between the ECI’s claims and the pro-
cess. Over many decades, the ECI has consistent-
ly grown its institutional integrity — despite occa-
sional slippages — by expanding the franchise not
merely as a formality but also as a substantive
right. The maxim that no amount of escaped cri-
minals justifies the punishment of a single inno-
cent person has resonance in this context. In a
leap into the phantom world of foreigners taking
over the country, the real challenges to the inte-
grity of India’s electoral process are being over-
looked. Or, maybe, the foreigner paranoia is be-
ing whipped up as a facade for polarisation.

That Article 324 of the Constitution grants the
ECI independent “control over the preparation of
electoral rolls” is not contested. The concern is
that the ECI is not acting independently and in a
manner that boosts confidence in the electoral
process. The litmus test of an electoral process —
very much like a judicial process — is whether the
side that loses still trusts the process. Unfortu-
nately for India, the current ECI has its priorities
turned on their head when it frames its constitu-
tional duty as the removal of foreigners, and not
the enrolment of every Indian citizen. While sev-
eral authorities have a duty to look for foreigners,
only the ECI has the duty to enrol Indian citizens
as voters. Through changes in rules and their par-
tisan application, the ECI has undermined its
own stature and the sacred duty assigned to it by
the Constitution in the recent past. Now, by un-
leashing avoidable suffering and inconvenience
upon Indian citizens under the garb of chasing
the last foreigner, it is misreading the letter and
ignoring the spirit of its constitutional duty.

The middle path

The Assured Pension Scheme of
Tamil Nadu is a good compromise
B y formulating the Tamil Nadu Assured

Pension Scheme (TAPS), the DMK go-

vernment has done its best to resist the
temptation of returning to the Old Pension
Scheme (OPS) for its employees. It has sought to
strike a middle path in its implementation of a
key electoral promise made before the 2021 As-
sembly election and the need for fiscal prudence.
Apart from nearly two lakh employees under the
OPS, there are around six lakh government staff
under the Contributory Pension Scheme (CPS)
since April 2003. It is this section that has been
urging the DMK to fulfil its electoral assurance —
OPS restoration. The new scheme, which blends
the OPS and the Unified Pension Scheme (UPS)
that is in force for central government staff for the
last one year, assures pensioners 50% of the last
drawn pay, while retaining the element of em-
ployees’ contribution — a feature common to the
CPS and UPS. One can make out that the basis for
the determination of the pension — 50% of the
last drawn pay in the last month of service — and
the provision of a minimum assured payout, re-
gardless of the duration of service, are in favour
of the employees. Death-cum-retirement gratui-
ty, an OPS feature, has been included.

The announcement has been made just before
the Assembly poll in April-May. There has also
been a debate on the State’s outstanding debt —
around 26.1% of GSDP, a ratio that has been de-
clining over the last five years though not to the
pre-COVID-19 pandemic level of around 21.5%.
Besides, at least till 2033, when the last set of go-
vernment staff covered under the OPS is expect-
ed to retire, the State government will have to
provide for the retirement of OPS staff as well as
its share of contribution for TAPS employees. The
current financial year has not been very encou-
raging in terms of growth rate in the State’s Own
Tax Revenue (SOTR), which generally accounts
for about two-thirds of Tamil Nadu’s revenue re-
ceipts. In the first half (April-September) of the
current year, the SOTR’s growth rate was 3.94%
over the receipts in the corresponding period of
the previous year, against the projected 22.6%.
The State has its fingers crossed over the likely
impact of the restructuring of GST (from Septem-
ber 22) on its finances. After the “successful” Bi-
har example where the ruling dispensation hand-
ed out election-eve doles, the managers of State
finances now have limited space to counter any
pressure from their political bosses to spend
more. The employees should understand the cir-
cumstances in which the announcement has
been made. The main factor against the OPS is
the feature of pension reset with the implementa-
tion of recommendations of every Pay Commis-
sion. Though the principal Opposition party, the
AIADMK, has pulled up the DMK for not having
lived up to the poll promise, it has not promised
to restore the OPS if it wins the Assembly poll. It
appears that the leadership of the two Dravidian
majors understand that the State should not be
pushed into a perilous financial position.
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Natgrid, the search engine of digital authoritarianism

e tend to quantify the tragedy of

the terror attack in Mumbeai in

November 2008, by the over 160

lives lost. “26/11” was beamed
into the living rooms of the country’s elites for
three days through broadcast television. The
sounds of bullets and explosions, the dome of the
Taj Hotel swallowed by smoke, and the valour of
the Mumbai Police played out alongside a steady
refrain in studios and by commentators of a
“major intelligence failure”. That charge was not
conjured out of grief alone.

The report by the high-level inquiry committee
on 26/11 and the material placed before
Parliament pointed to lapses in the handling of
intelligence alerts. This “intelligence failure”, it
was argued, was the inability to stitch scattered
fragments into a coherent warning. David
Coleman Headley, a key conspirator, travelled to
India on several occasions, leaving a
paper-and-pixel trail in visa applications, hotel
registries and travel itineraries. Security hawks
offered a seductive proposition. Would the lives
lost been saved had those disparate data points
been aggregated and analysed in time?

Evolution of a ‘crown jewel’

Out of that psychological aftershock emerged
institutional expansions, but the technological
crown jewel was the National Intelligence Grid
(NATGRID). Its premise was a middleware
interface that would allow 11 specified central
agencies to query databases across 21 categories,
routed through provider organisations spanning
identity and assets, travel and movement,
financial intelligence and telecommunications.

Even in its early days, the unease was visible.
NATGRID was first publicly announced on
December 23, 2009, in a speech by the Home
Minister’

The constitutional question that arose
immediately was not whether the state may ever
conduct surveillance, but on whether a project of
this magnitude could operate without a statutory
framework and independent oversight. This daily
reported on February 10, 2010 (““Big Brother’
fears stall Chidambaram data plan”) that
“Ministers raised queries about safeguards and
said there was a need for further study”. Yet, on
June 14, 2012, NATGRID was cleared not through
an Act of Parliament, but by executive order and
the Cabinet Committee on Security, with a
first-phase allocation of ¥1,002.97 crore branded
“Horizon-1”.

For years, NATGRID’s constant delays led
people to believe it was ‘vaporware’. A project
that existed on paper but did not actually work as
a massive search engine for tracking citizens that
was only announced to calm public anger after

'
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The shock of
26/11 continues
to haunt India,
but the remedy
— the National
Intelligence
Grid — is cause
for deep
concern

the 26/11 attacks. Well, it is now becoming a
reality that can no longer be ignored.

Two recent reports in this daily (“National
intelligence grid gains traction as Central
agencies, police scour for information”,
December 8, 2025 and “Intel grid linked to NPR
with details of 119 crore residents”, December 26,
2025) reveal a quantitative and qualitative
expansion of this mass surveillance project. First,
following a national conference of Directors
General of Police in Raipur in late November
2025, chaired by the Prime Minister, States were
asked to “scale up” NATGRID usage. The first
report also said that NATGRID receives around
45,000 requests every month. Worse, access,
once presented as the preserve of central
intelligence and investigative agencies, is being
widened to police units, including officers down
to the rank of Superintendent of Police.

An integration that unsettles

The second development that is even more
unsettling is the reported integration of NATGRID
with the National Population Register (NPR). The
NPR is a repository with the details of 1.19 billion
residents, with a relational cartography of
households, lineages and identities. It is also
politically volatile, repeatedly invoked in the
acrimony surrounding the National Register of
Citizens (NRC) as a prelude to citizenship filtering.
Grafting a population register onto an intelligence
query platform crosses a fundamental boundary.
It shifts the paradigm from tracking discrete
events as intelligence inputs to the mapping every
Indian. NATGRID’s evolution is not unfolding in
the technological climate of 26/11, but in 2025,
amid rapid advances in machine learning and
large-scale analytics.

This daily has also highlighted the deployment
of “Gandiva”, an analytical engine capable of
“entity resolution”.

This is further explained as providing the
triangulation that is required to decide whether
fragmented records belong to the same
individual. Paired with facial recognition that can
trawl telecom Know Your Customer (KYC)
databases and driving-licence records, this is no
longer the state’s “search bar”. It is inference at
scale and changes the nature of the risk. Here,
intentions are subjectively determined by an
algorithm.

Two features make this qualitatively different
from older surveillance debates. First, the spectre
of bias. Algorithms do not merely excavate truth
but reproduce distortions embedded in the data
they ingest and claim that they are objective
determinations based on pattern recognition. If
policing is already skewed by caste, religion or
geography, analytics will harden those inequities

and cloak them in an aura of objectivity. For the
affluent, a false positive is an administrative
nuisance. For a young Muslim man in a small
town, already living under a pall of suspicion, an
automated “hit” can trigger an ordeal and
misidentification may carry a blood price.

Second, the tyranny of scale. The danger of
modern analytics is not omniscience, but
ubiquity. NATGRID reportedly classifies queries
by sensitivity, and officials maintain that every
access is logged and justified. Without
independent scrutiny, these are facial safeguards.
When tens of thousands of requests are
processed each month, logging risks becoming a
clerical ritual particularly in the absence of
autonomous oversight, which is lacking even at
the level of Parliament.

The lack of course correction

Defenders will fall back on the familiar claim that
NATGRID is a matter of life and death. But is it so
once it has drifted from counter-terror into
everyday policing? Intelligence failures are rarely
born of data droughts alone. They are more often
the products of institutional weakness, perverse
incentives and the rot of unaccountability — as we
learned in 26/11 where the local police had not
conducted any firearms training for over a year.

Tragically, a correction seems distant. Our
constitutional courts have lapsed into deep
slumber, allowing the expansive privacy doctrine
in Justice K.S. Puttaswamy (Retd.) & Anr. vs. Union
of India & Ors. (2017) to gather dust while the
surveillance state expands. The legality of
intelligence programmes that lack any clear
statutory foundation or meaningful oversight has
not been squarely adjudicated, despite multiple
pending cases. In place of scrutiny, we have a
martial public temper fanned by political rhetoric
and cultural moulding, including mainstream
cinema, that treats questioning the security
establishment as heresy. The result is a near
silence about accountability for acts of terrorism
such as the New Delhi bombing of November 10,
2025, and the heartbreaking loss of 15 lives. Is it
impolite to ask whether there was an
“intelligence failure” even with NATGRID in
place?

The shock of 26/11 continues to haunt us, but
we have mistaken the remedy. If we genuinely
care about prevention, we need professional
investigation insulated from political whims,
transparency about intelligence lapses, and
oversight vested within the parliamentary and
the judiciary. Without these, NATGRID is an
architecture of suspicion, built in the name of
safety and normalised through fear, but
functioning in the service of digital
authoritarianism.

Fine-tune this signal to sharpen India’s AMR battle

ill Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
W statement on antimicrobial resistance,

in his last ‘Mann Ki Baat” broadcast
for the year 2025 be the anagnorisis that we have
been waiting for to galvanise action on
Antimicrobial Resistance (AMR) in India? Doctors
feel that it might well be the one fell swoop to
stop in its tracks what could easily be the biggest
emerging health crisis of India.

In his address (129th edition) on December 28,
Mr. Modi mentioned antimicrobial resistance as a
“matter of concern for us.” Quoting from the
Indian Council for Medical Research’s (ICMR)
dataset, he mentioned that antibiotics are proving
to be less effective against pneumonia and
urinary tract infections. He went on to hit at the
heart of the AMR crisis in India — “thoughtless
and indiscriminate use of antibiotics by people”.
These were not medicines to be taken casually or
without the advice of doctors, the Prime Minister
stressed. “People have started believing that
popping a pill will solve everything. But it is
because of this that diseases and infections are
overpowering antibiotics.” Appreciably, he ended
with a piece of advice that his listeners and
followers will do well to religiously practise:
“Avoid taking medicines by yourself, particularly
antibiotics.”

Mainstreaming the subject
It is, by now, common knowledge that while
there are many prongs that contribute to the
galloping AMR in the country, the biggest
contributor is the irrational use of antibiotics.
Commonly known as the ‘misuse and overuse’
problem, AMR however, has remained in the
preserve of the infectious diseases experts and
the corridors of hospitals, and in policy circles.
Until now. That is where Mr. Modi’s remarks will
make a difference, coaxing AMR out of the
rarefied domain into the mainstream, where
there is awareness of the public risk it poses,
along with the links to everyday behaviour.

By invoking national data and appealing
directly to citizens to avoid over-the-counter

Ramya Kannan

The ‘Mann Ki
Baat’ broadcast
of December
2025 will
increase
awareness, but
expanding the
surveillance
network for
AMR is crucial

antibiotics, the speech translates lab-based
warnings into a public call to action, from the
pulpit by the head of the government. This is why
it is reasonable to expect it to have an impact on
the population in a manner that no other
intervention in the past in the sector — the first
National Action Plan on Antimicrobial Resistance
or the ban on colistin use as a growth factor, for
instance — has managed. Striking at the broadest
base is where the success of this appeal lies, and
public awareness will be absolutely key in
deciding whether the AMR numbers see an upper
trajectory or whether they go down south in the
future.

But, merely at hitting the base will no longer
be sufficient, at this stage of the AMR pathway in
India. It has grown like a hydra-headed beast and
it is a One Health approach that can behead the
monster effectively. The need for a One Health
approach has become current by force of
circumstances where cognition of the
interconnectedness of human, animal and
environmental health now actively shapes
solutions.

Most non-urban centres left out

At this juncture, enhancing the number of
surveillance sites is a critical aspect to marking
and following the trail of AMR in India, experts
point out. They contend, that currently, while the
network is steadily expanding, there is still no
exhaustive dataset for India as a whole,
representative of the wide variance in the
country.

Surveillance sites are located largely in urban
centres and tertiary care centres, and may drive
up the average as the bulk of the non-urban
centres are not even accounted for. The urgent
need now is to expand the surveillance network
in a manner that will provide a reasonably
accurate position of community prevalence of
AMR in India.

India’s National AMR surveillance network
(NARS-Net), which provides data to the World
Health Organization’s Global Antimicrobial

Resistance and Use Surveillance System (GLASS),
currently stands at 60 sentinel medical college
laboratories.

However, for the recent GLASS report
(reporting period January to December 2023),
information was gathered from 41 sites in 31
States/Union Territories. NARS-Net was
established in 2013 to determine the magnitude
and trends of AMR in different geographical
regions of the country, and laboratories under
this network include government medical
colleges. These labs are required to submit AMR
surveillance data on nine priority bacterial
pathogens of ‘public health importance’ and
some fungal pathogens as well.

‘Include private hospitals’

Recently, in a letter to the Director of the National
Centre for Disease Control, Professor, (Dr.)
Ranjan Das, the nodal agency for AMR
surveillance in the country, Dr. Abdul Ghafur, of
the Chennai Declaration on AMR and an
infectious diseases specialist, said, “... the only
credible approach is to present true national data
— data not limited to tertiary care hospitals, but
inclusive of secondary and primary care centres
across the country. If such data are included, the
national resistance picture will naturally be more
balanced and representative.” He also makes the
case for including private hospitals in the
network too.

The 2015 WHO Global Plan on AMR
recommended a blueprint addressing five
objectives: raising awareness, strengthening
surveillance and research, reducing infections,
optimising antimicrobial use, and ensuring
sustainable investment in new medicines,
diagnostics and vaccines. Mr. Modi’s speech will
increase awareness, something that is essential,
but expanding the surveillance network for AMR
is a critical function that will require investments,
strategies, monitoring and enforcement and as
much political will.

ramya.kannan@thehindu.co.in

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Private diplomacy

It is perplexing that the
sensitive issue of fixing
high-profile dialogues and
discussions with the Trump
administration has been
entrusted to unconnected
firms especially when the
Indian government has a
range of diplomatic
channels at its disposal
(Front page, “Indian
Embassy hired Trump aide’s
firm for talks on trade,

bilateral ties during
Operation Sindoor”,
January 7). How can
unrelated entities be given
the role of arranging for key
discussions between two
governments? Will this not
amount to a transgression
of established diplomatic
norms and mandatory
procedures governing such
sensitive issues?

V. Johan Dhanakumar,
Chennai

Trump’s obtuse moves

It is as clear as daylight that
the U.S. President, Donald
Trump, is defying all norms
to slake his thirst by doing
obtuse things to achieve his
aims and objectives. His
moves against Venezuela
are nothing but a clear
violation of international
law (Editorial and Editorial
page, January 7). They also
prove beyond a shadow of
a doubt that the American

President has cast his eyes
on the abundant crude oil
in Venezuela. But what is
eating President Trump?
Mani Nataraajan,

Chennai

The happenings in
Venezuela expose the
disturbing reality of today’s
global order. Even if such
action violates international
law and the UN Charter,
strangely enough, U.S.

courts may still assume
jurisdiction under American
domestic law, which
permits judges to try an
accused irrespective of how
they were brought before
the court. This peculiarity of
U.S. law, when combined
with overwhelming military
power, effectively sidelines
international norms. The
inability of the UN, the ICJ
and the wider international
community to respond

meaningfully underscores
their growing irrelevance in
restraining unilateral
actions by powerful states.
If global governance is to
retain credibility, this
episode should prompt
reflection on strengthening
multilateral institutions.

Dr. Thomas George,
Pala, Kerala

Letters emailed to
letters@thehindu.co.in
must carry the postal address
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Youth leadership is key to Viksit Bharat

ndia’s growth story will be

written by those who are

shaping its ideas today.

Across the country, young
Indians are thinking deeply about
how India can grow faster, govern
better and become developed by
2047. Their ideas are emerging
from campuses and communities,
start-ups and sports fields,
classrooms and village meetings.
The real question is no longer
whether the youth have
something to contribute, but
whether their ideas are given a
credible platform to influence the
nation’s direction. The Viksit
Bharat Young Leaders Dialogue
(VBYLD) is designed to provide
that very platform.

India is home to the largest
youth population in the world. It is
therefore but natural that the
direction of the nation’s future will
be shaped not merely by policies
or institutions, but by the
imagination, conviction and
courage of its young citizens. This
vast reservoir of yuva shakti is far
more than a demographic
advantage; it is India’s greatest
national asset, capable of driving
innovation, strengthening
democracy and propelling the
country towards inclusive and
sustainable development.

Lead the change

During my time as Youth Affairs
and Sports Minister, I have had the
opportunity to engage with young
Indians in varied settings, on
university campuses, in rural
districts, at sports arenas and
during youth-led community
initiatives. What consistently
stands out is the seriousness with
which young people think about
the nation’s future. I recall
meeting a group of rural youth
volunteers who had organised
informal learning centres in their
villages. With limited resources
but strong conviction, they were
addressing gaps in education and
skill development through locally
designed solutions. Experiences
like these reaffirm a simple truth:
when young people are trusted
and given space, they do not

is the Union Minister
of Youth Affairs and
Sports, and Labour
and Employment,
Government of India

purpose.

The vast
reservoir of
yuva shakti in
the country is
far more than a
demographic
advantage; it is
India’s greatest
national asset

1t.

merely participate, they lead.
Inspired by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s call from the Red
Fort to bring one lakh youth
without political backgrounds into
public life, the Viksit Bharat Young
Leaders Dialogue was launched in
January 2025 reimagining the
National Youth Festival in an
entirely new format. Over 30 lakh
young people engaged through
the Viksit Bharat Challenge, more
than two lakh essays were
submitted, and thousands of
youth presented their ideas at the
State level. The journey
culminated at Bharat Mandapam
in New Delhi, where 3,000 youth
leaders interacted in a free-flowing
dialogue with the Prime Minister,
who spent hours listening to their
ideas and inspiring them to lead.

Shaping the India of 2047
Beyond the numbers, it was the
nature of engagement that made
the Dialogue truly historic. It
recognised, both in letter and
spirit, that the voices of India’s
youth matter in shaping the India
of 2047. Young participants were
encouraged to think critically
about national challenges,
propose solutions and align
personal ambition with collective

The strength of the youth
leadership platform lies not only
in its scale, but in its design.
Diversity of thought, language,
culture and lived experience is
embedded into the very structure
of the initiative. Youth from urban
and rural India, students and
professionals, innovators and
grassroots leaders come together
on a common platform. Multiple
stages of engagement ensure that
ideas are refined through dialogue
and exchange, not filtered out by
geography, language or
background. In doing so, the
Dialogue ensures that every young
person who participates has both
avoice and a platform to amplify

India’s youth have always been
at the heart of the nation’s
defining moments, from the
freedom struggle to the building of

the institutions of an independent
India. Today, the nation once
again looks to its youth not just for
participation, but for leadership
and dynamism in co-creating
India’s growth story.

Building on the success of the
first edition, VBYLD 2026,
scheduled to be held from January
9-12, 2026, signals a decisive leap
from a national youth convening
to a platform with global
resonance. With new initiatives
such as Design for Bharat and
Tech for Viksit Bharat, and the
inclusion of the international
Indian youth diaspora, the
dialogue expands beyond borders.

More than 50 lakh young
people participated in the Viksit
Bharat Quiz, the first stage of
selection for VBYLD 2026, making
it one of the largest youth
engagement exercises of its kind.
Over four intensive days,
participants from every corner of
the country will engage with
leading national and global voices,
drawing upon practical insights,
ideas, and visions that transcend
disciplines and geographies.

Dialogue to Direction

What truly sets VBYLD 2026 apart,
however, is that it gives our yuva
shakti an opportunity not only to
speak, but to be heard. On 12
January, observed nationwide as
National Youth Day in
commemoration of Swami
Vivekananda, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi will personally
interact with the youth at Bharat
Mandapam, listening to how they
imagine, and intend to shape the
future of Bharat.

More than a platform for
dialogue, the Viksit Bharat Young
Leaders Dialogue is a movement
that calls upon young Indians to
lead from the front, confront
national challenges, and channel
their ambitions towards building a
Viksit Bharat.

A Viksit Bharat will be built by
those who have the confidence to
lead and the commitment to
serve. India’s youth are ready. The
nation must be ready to walk with
them.

Cash politics, development paradox

Lakshmir Bhandar scheme has proved electorally transformative

STATE OF PLAY

Shiv Sahay Singh

shivsahay.s@thehindu.co.in

bands

who are beneficiaries of the
Lakshmir Bhandar scheme to
prevent them from voting for
the Trinamool Congress dur-
ing the elections.

The remark sparked out-
rage in the social and political
circles of the State. The Trina-
mool Congress said it exposed | of
the BJP’s “anti-women” mind-
set. The BJP State committee
leader Kalipada Sengupta was

made

statement. Yet the controversy
also brought renewed atten-
tion to Lakshmir Bhandar, one
of the largest cash incentive
schemes of the West Bengal
government.

Announced by Chief Minis-
ter Mamata Banerjee in Febru-
ary 2021, just months before
the Assembly elections, the
scheme proved electorally
transformative. By January
2025, it had reached 2.21 crore
beneficiaries — nearly half of
the State’s female population.
Women aged 25 to 60 receive
1,000 per month under the
general category and 1,200

under

Electoral edge

The political impact has been
unmistakable.
has helped keep large sections

of the

ly aligned with the Trinamool
Congress despite serious inci-

dents

men — including the rape and
murder of a doctor at Kolka-
ta’s R.
and Hospital in August 2025.
Data from the 2021 Assemb-

n January 3, a little-
0 known Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party (BJP) lead-

er in West Bengal triggered a
political row by asking hus-

to “lock up their wives”

to apologise for his

reserved categories.

The scheme

women electorate firm-

of violence against wo-

G Kar Medical College

West Bengal

ly elections showed that near-
ly 50% of women voters
backed the Trinamool, while
only 37% voted for the BJP.
The BJP leadership is acutely
aware of this gender gap and
cash
schemes help entrench it.

In December 2025, when
Ms. Banerjee unveiled a report
card titled ‘Unnayaner Pan-
chali’ (The Song of Develop-
ment), of her government’s
performance over the past 14
years, Lakshmir Bhandar fea-
tured prominently. Compar-
ing it with a one-time cash be-
nefit of 10,000 announced in
Bihar before elections, the Tri-
namool chairperson argued
that her government delivers
sustained annual
rather than pre-poll handouts.

“They (NDA in Bihar) gave
%10,000 before the election,
and there is a bulldozer raj
now after the polls,” Ms. Ba-
nerjee said.

Cash-based
schemes catering to different
social groups has become a
defining feature of the Baner-
jee administration. By her
own count, the State now runs
95 welfare schemes,
more promised in the next
few months before elections
are announced, taking the
number of schemes well past
three digits.

Even political opponents
have tacitly acknowledged the
impact of such schemes on
the electorate. Union Home

how

Minister Amit Shah recently
assured voters in Kolkata that
none of the Trinamool govern-
ment’s welfare schemes
would be discontinued if the
BJP came to power.

While these cash incentive
schemes may provide a politi-
cal advantage to the ruling
party, it is also important to
understand their overall eco-
nomic and social impact on
the population. West Bengal’s
multidimensional poverty rate
stood at 11.89%, according to
Multidimensional Poverty In-
dex: A Progress Review 2023.
Although poverty declined
faster than in Gujarat, the
State ranked only 13th nation-
ally, behind populous States
such as U.P. and Bihar.

incentive

Real change

Cash transfers may help hou-
seholds stay just above the po-
verty line, but they often fail
to generate lasting structural
change.

The State’s own Kanyash-
ree scheme — designed to re-
duce child marriage through
conditional cash transfers — il-
lustrates this limitation. The
scheme has about one crore
beneficiaries on paper, but
West Bengal continues to re-
cord highest number of child
marriage almost a decade af-
ter the scheme was launched.

The latest Sample Registra-
tion System data shows that
6.3% of women in the State
were married before the age
of 18, compared to a national
average of 2.1%.

There is little doubt that
cash incentive schemes give
Ms. Banerjee a decisive electo-
ral edge. But while putting
money directly into voters’
hands may shape political out-
comes, it does not automati-
cally translate into durable so-
cial transformation. Over the
past few years, West Bengal
has emerged as a case study of
this development paradox.

support

welfare

with

How every X100 is spent by Indian households

Indians are shifting from subsistence needs to aspirational and service-oriented spending

DATA POINT

K. Chandrasekar

he Household Consump-
T tion Expenditure Survey

(HCES) by the Ministry of
Statistics and Programme Imple-
mentation (MoS&PI) captures
spending pattern of Indian house-
holds across various consumption
categories. Conducted every five
years, the HCES provides granular
estimates of Monthly Per Capita
Expenditure (MPCE) for both rural
and urban populations, covering a
wide range of goods and services.

The survey rounds for 2022-23
and 2023-24 represent the first
comprehensive update to MPCE
data in over a decade, offering va-
luable insights into India’s shifting
consumption landscape. These
findings are central to revising po-
verty estimates, informing social
sector policy, and understanding
the lived realities of India’s ex-
panding middle-income
population.

This article examines long-term
MPCE trends from 1999-2000 to
2023-24, with a focus on six key ex-
penditure categories. In this analy-
sis, MPCE is expressed as the pro-
portional expenditure on an item
for every %100 of total spending.

Decline in MPCE share on food
and beverages for both urban
(from 48 to 339 per 100) and ru-
ral areas (from %59 to 47 per T100)
confirms Engel’s Law, which states
that as real income rises, the pro-
portion of income spent on food
declines, even if absolute expendi-
ture increases. (Chart 1)

Further, a fall in expenditure on
cereals, alongside higher spending
on fruits, eggs, fish, and processed
foods, signals a shift from staple-
heavy diets to more varied, pro-
tein-rich diets — albeit unequally.

Despite marginal increases, par-
ticularly in rural areas, spending
on pan, tobacco, and other intoxi-
cants remains a low share of
MPCE, accounting for under 3.8
per 100 of spending. From a pu-

CM
K

blic health perspective, the trend
calls for targeted awareness pro-
grams in rural belts. (Chart 2)

The reduction in per capita fuel
spending reflects policy successes,
such as Saubhagya (rural electrifi-
cation) and PM Ujjwala Yojana
(LPG access). Lower urban spend-
ing may also reflect the use of
energy-efficient appliances and ac-
cess to reliable power supply. Mod-
ern fuels, in place of biomass or
kerosene, improve quality of life
and are an example of expenditure
substitution. (Chart 3)

The decline in spending on
clothing, bedding and footwear is
moderate and consistent with the
transition from need-based con-
sumption to periodic discretion-
ary spending. Rising competition,
fast fashion, and lower textile pric-
es may also have contributed. Ru-
ral India’s slightly higher or similar
spending may indicate seasonal
dependence and growing aspira-
tions. (Chart 4)

The urban housing rent share
rose significantly (34.46 to 36.58
per 100), aligning with urbanisa-
tion, rental stress, and migration
to metropolitan hubs. Rural rent
remains minimal due to wides-
pread self-owned housing, infor-
mal tenure, or rent-free arrange-
ments. (Chart 5)

The miscellaneous category in-
cludes aspirational expenses such
as health, education, conveyance,
consumer services, and other si-
milar costs. Its rising share, partic-
ularly in rural MPCE (from 321.87
to ¥35.82 per %100), reflects a broa-
dening of the consumption basket.
This trend aligns with inclusive
growth, deeper digital penetra-
tion, and echoes improved reach
and quality of both public and
market-based services. (Chart 6)

Taken together, these trends re-
flect that society is undergoing an
economic transition, with con-
sumption patterns gradually shift-
ing away from subsistence needs
toward more aspirational and ser-
vice-oriented spending.

The views expressed are personal.

Changing
consumption basket

The data for the charts were sourced from
the Ministry of Statistics and Programme
Implementation (MoS&PI) for the period 1999-

2000 to 2023-24.

The writer is a Deputy Director with the Ministry.
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FROM THE ARCHIVES

FIFTY YEARS AGO JANUARY 8, 1976

World Bank aid for food
godowns

MADRAS, Jan. 7: The Food Corporation of India,
which is to build up a sizable buffer stock in the
wake of plentiful food production and
continuing imports, is facing a major problem,
that of creating additional storage capacity, and
is looking to the World Bank for aid.

The World Bank has shown interest in the
programme, which the FCI has already initiated,
and Sir John Crawford, Adviser to the Bank's
President, Mr. Robert McNamara, is expected to
visit India on January 16 for talks. The World
Bank may give aid if it is convinced that the
creation of such additional storage would lead to
increased food production and more sales
through the public distribution system.

Mr. A.K. Dutt, Managing Director of FCI, told
newsmen that on the whole this year was going
to be a year of plenty and "this creates a
problem of storage for us because there is going
to be very heavy procurement and imports will
continue." The FCI hoped to build up a sizable
buffer stock — 7.5 million tonnes at the end of
March and anything between 11 and 12 million
tonnes in the peak season July-August. With
imports also continuing the FCI was faced with a
"situation of emergency" with regard to storage,
he said.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JANUARY 8, 1926
Indian Birds to Fiji Islands

Mr. J.C. Ward from Australia had been in Madras
on an interesting mission. His mission is to
secure for the Fiji Islands a large number of
insecting birds. It would appear that the Fiji
Islands was once infested with species of rats
which proved pest in the Island for sugarcane
plantations and in order to destroy this pest a
large number of mongoose, was imported,
which not only destroyed pests but also the
birds of the Island. With extinction of birds the
Fiji Island became infested with another kind of
pests namely, moths and insects which are
causing destruction to coconut plantations and
consequently reducing a great source of
revenue. To get rid of these pests, the
Government of Fiji addressed the Government
of Australia for their permission to import a
large number of birds, but since Australian birds
are mostly fruit eating birds this attempt also
proved a failure.
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public
health facilities across the country have
been certified under the National Quality
Assurance Standards (NQAS), a quality
framework established by the Union
Health Ministry. e

Police seized 631 vehicles
63] involved in illegal mining,

and imposed fines
amounting to nearly X1 crore last year,
officials said on Wednesday. Police officials
said that out of the 631 vehicles seized, 572
vehicles were released after completion of

statutory formalities in 2025. e

In crore. The names of 6.5

6 crore electors were
® removed from the draft

electoral rolls of nine States and three
Union Territories published in the past
days as part of the ongoing Special
Intensive Revision (SIR).
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is targeting
to introduce the Seeds Bill 2025 in
Parliament during the first phase of the
Budget session in February. The ministry
plans to table the Pesticides Management
Bill 2020 after Parliament recess. eri

3.000:"

eruptions at
the most active volcano in the Philippines
has prompted the evacuation of nearly
3,000 villagers. Authorities raised the
5-step alert around Mayon Volcano in the
province of Albay to level 3. i
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progress on its climate targets

While the country has successfully reduced emissions intensity, and increased non-fossil power capacity, challenges remain in translating these achievements

into absolute emissions reductions. The next few years will be critical in addressing these gaps and ensuring a sustainable future

ECONOMIC NOTES

Deepanshu Mohan

Nagappan Arun
Saksham Raj

here has been a lot of focus on

the recent Aravalli judgment

and its implications for mining

operations across the green
belt as well as the government’s
commitments regarding environmental
standards and regulatory protection for
ecologically sensitive areas.

In the Paris summit, India had
committed to four quantified climate
targets, grounded in the principle of
“common but differentiated
responsibilities” — a position that reflects
how, historically, India’s per capita
emissions were fractions compared to
emissions of other major countries like
the U.S. (however, currently India is the
world’s third largest absolute emitter).
The centrepiece of Prime Minister Modi’s
statement at the Paris summit was the
pledge to reduce emissions intensity by
33-35% by 2030 (based on the 2005
baseline), coupled with commitments to
enhance non-fossil power capacity to
40%, 175 GW of renewable energy, and
2.5-3 billion tonnes of carbon
sequestration through forests.

Now, more than 10 years later, one
needs to evaluate whether these promises
have actually been delivered.

Incomplete decoupling

India’s reduction in GDP
emissions-intensity (greenhouse gases per
unit of economic output) may appear to
be a policy success. Using 2005 as
baseline, emissions intensity decreased
by approximately 36% by 2020, enabling
India to meet its original 33-35% target
well ahead of the 2030 deadline.

Three structural drivers explain this
trajectory. First, the rapid expansion of
non-fossil power capacity (solar, wind,
hydro, and nuclear) lowered carbon
intensity associated with harnessing
electricity. By 2023, non-fossil capacity
exceeded by approximately 43%, and it
reached roughly 50% by mid-2025.
Second, India’s economic composition
shifted toward lower-carbon services and
digital sectors, resulting in a reduction in
emissions per unit of GDP. Third, national
efficiency programmes like Perform,
Achieve and Trade (PAT) and UJALA
curbed demand growth in industry and
households; national assessments record
measurable electricity savings and
avoided emissions in FY2020-21.

However, intensity gains still coexist
with persistently high absolute emissions.
India’s territorial greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions were approximately 2,959
MtCO:ze in 2020, and absolute emissions
have remained high thereafter.

This phenomenon exists because of
partial decoupling: GDP growth has
outpaced emissions growth, so intensity
has declined without an economy-wide
absolute fall. This matters because
national intensity averages mask sectoral
divergence, as evidenced by the
continued rise in emissions from the
cement, steel, and transport sectors, even
as the power sector’s CO2 growth
moderated in 2024-25.

Analyses by Climate Transparency and
the International Energy Agency show
that India’s rate of intensity decline
exceeds that of many G-20 peers, but
coal’s large share keeps absolute per-kWh
emissions high. For India’s 2070 net-zero
pledge to be credible, remaining intensity
gains must be translated into absolute
emissions reductions through a
transparent coal phase-down timetable

CM
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Climate
promises

While India has achieved meaningful progress on
specific metrics, they also obscure fundamental
problems. The intensity gains achieved coexist
with rising absolute emissions, and renewable
capacity expansion has not translated into a
proportional share of generation due to the
entrenched baseload of coal

Emissions-intensity trajectory (2005 baseline)
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and industrial decarbonisation roadmaps.

Generation gap

India’s renewable capacity scale-up is
dramatic, but it does not yet replace fossil
baseload. Non-fossil capacity rose from
~29.5% in 2015 to =51.4% by June 2025.
Solar led the build-out (2.8 GW in 2014 to
~110.9 GW by mid-2025), supported by
tariff competition and domestic
photovoltaic manufacturing expansion.
Wind power increased more modestly
(=21 GW to ~51.3 GW over the same
period) but has been constrained by land,
grid-connection delays and state-level
regulatory bottlenecks. Crucially,
electricity generation lacks capacity —
renewables supplied -22% of electricity in
2024-25 despite greater than 50%
non-fossil capacity because of lower
capacity factors and storage shortfalls;
thermal (primarily coal) capacity
remained ~240 GW in mid-2025 and still
provides baseload.

The 175 GW renewables target for 2022
was missed, and although a 500 GW 2030
ambition is technically possible,
converting installed capacity into
sustained generation and emissions
reduction will require rapid scaling of
storage, transmission upgrades and
stronger policy delivery.

The renewable energy targets that
India has set for itself, initially 40%
non-fossil fuel capacity by 2030 and now
50% by 2030, are headline successes that
mask a vital subtext: capacity and actual
production differ sharply due to
limitations in renewable integration and
intermittency patterns. Non-fossil fuel
capacity accounted for 51% of India’s
cumulative installed capacity of 495 GW
as of June 2025, marking the achievement
of the first commitment. But this is
overshadowed by an essential reality that
more than 70% of electricity production
in India comes from coal, in spite of its
comprising 51% non-fossil fuel capacity.
The reason for this is that renewables
operate at much shorter capacity
compared to coal, as they produce
intermittently on a solar and wind basis.
In contrast, coal generates constant
“baseload” electricity.

Storage is the major sticking point. The
Central Electricity Authority has forecast
a demand of 336 GWh of energy storage
for the 2029-30 period. However, as of
September 2025, only 500 MWh of

battery energy storage capacity is

Comparative intensity trajectories: India versus
selected G-20 peers
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operational.

Government driven programs such as
the National Solar Mission, Solar Parks
Scheme, UDAY, PM-KUSUM, and rooftop
solar have successfully added 25 GW of
renewable energy every year. However,
the area of execution remains a challenge,
as there is a delay in grid connectivity and
limited land acquisition in the power
sector. Although the pace of renewable
energy in the Indian power sector has
reached a groundbreaking level, the
country’s backbone remains the 253 GW
of coal-based capacity.

Forests only on paper

The figure of 2.5-3.0 billion tonnes of CO2
equivalent carbon sequestration by 2030,
as pledged by India appears achievable in
terms of numbers. The India State of
Forest Report 2023 reveals that India has
already sequestered 30.43 billion tonnes
of CO2 equivalents of total carbon stock,
representing 2.29 billion tonnes of
additional sequestration over the 2005
level, with only 0.2 billion tonnes
remaining to achieve the target by 2030.

However, the official figures do not
capture the definition’s elasticity. The
Forest Survey of India’s definition of
“forest cover” includes any land of more
than one hectare with the overstory 10%
canopied, and includes eucalyptus
monocultures and plantations of mango,
tea, and roadside trees in addition to
natural forests. Satellite imagery
indicating that the country has 7,15,343 sq
km of forest cover in 2023, with an
increase of only 156 sq km from the
previous census in 2021, confuses
ecological performance with
administrative designation.

Policy mechanisms indicate a friction
in implementation. Under the
Compensatory Afforestation Fund Act
(2016), approximately 395,000 crore has
been accumulated. However, there is
unequal implementation, as States such
as Delhi have been able to utilise only 23%
of the allocated amount from 2019-20 to
2023-24. The Green India Mission Revised
launched in June 2025 after a decade of
‘moderate progress,” has proposed
regenerating five million hectares through
regional projects in the Aravallis, Western
Ghats, and Himalayas. ‘Plantations’ are,
however, equated to ‘natural
regeneration’.

Moreover, climate change is an added
stress. While satellite evidence reveals leaf

Non-fossil
generation share

Non-fossil
capacity share

index values that indicate “greening,” net
primary productivity, and actual carbon
assimilation rate are challenged by
warming and water stress, especially in
the Western Ghats and northeastern parts
of India. The country is likely to meet its
“forest sink” target by 2030 through
mechanisms that are plantation
dominated and governance limited,
prioritising carbon accounting over
ecological restoration.

The road ahead

While India has achieved meaningful
progress on specific metrics, they also
obscure fundamental problems with
climate action in India. The intensity
gains achieved coexist with rising
absolute emissions, and renewable
capacity expansion has not translated into
a proportional share of generation due to
the entrenched baseload of coal that mask
the actual ecological impact.

The transition path that lies ahead
demands sustained effort in areas
requiring systemic coordination and
coordinated governance like the rapid
scaling of battery storage to bridge the
capacity generation gap, the development
of a coal transition roadmap, reformed
forest governance to ensure quality
biodiversity outcomes alongside carbon
target numbers, and increase in data
transparency to track progress across
sectoral and regional variations as mere
technology and capital influx will now no
longer suffice.

The upcoming five years present a
critical window for India to accelerate
renewable energy growth, resolve storage
bottlenecks, and strengthen government
coordination on grid connectivity and
land acquisition.

In summation, India’s performative
standards may have broadly delivered on
its quantified commitments. Still, the
outcomes that matter most lie beyond
headline metrics, in converting the now
installed capacity into continued
sustained generation and intensity gains
into absolute emission ‘moderation’.

Deepanshu Mohan is professor and
dean, O.P. Jindal Global University and
Director, Centre for New Economics Studies
(CNES). He is a visiting professor at the
London School of Economics and a visiting
fellow with AMES, University of Oxford.
Nagappan Arun and Saksham Raj are
research analysts at CNES. With inputs
from Simar Kaur and Anvita Tripathi.
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Using 2005 as baseline,
emissions intensity decreased
by approximately 36% by 2020,
enabling India to meet its
original 33-35% target well
ahead of the 2030 deadline.
However, intensity gains still
coexist with persistently high
absolute emissions.
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The India State of Forest
Report 2023 reveals that India
has already sequestered 30.43
billion tonnes of CO2
equivalents of total carbon
stock. However, the official
figures do not capture the
definition’s elasticity. The
Forest Survey of India’s
definition of “forest cover”
includes any land of more than
one hectare with the overstory
10% canopied.
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The renewable energy targets
that India has set for itself,
initially 40% non-fossil fuel
capacity by 2030 and now 50%
by 2030, are headline
successes that mask a vital
subtext: capacity and actual
production differ sharply due
to limitations in renewable
integration and intermittency
patterns.
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Shaping discourse: The Minister of Information and Broadcasting, Vasanth Sathe, laying the foundation for Doordarshan Kendra in Bangalore in 1981. HINDU PHOTO ARCHIVES

Diversity on the small screen: when
Doordarshan stitched together a nation

The evolution of mass communication in India is also the legacy of Doordarshan. Its varied content tried to culturally unify a country. Several books

chart the journey of public broadcasting in India and what it did in the face of competition from private networks

Soma Basu

eading Sheila Chaman’s

Doordarshan Diaries: The

Golden Era of Television (Om

Books International) is like
rediscovering the magic of the public
broadcaster. From the silent generation to
the boomers who witnessed the birth and
growth of Indian television, from Gen X
and the millennials often described as the
Doordarshan generation to Gen Z and
Alpha who perhaps do not connect with
its content, this book is a reminder of the
uncomplicated times long before
algorithms dictated our remote-controlled
lives.

It is almost impossible today to gather
around the television like we did for
broadcasts on a single channel at a fixed
time. Those intense emotions and feelings
TV viewing evoked have diminished.
From shared cultural ritual in front of the
television, for limited news to
entertainment, sports or education,
everything is now available on an
industrial scale with 918 private satellite
channels.

Conversation starter
That is why Sheila Chaman’s book
compels you to pause and understand
how the daily four hours of broadcast,
unified the country, inspiring
conversations and shaping opinions.
The veteran broadcaster, who grew
with the medium over a span of three
decades, does not state the obvious
decline, but through her vivid recollection
writes about several untold
behind-the-scenes anecdotes that bring
alive the pioneering spirit of the people
behind popular and iconic programmes
who transformed Doordarshan into a

national memory.

It is important to realise that
Doordarshan was not just a channel
disseminating tailored information but
also upheld constitutional values
promoting national integration and social
development.

Chaman’s is an insider’s perspective on
the early days of the organisation, its
transition and transformation. She
captures the nostalgia of unfettered
journalism. Reading her is like
reconnecting with the older and quieter
version of a tolerant India. She highlights
the challenges of producing content in
those days and reflects on discipline and
creativity that helped programmes
resonate with diverse audiences.

Challenging a monopoly

It may be prudent not to indict current
television programmes, but the advent of
cable TV did challenge Doordarshan’s
monopoly. The saturated media
landscape today says something forlorn
about DD, a foundational pillar of national
media history that began as a modest
experiment in public service telecasting.

Once Upon a Prime Time by Ananth
Mahadevan (Embassy Books) is partially
autobiographical giving an interesting
insight into the first-hand experience of
those who performed for television
audiences and were not part of any
consumer-driven shows. It is a throwback
for those connected with the medium and
its services, past and present.

Public Service Broadcasting in India: A
Study of Doordarshan by Rommani Sen
Shitak (Bluerose Publishers) reflects on
the journey of television in India from its
humble beginnings in 1959 to a
flourishing sector; how Doordarshan
started off with socio-educational

experiments, and became a multi-channel
network catering to diverse linguistic and
ethnic groups. Shitak takes stock of
changes that took place in terms of
policies, financing and programming over
the years. There is a detailed analysis of
the strategies implemented by
Doordarshan when it was faced with
competition from private networks.

The Ramayana effect

IAS officer Bhaskar Ghose who was
appointed director-general of
Doordarshan by Prime Minister Rajiv
Gandhi, has authored Doordarshan Days
(Penguin India), talking about his seminal
role in the organisation’s development.
This included the airing of popular serials
such as Ramayana and Mahabharata; the
first live broadcast of the cricket World
Cup; the advent of satellite transmission;
the first live election coverage; building
Doordarshan’s international presence;
and the onslaught of private networks.

Ghose’s attempts at reforming
Doordarshan put him in conflict with the
murky underside of public broadcasting
and he candidly recounts with his
characteristic humour the struggle to
bring about change.

In another memoir by the same name
(Doordarshan Days), Manna Bahadur,
remembers the days when TV news did
not sound like a screamathon and its
programmes were a treat for the entire
family. He talks about the iconic
presenters who became fashion
trendsetters for the nation. The memoir
treads on DD’s anxious birth, teething
pains, its golden period to its expansion.

Many books on Doordarshan cover
television history and its connection to All
India Radio (AIR), as both were part of the
same public broadcasting system.

For instance, how many know that
Rabindranath Tagore dedicated a poem to
AIR called Akashvani, which was adopted
as the broadcaster’s Hindi name; that an
AIR producer was the first civilian allowed
inside the Golden Temple after Operation
Blue Star; or that noted Pakistani ghazal
singer Ghulam Ali made his disciples
listen to AIR’s Urdu service to correct
Urdu pronunciation.

These and many other tales make up
Akashvani: A Century of Stories from All
India Radio by Neelesh Kulkarni and
Vikrant Pande (HarperCollins Publishers
India). With anecdotes from producers,
broadcasters, radio jockeys and listeners,
the book reveals the pivotal role of the
mass media in an average Indian’s life.

The downfall

Vinod Kapoor in Radio Cavalcade: Indian
Broadcasting ...A Look Back (Notion Press)
writes about the day when India gained
independence, the scene at AIR during
Gandhi’s assassination, the way soap
operas gained prominence, and how
Hindi cinema provided a stream of artists
it nurtured. The author critically
discusses the clipped freedom of
professionals under the Prasar Bharati Act
and how it led to the downfall of public
broadcasting.

Viewers of a certain vintage will
understand better that Doordarshan
mirrors India’s growth from a young
republic to a global player, and
fundamentally shaped every Indian’s
consumption of news, education and
entertainment.

It should continue to fulfil its public
service mandate, reflecting diversity and
inclusivity.

But does it? Its existence today is no
less important, but perhaps different.

THE DAILY QUIZ

/T

Please send in your answers to
dailyquiz@thehindu.co.in

Simone de Beauvoir, feminist icon and existential philosopher, was born on
January 9, 1908. Here is a quiz on the renowned personality

Vighnesh P. Venkitesh | Goncourt.

A
A QUESTION 3
QUESTION 1 Name the only play written
Name her by Simone de Beauvoir.
groundbreaking critique A

of patriarchy, often QUESTION 4
regarded a foundational
feminist literature, which
was listed on the
Vatican’s ‘index of

forbidden books’.

oppression, and

QUESTION 2

Name her work depicting
the attempts of actualised’.
post-Second World War A
intellectuals to leave QUESTION 5
their ‘educated elite’
status and engage in
political activism, which
won her the French
literary prize Prix

CM
K

Name her treatise published
in 1947 which deals with
themes including freedom,

responsibility, expounding
A on the idea that ‘human
freedom requires the
freedom of others for it to be

Name her novel which A
opens with the quote: “Each
conscience seeks the death
of the other” from another
philosopher, Hegel.

Visual question:

woman. GETTY IMAGES

Name this American philosopher who based her theory of gender
performance on Beauvoir’s idea that one is not born, but rather becomes, a

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily
quiz: 1. The U.S. spy agency and the U.K’s MI6 were
involved in the assassination of this African’s country
first elected Prime Minister. Ans: Patrice Lumumba
from the Democratic Republic of the Congo

2. This South American dictator seized power and ruled
for 17 years after the CIA involvement in the
destabilisation of the government of Salvador Allende.
Ans: Augusto Pinochet

3. This was the most significant intelligence analysis
failure in the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq. Ans:
Overstating Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction
capabilities under Saddam Hussein

4. The CIA devised several failed and unrealistic
assassination plots against this Latin American
revolutionary leader. Ans: Fidel Castro

5. Although never established as historical fact, X was
alleged to have been a CIA agent. X was a former Prime
Minister of India. Ans: Morarji Desai

Visual: Name this award-winning film that drew
criticism as CIA hagiography. Ans: Zero Dark Thirty
Early Birds: Tamal Biswas| Sukdev Shet| Arun Kumar
Singh| Arjun Debnath| Vidyasagar Reddy Kethiri

FROM THE ARCHIVES

Know your
English

S. Upendran

What is the difference in meaning
between “salary” and “wages”? (R. V.
Murthy, Hospet, Karnataka)

Both words refer to the amount of money
that an individual receives for services
that he/she has rendered. “Wages” are
usually paid to those people who are
involved in manual labour — people
whose tasks involve more physical than
mental effort. Servants, gardeners,
masons, electricians, plumbers, factory
workers receive wages. These workers,
sometimes referred to as “blue collar
workers”, are usually paid on an
hourly/daily/weekly basis. Most
government offices in India hire people
on “daily wages”, and these workers
receive their wages at the end of the day,
end of the week, or at the end of the
month. Here are a few examples:

Sujatha wanted to know what my
weekly wages were. For working ten
hours a day, Swami was getting Rs. 30 as
wages.

Compared to other countries, wages
are very low in India. “Salaries”, on the
other hand, are paid to professionals and
people who do not perform manual
labour. Such people are sometimes called
“white collar workers.” If you have a
white collar job — i.e. a job that does not
involve manual labour — you receive a
salary. Teachers, clerks, bank managers,
income tax officials are some of the
people who get paid a salary. It is usually
given to an individual on a regular basis —
it could be weekly, monthly, etc. — and
unlike wages, the salary that an individual
receives is usually fixed. While a wage
earner may receive extra money if he
works a couple of hours more, a person
earning a salary does not usually get
anything extra for putting in more hours
of work. Here are a few examples:

The company was willing to pay him a
salary of Rs. 50,000 a month. His salary
has been the same for the past seven
years. The Vice-Chancellor informed me
that I wouldn’t be getting my salary this
month.

What is the difference between “sink”
and “drown”? (P. Velayudham,
Chowdepalle, Chittoor District)

Only living things can drown. When you
drown, you die because your lungs
become filled with water. The water does
not have to be deep for one to drown —
one can even drown in a bath tub! People
can drown, animals can drown, insects
can drown; but inanimate things like
stones, books and ships cannot drown.
They merely sink. When an object sinks,
it goes to the bottom; it does not stay
afloat. Both living and non-living things
can sink. Here are a few examples:

The stone sank to the bottom of the
river. The diver sank to the bottom of the
lake. When the Titanic sank, hundreds of
people drowned.

When you sink, you do not necessarily
die. You can deliberately decide to go to
the bottom of a lake/river/pool and come
up for air again. When you drown, you do
not always end up at the bottom of a
river/pool. Bodies of people who have
drowned are often seen floating.

Published in The Hindu on March 30,
1999.

Word of the day

Marginalia:
notes written in the margin

Synonyms: note

Usa g€ Some of their chats were printed as
marginalia in the book.

Pronunciation:

newsth.live/marginaliapro

International Phonetic
Alpha bet: /maidzrnetli.a/
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Nepal: An electoral
test for Gen Z

The coming election will reveal whether Nepal’s
youth can reshape the system — or whether the
promise of the uprising will fade into anarchy

Nepal is in the throes of a defining moment in its democratic
journey, marked by disruption and instability. As the date of
the general elections draws near, there is quiet unease in a
country that witnessed turmoil last September, when Gen Z
rose and toppled the Oli government. What began as a
protest against restrictions on social media access quickly
turned into widespread unrest. Since then, the streets have
remained calm under the caretaker government led by
Sushila Karki, who has limited her role to overseeing the
elections and handing power to the newly elected
government on March 5.

Like India, Nepal is a young nation, with many voters in
their thirties and forties - but the similarity ends there. Nepal
has struggled to consolidate democracy and institutionalise
its electoral processes, often producing chaos instead of
stability. Since the fall of the monarchy in 2008, the country
has seen fourteen governments led by eight prime ministers.
Unsurprisingly, public confidence in conventional democratic
politics has weakened, and the Gen Z uprising was its natural
corollary. Now that Nepal's youth are calling the shots, the
onus lies on them to deliver stable governance - and, if
necessary, to consider constitutional amendments to achieve
it. The election process is under way, and voter registration
centres are seeing long queues of first-time voters who could
decisively influence the outcome.

The fall of the KP Sharma Oli government was abrupt, but
it did not resolve Nepal's underlying crises - unemployment,
weak economic growth, strained relations with regional
powers and persistent challenges to law and order. The
interim government led by retired jurist Sushila Karki has
politely but firmly rejected demands for constitutional
overhaul. While this restraint may safeguard institutional
continuity, it risks alienating protesters who had demanded
more sweeping change.

This election is crucial. The old order appears to be giving
way - and although elections may not solve every problem,
they will certainly bring new political actors to the fore. The
rise of parties led by technocrats, professionals and younger
leaders suggests a tentative shift from old politics to new.
Figures such as Kul Man Ghising and Birendra Bahadur
Basnet symbolise competence and credibility, though
whether they will prevail remains uncertain. Established
parties, meanwhile, appear defensive, tied up in legal
disputes and internal divisions even as they prepare to
contest the polls.

The greatest test is whether Gen Z's energy - so effective
on the streets — can survive the compromises of electoral
politics. Movements thrive on moral clarity; elections require
organisation, patience and negotiation. Security concerns
during the polls remain real - escaped prisoners, looted
weapons and sporadic clashes could easily overshadow the
process. Whether Nepal can meet this challenge remains to
be seen.
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A worker prepares colourful kite strings ahead of the Lohri festival,

in Amritsar. PHOTO: PTI
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REPEATED PAROLES RAISE SERIOUS
QUESTIONS ABOUT OUR JUSTICE

Notorious godman and Dera
Sacha Sauda chief Ram Rahim,
serving sentences for grave
offences including rape and
murder, has once again been
granted forty days’ parole. In
Auvgust last year, the same
generosity was shown to him,
after a twenty-day furlough and
another thirty-day parole in the
same year. In 2024, he left
prison twice more. Since his
conviction in 2017, he has
walked out on parole

fifteen times.

In the past, even a famous
film personality appeared to
treat parole almost as a personal
privilege.

The Bitti Mohanty case — in
which the accused absconded
for six years after release —
should have been an enduring
warning for those responsible
for granting and regulating

parole. Parole is conditional
to return after the permitted

1894, and the Prisoners Act,
1900, provide the framework.
Although parole is usually
short, special provisions may

apply. Too often, powerful
convicts exploit these
provisions, while ordinary
prisoners still respect the law.
Following a Delhi High Court
ruling, serious offenders who
threaten national security, and
non-citizens, are barred from
parole.

What we need now is a
foolproof system that prevents
abuse and restores public faith

everyone across India.

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

liberty: a promise by the convict

period. In India, the Prisons Act,

in the fairness of punishment for

GANAPATHI | AKOLA

No Bail for ‘ldeological Drivers of Delhi Riots

The Apex Court held that the record does not justify the claim that the accused are ‘innocently imprisoned’ with no role in the delay, nor does it
disclose a situation in which the delay is wholly unjustified, which would cancel the strict bar on bail under Section 43D(5) of the UAPA

MAHEK
MAHESHWARI

The Supreme Court’s recent decision to deny
bail to Umar Khalid and Sharjeel Imam in the
Delhi riots conspiracy case reaffirms a clear
judicial stance: when a serious, systemic
conspiracy affecting national security is prima
facie made out under the Unlawful Activities
(Prevention) Act, 1967 (UAPA).

Itis a uniform principle in criminal law that,
for bail to be granted, the accused must show
they are not prima facie involved in the case.
In contrast, the material on record disclosed
prima facie involvement of Sharjeel Imam and
Umar Khalid in a deep-rooted and well-
orchestrated criminal conspiracy relating to
the North-East Delhi riots of February 2020.
Material relied upon against them, in the form
of speeches, meetings, digital communications
and alleged strategic deliberations commenc-
ing immediately after the passage of the
CAB/CAA, predominantly showed that they
were the ideological drivers of the alleged con-

spiracy by devising a protest strategy, shifting
from normal dharnas to disruptive chakka
jams, choosing sites and pushing a broader
political objective.

It was urged that their continued imprison-
ment over a prolonged period, coupled with

the pace at which the trial has progressed, CONSTITUTION Jamia Millia Islamia University to participate
warrants their enlargement on bail nthnth- GUARANTEES in a protest proposed to be held.on 06.12.2019
gtan.dln%*tt]l)e( s)tatfutrc])ryUeAnllJ‘lL)\argo rclont.alr?ed in PERSONAL at 4:30 %m_at tl:je Pplyte?hrr]ncckann, ™I,
ection 43D(5) of the , as the right to a against the introduction of the .
speedy trial is recognised as an essential facet LIBERTY, BUT IT Umar Khalid, along with Nadeem Khan, is
under Article 21 of the Constitution of India. DOES NOT alleged to have directed one Amanullah to
The Supreme Court pointed out that th,e CONCEIVE visit' Muslim—dominated localitigs and
common counter-affidavit and the Trial Court’s mobilise residents for protests, while also
order record that, at various stages, the pros- LIBERTY AS AN encouraging greater participation of women
ecution expressed readiness to proceed, ABSOLUTE and children, with the purported intent
including preparedness to commence argu- ENTITLEMENT that their presence would
ments on charge, while objections, requests DETACHED deter the police from disman-

for deferment and issues relating to arguments
were raised on behalf of the accused. The Apex
Court held that the record does not justify the
claim that the accused are “innocently impris-
oned” with no role in the delay, nor does it dis-
close a situation in which the delay is wholly
unjustified, which would cancel the strict bar

FROM SOCIETAL

tributing pamphlets in various mosques in
Delhi against the verdict of this Court in the
Babri Masjid matter, which pamphlets were
THE allegedly aimed at mobilising students of

UAPA, it emphasises, is engaged when cumu-
lative conduct threatens the unity, integrity,
security or sovereignty of the nation.

The Constitution guarantees personal
liberty, but it does not conceive liberty as an
absolute entitlement detached from societal
security. Sovereignty, integrity, security and
public order are constitutional values
Parliament may protect through law. Where
a special statutory framework exists, courts
must give effect to it, subject to constitution-
al discipline.

While rejecting bail to Imam and Khalid,
the Court also held that, where liberty is

restricted, prosecution must

tling protest sites.

A central plank of the
Court’s reasoning lies in the
distinction between a con-
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ventional dharna and a chakka jam as stated
in the speech by Umar Khalid. A dharna is
treated as an expressive protest; a chakka

on bail under Section 43D(5) of the UAPA.

The correct constitutional answer is not to
loosen the bail standard. Instead, courts
must closely monitor and speed up the trial.
The statutory threshold under Section 43D(5)
of the UAPA therefore stands attracted to these
accused.

Sharjeel Imam indicated that he was in

@ dailypioneer

@ @MehekMaheshwari
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The writer is an
advocate

contact with a radical communal group
known as Students of Jamia. According to the
charge-sheet, the group was engaged in dis-

incite violence.

The Court holds that the matter cannot be
reduced to “mere public disorder”. The

The Pioneer

jam, as alleged, is inherently disruptive. The
narrative was to sustain choking of arterial
roads, replicate blockade sites and move
crowds from minority clusters into mixed-
population areas — not accidental to dissent
but intended to generate confrontation,
overwhelm law enforcement, disrupt essen-
tial services such as milk and water, and

proceed meaningfully.

The Court therefore permitted a
fresh bail application after exam-
ination of protected witnesses
relied upon by the prosecution, or
after one year from the order — whichever
occurs first.

The other five accused were granted bail,
subject to executing a personal bond of
32,00,000 with two local sureties of the like
sum, to the satisfaction of the Trial Court.

Criminal law does not mandate identical
outcomes merely because allegations arise
from the same transaction. Those alleged to
have conceived or directed unlawful or ter-
rorist activity stand on a different legal
footing from those whose involvement is
confined to facilitation or participation at a
different level.

Kindness, meditation and the courage to heal

RAJYOGI BRAHMA
KUMAR NIKUNJ JI

2ND OPINION
THE PIONEER

As per the dictionary definition, kindness is the virtue
of showing love and the qualities of having a sympa-
thetic, affectionate, warm-hearted and considerate
nature. For many of us, kindness may be simple things
like saying please, thank you, excuse me, or [ am sorry.
It may be offering a helping hand, patiently waiting
your turn, returning a phone call or favour, or even
cheerfully responding with a smile.

Kindness, as the Greek philosopher Sophocles said,
gives birth to kindness. Within each and every human
being is a mine of wonderful virtues and qualities, but
for so many of us they lie dormant. Seeing, valuing, and
using these treasures of virtue is the key to a fulfilled

life. By reconnecting with and valuing these parts of
ourselves, we are learning to see ourselves in the same
way that the Divine does. More than that, we need to
share from a genuine heart space all these inner virtues
and talents as precious gifts with others, because when
we start sharing them, we quickly learn to value our-
selves without comparing our contribution to that of
others. The Dalai Lama said, ‘My religion is kindness’.
If any of us have ever felt a deep sense of satisfaction
in showing unconditional kindness to another, then
we know what he means. By being kind and compas-
sionate, both to others and, most importantly, to our-
selves, we plant kindness in the atmosphere. Donating
money is valuable, but limited in the benefit it brings
to our hearts and the hearts of others.

By contrast, sharing what is good and true - love, joy
and lightness — even with those nearby, allows the
feeling that one’s life has value to begin to grow.
Kindness is a well of sustenance worth visiting daily,
a sanctuary for the heart and a refuge of peace for
others, no matter how small the gift.

Until now, time has often taught us to view ourselves
harshly. Yet, unlike family, we can choose our teach-
ers. We may listen to the stories of our past, or we may
listen to our precious, often-silenced voice and loving-
ly rekindle the inner sparkle lost through confusion

and lack of self-worth. How do we reconnect with what
is inside without fleeing to a mountaintop? The
answer is simple: meditation. In silence, we gather
strength, forgive the pebbles of hurt, express the jewels
within, and live honestly with confidence rather than
duty, free from sorrow caused by self-limiting behav-
iour.

Dedicating a few minutes each day to meditation
is a meaningful expression of self-care. It helps us move
beyond the mire of unworthiness. Meditation enables
us to rediscover the self and to create a channel for
heart-to-heart communion with the Almighty. It
allows the mind to travel to deeper levels and glimpse
hidden realities. It turns the heart towards the Divine,
establishing a living connection — a spiritual lifeline
- and leads to heightened awareness and peace.

In essence, the principal purpose of meditation is
to bring the self into conscious contact with the
Almighty, making us aware of our divine origin,
destiny, and serene nature. This awareness opens
wider orbits of being. We realise that we are not
merely creatures of circumstance, but also creators
within our environment. So begin today — and
rediscover yourself.

( The writer is a spiritual teacher and popular columnist j
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Faith, politics and deepam discord

The Thiruparankundram Karthigai Deepam dispute in
Tamil Nadu became a political and legal confrontation
over the site where the traditional lamp should be lit
on the sacred hill, revered as the first of Lord Murugan’s
six abodes. Government agencies, temple authorities,
activists, and the judiciary were drawn in, revealing how
readily religious practice can become contested
ground. Divisions within the Hindu community widened
the controversy. Instead of unity under a shared spir-
itual identity, rival groups argued, creating space for
opportunistic politics to deepen social rifts. The past
offers warnings: when communities fragment, others
fill the vacuum. Views differed sharply. Some believed
the ruling party sought to appease minorities and under-
mine tradition; others argued that right-wing elements
amplified tensions for political advantage. Symbolism
mattered too: the State emblem features a gopuram,
yet administrative manoeuvres appeared to curb the
lighting of the Deepam in its fuller form.

Faith should not be weaponised. Transparent admin-
istration, respectful dialogue, and fairness to all com-
munities are essential so that festivals bind society
together. Only through maturity, restraint, and mutual
respect can harmony prevail for generations.

ANANDAMBAL SUBRAMANIAM | THIRUMANGALAM

Bail denial tests personal liberty

The Supreme Court’s refusal to grant bail to Umar Khalid
and Sharjeel Imam in the Delhi riots case raises trou-
bling questions about the shrinking space for liberty
under stringent laws such as the UAPA. Although the
Court outlined principles for scrutiny, the outcome again
suggests a justice system in which process itself
becomes punishment. Prolonged incarceration without
meaningful trial strikes at constitutional guarantees.
When undertrials spend more than five years in prison
while protected witnesses remain unexamined, liberty
risks becoming a privilege postponed indefinitely.

The distinction drawn between accused persons on
the basis of alleged ‘central roles’ rests largely on pros-
ecutorial narratives assessed only at a prima facie stage.
This creates a dangerously low threshold for denying
bail in politically sensitive matters and weakens safe-
guards against misuse of extraordinary laws.

A democracy governed by the rule of law must punish
proven guilt rather than prolonged suspicion. When
imprisonment precedes adjudication foryears, justice
is not merely delayed — it is diminished. Meaningful
reform, timely trials, and stricter standards for pre-trial
custody are essential to restore credibility and protect
fundamental freedoms.

SANJAY CHOPRA | PUNJAB

Power politics behind Venezuela’s pressure

It would be naive to believe that America’s sustained
pressure on Venezuela arises solely from concern over
cartels, repression, or democracy. Such explanations
belong to the language of diplomacy rather than the
logic of power. Venezuela is a strategic prize — geo-
graphic, economic, and symbolic — and, within the hier-
archy of influence, American interests dominate while
“international morality” serves as a convenient facade.
Oil is only one layer. History shows a recurring pattern:
Guatemala in 1954, Chile in 1973, Cuba’s embargo, Iran’s
isolation, and Ukraine under external pressure. In a mul-
tipolar world, the UN’s relevance comes under strain
as powerful states bypass collective mechanisms,
eroding international norms and weakening sovereign-
ty. Venezuela’s closeness to the United States, its
Caribbean sea lanes, and its dealings with China, Russia,
and Iran make it a fault line of rival systems.
Washington’s anxiety is therefore less about governance
in Caracas and more about losing strategic ground.
Sanctions, meanwhile, devastate citizens while elites
survive — revealing leverage disguised as justice. For
India, the lesson is clear: safeguard autonomy, diver-
sify partnerships, and build resilience in an

unforgiving global order.
VIJAY SINGH ADHIKARI | UTTARAKHAND
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Tariffsand triumph: India outpaces the global economy

The US has recorded an unexpected growth of 4.3 per cent, while India has posted a robust 8.2 per cent expansion in the second quarter of the current financial year.
Despite trade disruptions, tariff shocks, and shifting global supply chains, India has not only weathered the turbulence but has continued on a strong, high-growth trajectory

BK
SINGH

On ‘Liberation Day’ in April, US President
Trump announced a sharp increase in
tariffs on imports from several friendly
countries. Experts had forecast that major
trading partners would retaliate, and that
the world was likely to plunge into a deep
recession. This even led to markets crash-
ing across the globe. It was also predict-
ed that growth would slow down every-
where. The US, too, was expected to face
high inflation and poor growth. Nine
months down the line, however, the US has
registered record growth of 4.3 per cent,
and India’s growth figure in the second
quarter of the current financial year has
also proved robust at 8.2 per cent. In this
piece, let me examine how India remains
on a fast-growing trajectory despite trade
disruptions caused by soaring tariffs.

Initially, the US announced a 150 per cent
tariff on China. In turn, China reciprocat-
ed with a similar tariff and additionally
banned the export of several rare-earth
elements such as dysprosium, neodymi-
um, samarium, gadolinium, terbium,
lutetium, scandium, and yttrium
(medium/heavy REEs). Though China,
Vietnam, Brazil, Russia, and India — in this
order — hold the largest deposits of rare-
earth minerals, China controls 90 per
cent of refining capacity. Rare-earth ele-
ments mined in different parts of the world
are shipped to China for separation and
processing. Neodymium/dysprosium, iron,
and boron are combined in an alloy to
form magnets that withstand high
temperatures and are used in emerging
technologies like drones, robots, mis-
siles, fighter jets, and automobiles. These
magnets are essential for increasing
torque and speed, and they enhance pre-
cision and efficiency.

China used its rare-earth leverage to
bring Trump to the negotiating table,
and he was compelled to compromise
with President Xi at Gyeongju, South
Korea, in October on the sidelines of the
APEC meet. The ban was thereafter lifted
universally for one year. The US also had
to bend and allow exports of advanced
H200-series chips from Nvidia to China.

WHILE US
GROWTH IS
LIKELY TO
BE
SLOWING,
INDIA’'S
ECONOMY
HAS PROVED
RESILIENT
WITH LARGE
DOMESTIC
MARKET
AND
SERVICES
EXPORT
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This brought both countries closer in
mutually advantageous economic inter-
dependence. Eventually, Trump’s
tariff on China was brought down to 47
per cent.

China, being a manufacturing hub, has
consistently enjoyed a trade surplus with
countries like the US, the EU, and India.
One-third of the country’s trade surplus
of $380 billion is with the US. While
Chinese exports to the US in November
2025 plunged 29 per cent compared with
November 2024, its exports to the EU
surged 15 per cent over the same period.
Overall, Beijing posted a 5.9 per cent
increase in exports to the rest

Like China and several other countries,
India has managed to reroute goods
through third countries and thereby
evade high tariffs. From his election cam-
paign onwards, Trump threatened to
impose reciprocal tariffs to reduce trade
deficits with partner nations. Taking
advantage of this, US importers stocked
high inventories, enabling them to keep
import prices lower than expected for
several months. Of the new tariffs,
roughly one-third of the incremental
burden was absorbed by US importers,
one-third by Indian exporters, and the
remaining one-third was passed on to US

consumers, keeping inflation

of the world, with Africa, : Y.
Southeast Asia, and Latin @be %plﬂneﬂ’

America accounting for
increases of 26, 14, and 7 per
cent respectively. Despite US tariffs,
China’s growing trade surplus comes
from trans-shipments - rerouting ship-
ments to other destinations.

Initially, experts feared that Trump’s
50 per cent tariff (including 25 per cent
on purchases of energy from Russia,
which funds the war in Ukraine) would
impact nearly 26 per cent of India’s
exports to the US. In practice, however,

in check. In fact, October
inflation of 3 per cent slid to
2.7 per cent in November.

Further, US growth in 2025
is also attributed to the Al boom. The
biggest US companies have invested tril-
lions of dollars in expanding data
centres. These investments largely count
as capital expenditure and generate
limited employment.

Consequently, despite good GDP
growth, unemployment has risen from
4 per cent to 4.6 per cent in Trump’s
second term so far. It is unlikely that the
remaining years of his tenure will see a

similar boom, given Al saturation and
trade disruptions caused by high tariff
rates. These are bound to adversely
affect growth and fuel inflation.
Stockpiled imports will not help in the
years ahead. A higher proportion of
tariffs will be passed on to consumers,
and even interest-rate cuts may stall. This
could lead to the Republican Party’s
defeatin the forthcoming Congressional
elections in November 2026 and enable
Democrats to secure a majority in both
Houses. The party has already suffered
electoral setbacks in Georgia and
Mississippi state elections, the mayoral
election in New York, and national elec-
tions in Virginia and New Jersey.
While US growth is likely to slow,
India’s economy has proved resilient
with its large domestic market and ser-
vices exports. Amid trade wars and
volatile capital flows, India continues to
be the fastest-growing economy in the
world. Trade moves have been strategic:
the supply chain of critical inputs like
rare-earth magnets and key minerals has
been diversified, and free trade agree-
ments with countries such as the UK,
New Zealand, the UAE, Singapore, and
Malaysia have been signed. These agree-
ments reduce tariffs and boost trade
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with partner countries.

India faced turbulence due to higher
US tariffs, record foreign portfolio out-
flows, and the rupee sliding past91to a
dollar. Domestic demand, driven by
interest-rate cuts of 125 basis points to
revive credit growth, implementation of
long-pending labour codes, tax cuts for
the middle class, and rationalisation of
GST slabs, has boosted consumer confi-
dence. Public expenditure on infrastruc-
ture has also remained robust. A good
monsoon has supported agricultural
growth. Government capital expenditure
has soared, with 52 per cent of alloca-
tions utilised in the first half of the fiscal
year. Average GDP growth in the first two
quarters has remained at 8 per cent, with
manufacturing and services growing
by 9 per cent. These now account for
nearly 60 per cent of gross value added
and almost half of exports.

There are, therefore, positive indica-
tions for India’s growth ahead. Still, we
need to focus on improving credit trans-
mission - as despite rate cuts, MSMEs and
households remain concerned about
credit. Slowing tax revenue due to
recent reforms and the risk of
resurgent inflation as consumption
accelerates also require attention. We
must safeguard tariff-hit sectors such as
textiles, jewellery, automobiles, and
shrimp through tax breaks and credit
guarantees.

Health tourism — currently a $40-
billion industry — is likely to grow to $100
billion by 2030. Foreign patients visiting
India for advanced, affordable, and reli-
able treatment have the potential to
boost the economy further. Just as IT ser-
vices made India indispensable, our
expertise in cardiac surgery, oncology,
organ transplants, neurosurgery,
advanced orthopaedics, and robotic
interventions has made India a trusted
global medical hub. India’s medical-
tourism story is not about cheap care,
but about care on par with global stan-
dards at affordable prices.

Alongside China, India is one of the
few countries sending large numbers of
STEM graduates to the global market to
support Al, technological advancement,
digital infrastructure, and high-tech
manufacturing. We are already the
world’s fourth-largest economy and are
set to become the third-largest in the
coming years. Despite headwinds, India
will continue to grow impressively in
2026 and beyond.

L the impact has been closer to 10 per cent.

Translating trust into action: Communication

IS central to Al

CHAITANYA
K PRASAD

Governance frameworks fail not because they
are poorly designed but because they are poorly
understood. Well-intentioned policies, regula-
tory guidance, and institutional architectures
become meaningless if the people who must
implement them — and the publics they serve
—do not understand what they mean, why they
matter, and how they will
improve outcomes.

This is the communication imperative at the
heart of modern Al governance. As societies
grapple with how to harness artificial intelli-
gence’s potential while mitigating its risks, clear,
strategic, and transparent communication
emerges not as a supplementary function but
as foundational to governance itself.

Trust is the bedrock of any governance
system, yet it is also the most fragile. Without
trust, policies fail. Adoption stagnates.
Compliance weakens. Citizens disengage. Trust
is not created by issuing regulations or publish-
ing policy documents — it is built through con-
sistent, transparent, and honest communica-
tion. Trust architecture requires communica-
tion at multiple levels simultaneously.
Institutions must explain their decisions trans-
parently, acknowledge uncertainties and risks
honestly, and demonstrate accountability
when problems emerge. When communicators
consistently say what institutions will do and
then follow through, trust accumulates. When
there are gaps between promises and reality,
trust evaporates rapidly.

In Al governance specifically, the communi-
cation challenge is acute. The technology is
complex and evolving rapidly. Public under-
standing varies widely. Media narratives oscil-
late between utopian enthusiasm and cata-
strophic fear. Communicators must build
nuanced understanding — acknowledging
genuine opportunities and legitimate risks - in
amedia landscape that often rewards extreme
positions.

The most effective governance communica-
tion establishes "informed confidence" - where
stakeholders understand the challenges, trust
that competent institutions are managing
them, and believe they have voice and agency
in how governance unfolds.

Policy communication faces a central chal-
lenge: translating complex concepts into com-
prehensible language without sacrificing accu-

governance

racy. Modern Al governance addresses intricate
topics — graded liability systems, data-protec-
tion exemptions, classification of actor roles,
incident-reporting mechanisms, algorithmic-
fairness assessment, and deepfake-detection
standards. These technical and legal matters
must be understandable to vastly different audi-
ences: policymakers in state governments,
compliance officers in start-ups, risk man-
agers in financial institutions, civil-society
organisations, and informed citizens. Each
requires different communication approaches.

Communicators face a genuine tension:
translating without oversimplifying, making
content accessible without losing technical
accuracy. This requires deliberate design
choices - using plain language, providing con-
crete examples, employing visual explana-
tions, tailoring messages for different audiences,
and ensuring multilingual availability. This
design-centric approach recognises that under-
standability is foundational. When policymak-
ers understand regulatory rationale, they
implement more effectively. When industry
understands liability implications, it makes
more responsible decisions. When civil society
grasps accountability mechanisms, it can hold
institutions to account.

Governance frameworks are stronger when
they incorporate diverse perspectives, stake-
holders feel heard, and decisions are transpar-
ently explained. Communicators orchestrate
this engagement by designing meaningful
consultation processes, establishing accessible
feedback mechanisms, and demonstrating
how inputs shaped decisions.

Multi-stakeholder engagement serves mul-
tiple functions simultaneously. It identifies
implementation challenges early. It builds
constituencies invested in policy

esrecommend a different model: normalising
incident reporting, perceiving it as responsible
rather than negligent, and treating incidents as
learning opportunities.

This cultural shift is fundamentally a commu-
nication challenge. Communicators must
reframe how failure is understood — showing
that reporting problems signals competence
and responsibility. This requires sustained
communication where regulators publicly
analyse incident patterns and organisations
explain what they learned. Governance increas-
ingly relies on voluntary measures — industry
codes, certifications, and standards — as reg-
ulation complements them. Yet voluntary
compliance succeeds only when frameworks
are visible, understood, and valued.
Communicators build narratives around volun-
tary compliance. They make certification pro-
grammes credible and meaningful. They
provide recognition for responsible practices
through media coverage and investor commu-
nications. They create visible markers — certi-
fications, ratings, endorsements — that con-
sumers and investors recognise and reward.
This narrative-building work is essential because
voluntary frameworks lack enforcement mech-
anisms. Compliance depends on reputation and
stakeholder perception. Well-communicated
frameworks become meaningful; poorly com-
municated ones remain marginal.

As societies implement governance frame-
works addressing complex challenges, commu-
nication effectiveness determines success.
Well-designed policies fail if not understood.
Regulations face resistance if not explained.
Accountability mechanisms fail if not transpar-
ent. Communicators are essential architects of
effective governance. They build trust enabling
adoption. They translate complexity

success. It ensures marginalised
voices are part of the conversa-
tion from the start. It enhances
decision legitimacy, increasing
voluntary compliance.

In diverse societies, meaningful engage-
ment requires particular care. Participation
cannot be limited to policy elites. It must active-
ly reach excluded communities using local lan-
guages, community forums, mobile platforms,
and trusted local organisations.

What creates accountability? One key mech-
anism is transparency — when organisations
publicly explain decisions, compliance efforts,
and what happens when things go wrong. Yet
transparency alone is insufficient; accountabil-
ity emerges when transparency is expected,
public-scrutiny mechanisms exist, and institu-
tions demonstrate learning from failures.

Incident reporting presents a significant
communication challenge. Conventionally,
organisations hide failures, fearing reputa-
tional damage. Emerging governance approach-
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into accessibility. They facilitate multi-
stakeholder dialogue. They create
accountability through transparency.
They ensure policy reaches and pro-
tects all communities. In this sense, communi-
cation is not something added after governance
is designed — it is foundational to governance
itself. It is how principles become practice, how
regulations achieve compliance, how institu-
tions build legitimacy.

The most effective governance will not be
determined solely by policy sophistication. It
will be determined by how well those frame-
works are understood, believed in, and
embraced by the institutions and people
responsible for their success.

The writer is a former civil
servant, who writes on cinema
and strategic communication.
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India’s employability crisis:
Industry-integrated learning

ASHISH
MUNJAL

India is on the cusp of a demographic change,
fuelled by a burgeoning youthful population
ready for the workforce. However, employabil-
ity remains one of its oldest challenges. Only half
of new graduates are classified as employable
each year. This statistic does not arise from a lack
of capacity, but relevance. The kind of academ-
ic rigour created in classrooms often falls
short of the aptitude required for a profession-
al environment.

Understanding the Disconnect

Rote learning and theoretical mastery are still
the primary resources of the conventional
education model. Many colleges and universi-
ties — and even certifications — prioritise the-
oretical mastery over practical learn-

Equally vital is the inclusion of structured men-
torship. With the help of experienced profession-
als who break down the ins and outs of indus-
try culture and the evolving expectations for
skills, students gain a real understanding of how
fast-paced the industry can be. Institutions that
create this scaffolding often view placement as
a by-product of a thoughtful learning experience,
not merely a destination - one that begins career
readiness from day one.

Building Career Confidence,

Not Just Competence
A common observation of graduates from such
industry-immersion programmes is their clarity
of career direction. They approach profession-
al arenas with conviction born of experience -
the type gained from addressing live problems,
not abstract scenarios. Their capacity to connect
skills to business results distinguishes them
during interviews and on the job. Recruiters,
whose pressures towards efficiency are growing,
find in such students an effortless fit - individ-
uals who not only settle in fast but contribute
valuable input from the start.

Soft-skills development, once relegated to fin-
ishing schools, has rightly become

ing experience. For many institutions, -
exposure to industry is limited to a a!]t ijpw““"

short internship or a couple of guest
presentations. Students are often left

with only a fraction of the engagement they
need in order to succeed in a practice that now
demands flexibility, digital fluency, and soft skills
such as communication, collaboration, and
adaptability. Meanwhile, companies continue
to spend heavily on retraining recruits,
delaying productivity and disillusioning fresh
graduates.

What is often overlooked is that education,
when disconnected from experiential learning,
becomes obsolete faster than curriculum revi-
sions can keep up. The modern workplace does
not reward memorisation; it values problem-
solving, creative thinking, and the ability to trans-
late knowledge into action.

Integrating Industry and Education:
A Working Model

Some institutions are stepping up to tackle this
crisis by teaming up with industry experts to co-
design curricula, effectively linking academia
with the realities of the workplace and foster-
ing a more practical approach. This strategy does
more than just boost employability; it transforms
the very essence of learning. When profession-
als join forces with faculty to create course
modules, theory becomes tangible through real-
world case studies, hands-on workshops, and
engaging simulations. Courses that promote
ongoing assessment through live projects and
internships empower students to learn by
doing, rather than just passively listening.

an educational core. Classroom dis-
cussions today focus on integrat-
ing communication strategies,
negotiation skills, and problem-
solving frameworks. It is clear that being
employable is about far more than simply having
technical know-how. Exposure to industry
tools and workplace technology continues to
close the gap between what students learn in
the classroom and what is expected of them in
the workplace.

Toward a Career-Centric

Education Paradigm

The transition from degree-focused to career-
focused learning is a necessary adjustment in
India’s philosophy of education. The aim should
never be to produce job seekers, but job con-
tributors — graduates with a command of
both work theory and the realities of the work-
place. That will happen only when there is aca-
demic flexibility and greater collaboration,
where industry is an engaged partner, not a
mere passive beneficiary. When schooling
begins with accountability, guaranteeing mea-
surable career outcomes, it surpasses its clas-
sical mandate. True transformation takes place
when learning spaces are crafted to reflect the
fluidity of business, creating graduates who do
not merely qualify to work, but qualify indus-

tries to evolve.
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Needed a dogged pursuit to tackle stray menace

he statistics are spine-chilling and

make for a bizarre reading. On
this count, the observations made by
the Supreme Court are bang on. India
reported over 37.17 lakh dog bite cases
in 2024, which showed a significant
spike in 2025 at a 50 per cent increase
in monthly cases compared to the
previous year. To make matters more
dreadful, official records showed 54
deaths due to rabies, which was put
at 5,700 deaths annually by ICMR.
Incidentally, the figures vary with the
National Centre for Disease Control
(NCDC) recording 37,17,336 dog bite
cases across the country in 2024 and
around 26 lakh cases till July 2025. The
World Health Organization (WHO)
figures reveal that India accounts for

36 per cent of global rabies deaths at
around 20,000 annually. Shell-shocked
at the statistics, the Supreme Court
bench of Justices Vikram Nath and
Sandeep Mehta on Tuesday expressed
surprise at the sheer volume of inter-
locutory applications being filed in its
suo motu case concerning stray dogs,
observing that “so many applications
normally don't even come in cases of
humans”. It is quite true as the num-
ber of dog bite incidents has emerged
as a significant public health challenge,
with figures showing an alarming rise
since the Covid-19 pandemic.

Going deeper into the issue, many
are wondering why stray dogs tend to
turn aggressive. Some of those into the
subject attribute this to urban chaos,

shrinking space and human cruelty,
which includes hurling stones and
attacking them with sticks. Thus pro-
voked, the animal, as a natural fearful
reaction, retaliates. The most vulner-
able are children, which give rise to in-
stances of deaths due to rabies. Hence,
the massive clamour for sterilising
stray dogs, vaccinating and keeping
them confined on city outskirts. The
apex court has rightly pointed an ac-
cusing finger at civic authorities. In a
telling direction, which seemed like
the final warning, the bench opined
that people were dying not only due to
dog bites but also because of road ac-
cidents caused by strays. This is what
has been happening although the ac-

cidents so caused are hardly written

about. “The roads should be clear of
dogs and stray animals. It is not only
the dog bites but also the roaming of
stray animals on roads that are prov-
ing dangerous and causing accidents.
No one knows which dog is in what
mood in the morning. Civic bodies
must implement the rules, modules
and directions strictly, the bench
said.

One should appreciate the Su-
preme Court’s intervention as a form
of balancing public safety and animal
welfare, as the toll is quite worrisome.
The bench wanted strict enforcement
of rules, regulations, modules and
standard operating procedures by
states and civic bodies. In the same
vein, it noted that "Some states (Mad-

hya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Karna-
taka and Punjab) have not responded
to compliance with our orders and
implementation of the arguments. We
will be very harsh with those states.
All the rules, regulations and SOPs
need to be followed.” That is perhaps
the best manner to bring an orderly
approach to the problem. Even more
important is that the authorities must
not only think of tackling dog bite
instances but also relocate the strays,
perhaps in the outskirts of cities. It
is a different matter altogether that
today’s outskirts will be tomorrow’s
heart of the city if one goes by the
manner the city’s limits have been
spreading. The municipal bodies have

their task cut out in this regard.

TALKING OF
MANY 'I'HINGS

3 ‘9 &3
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DR MOHAN KANDA

NIMALS are in-
tegral to human
life, serving as

companions, providers of
tood sources, such as milk,
meat, eggs, and materi-
als like wool, leather, silk.
They are essential parts of
ecosystems, aiding in pol-
lination and soil health and
improving physical health,
while also playing roles in
agriculture, medicine, and
culture, impacting every-
thing from our diets to our
well-being.

As domestic pets, dogs
and cats provide uncon-
ditional love, reduce ones
stress and offer companion-
ship and protection, while
dogs perform humanitarian
tasks like guiding the blind
to cross streets. Keeping
fish and cats as pets at home
is another common habit.
Even though snakes and
rabbits are kept as pets, they
are not very common.

Many animals are part
and parcel of human lives,
including elephants, hors-
es, parrots and large apes.
They are so important that
in Hindu mythology, no
less than Pasupati, an epi-
thet of Lord Shiva, is hailed
as the ‘lord of animals. In
fact, animals are revered
as manifestations of divin-
ity and as integral part of
the divine cosmic order,
reflecting the sacredness of
life as exemplified by the
elephant-headed Ganesha

or the monkey-faced Hanu-
man. They are also depicted

as vehicles or “Vaahana's of

Gods and Goddesses, such
as eagle for Lord Vishnu,
lion for Goddess Durga or
the mouse for Lord Gane-
sha.

Among animals, el-
ephants are incredibly ma-
jestic animals, admired
for their strength, beauty,
and intelligence. They have
the largest brains and with
their undeniably impressive
memories, they can remem-
ber specific locations like
watering holes. They even
know when their favorite
fruits will ripen and accord-
ingly modify their traveling
schedules. During periods
of drought, they dig holes
in the ground to find water
sources, thereby benefit-
ting other thirsty animals.
The defecation they leave
behind as they travel is use-
ful in spreading seeds and
creating new vegetation. An
endearing custom is that
the birth of a newborn baby
in a herd is celebrated as a
special occasion and the in-
fants are cared for, not only
by their mothers, but by
other females in the herd.

Despite  their tower-
ing size, elephants are in-
stinctively deeply averse
to harming any living be-
ing. They show immense
restraint, compassion and
nobility, which, ironically,
is so rare in human beings.

Elephants have been cen-
tral characters in many sto-
ries and movies like “Haathi
Mere Saathi”.

Impressed by the influ-
ence of elephants in our
lives, Leonardo da Vinci
once wrote: The elephant
embodies  righteousness,
reason, and temperance.

When an elephant senses
its life coming to an end, it
quietly steps away from the
herd, to die alone. Not from

“Pets understand humans
better than humans do.” i

- Ruchi Prabhu

Impressed by the influence of
elephants in our lives, Leonardo
da Vinci once wrote: The elephant
embodies righteousness, reason,
and temperance. When an
elephant senses its life coming to
an end, it quietly steps away from
the herd, to die alone. Not from
weakness, but to shield the young
from grief, carrying the weight of
sorrow by itself

weakness, but to shield the
young from grief, carrying
the weight of sorrow by it-
self.

Famous elephants in
Indian epics include Aira-
vata, Lord Indra’s celestial
mount, the Ashta Diggajas,
or eight elephants who sup-
port the world. A famous
tourist spot that carries
the name of elephant is El-
ephanta Caves, a collection
of cave temples predomi-
nantly dedicated to Lord
Siva. UNESCO has desig-
nated them as a World Her-
itage Site.

The word elephant finds
common use in various
contexts. For example, the
expression “White elephant’

originates from a legend
in Thailand, where rare
and sacred white elephants
could not be used for work
but cost a fortune to main-
tain. Thus, any costly pos-
session that is hard to get
rid of, or offers little value,
such as big, expensive pro-
jects or unwanted gifts, are
called as such. Likewise, an
elephant in the room’ refers
to a major, obvious problem
or controversial issue, that
everyone present is aware
of, but deliberately ignores
or avoids discussing, be-
cause it is uncomfortable,
embarrassing, or politically
sensitive. Impossible to
miss, but everyone pretends
it is not there.

Horses, likewise, play
a vital role in our lives, as
they have several remark-
able features such as speed
and high intelligence. Loyal
and trainable, they «can
form strong and trusting
bonds with humans.

References to horses are
often found in several con-
texts, including in mythol-
ogy and movies. In Greek
mythology, the flying horse
Pegasus is a magnificent
winged stallion born from
the Gorgon Medusa’s blood
when the hero Perseus be-
heads her, with Poseidon as
his father Also, history tells
us that Chhatrapati Shivaji
Maharaj, who had several
horses, favoured ‘Krishna,
a white stallion for its supe-
rior breed and performance
in battles. The description
‘Pancha Kalyani’ refers to
a highly prized and auspi-
cious horse in Indian tradi-
tion.

Among birds, parrots
have many uses in daily
lives. They are among the
most intelligent birds, with
a brain displaying advanced
cognitive abilities, includ-
ing problem-solving, tool
use, understanding cause
and effect, and even a grasp
of numerical concepts like
zero. They are renowned
for their ability to imitate
a wide range of sounds,
including human speech.
They have surprisingly long
lifespans and can live for
several decades, up to 70 or
80 years.

“Polly wants a cracker” is
a stereotypical phrase rep-
resenting a talking parrot
asking for a treat, stemming
from the common practice
of calling parrots “Polly”.
Phoenix refers primarily to
a mythical bird symbolizing
rebirth from ashes, origi-
nating in Greek/Egyptian
lore, representing renewal,
resilience, and excellence

Birds and animals add value to life

across cultures. They have
inspired Phoenix Lander,
a NASA spacecraft that
landed on Mars in 2008,
and Phoenix Cluster, which
is a massive galaxy cluster
containing a supermassive
black hole.

In the entire animal king-
dom, the species that comes
closest to human beings
are apes. Among the sig-
nificant similarities are the
tendency to socialise and
the capacity to communi-
cate through vocal means.
In fact, titi and owl mon-
keys, tamarins, and gibbons
have a social system that is
characterised by pair-living,

just like humans. And all of

them stay with their mates
all their lives. The depic-
tion of chimpanzees and
orangutans speaking just
like human beings, in the
movie, Planet of the Apes,
however, was a bit of an ex-
aggeration.

And, as we come to the
end of this piece, here is a
real-life incident to pro-
vide some amusement to
the reader. My father and
my maternal uncles were
habituated to exchanging
jokes, which some people
unfamiliar with the degree
of intimacy of their rela-
tionship, could easily have
misunderstood as being
somewhat uncomplimen-
tary. My father, mother and
[, accompanied by a friend,
were one day going to the
zoo in Hyderabad. As we
were preparing to leave, one
of my uncles dropped in
for a chat. And father, with
the wit that was customary
between them, invited him
also to join us saying, “after
all, the animals should also
have an opportunity to see
people like you!”

(The writer was formerly

Chief Secretary, Govern-
ment of Andhra Pradesh)

Refugees in their own land: The constitutional limbo of Gulti Koyas

TG and AP govts can, through executive orders, declare their settlements as special rehabilitation zones

MADAKAM
LaksaMman Kova

EEP within the forests

of the Godavari val-
ley, spanning the borders
of Telangana and Andhra
Pradesh, lives a population
of nearly 50,000 people who
exist in a unique adminis-
trative twilight zone.

They are the Gutti
Koyas—historically the Mu-
ria Gonds—Adivasis who
fled the conflict-ridden hin-
terlands of Chhattisgarh to
find safety in the neighbour-
ing Telugu states.

To the naked eye, they are
indistinguishable from the
local Koya communities,
sharing similar dialects, cul-
tural practices, and deities.
Yet, in the eyes of the State,
a harsh invisible line drawn
across the river transforms
them from “protected trib-
als” into “illegal settlers.”
This bureaucratic erasure
has created a humanitar-
ian crisis where thousands
possess Aadhaar cards and
voter IDs and yet are denied
the most fundamental right
of every adivasi: identity.

The primary hurdle for
these migrants is the princi-

ple of “territorial restriction”

enshrined in Article 342 of

the Indian Constitution. As
interpreted by the Supreme
Court in Marri Chandra
Shekhar Rao vs. Dean, Seth
G.S. Medical College (1990),
Scheduled Tribe (ST) status
is state-specific. A commu-
nity recognised as an ST in
Chhattisgarh does not au-
tomatically carry that privi-
lege to Telangana or Andhra
Pradesh. For a tribe to be
recognized in a new state,
they must prove “ordinary
residence” prior to the first
Presidential Order of 1950.
The Gutti Koyas, however,
are victims of modern histo-
ry. Their migration was not a
choice of centuries past, but
a desperate fight for survival
beginning in 2005, triggered
by the brutal Salwa Judum
counterinsurgency. Because
they arrived after 1950, rev-
enue officials classify them
legally as “migrants, strip-
ping them of their constitu-
tional protection under the

Fifth Schedule.

Beyond  the  migra-
tion date, these adivasis
are trapped by a technical

mismatch in official lists.
In Chhattisgarh, they are

Beyond the migration date, these adivasis are trapped
by a technical mismatch in official lists. In Chhattisgarh,
they are classified as Muria or Maria Gonds. However,
upon crossing the border, they are locally referred to as
“Gutti Koyas.” Since this specific name is not explicitly
listed as a synonym for “Koya" in the ST lists of Andhra
Pradesh and Telangana, authorities treat them as a
distinct, unlisted group. This nomenclature gap allows
the administration to deny them ST status.

classified as Muria or Ma-
ria Gonds. However, upon
crossing the border, they are
locally referred to as “Gutti
Kovas.” Since this specific
name is not explicitly listed
as a synonym for “Koya”
in the ST lists of Andhra
Pradesh and Telangana, au-
thorities treat them as a dis-
tinct, unlisted group. This

nomenclature gap allows
the administration to deny
them ST status even though
they are ethnically similar to
the local tribes. They are ref-
ugees of war who have be-
come victims of vocabulary.

A cruel paradox defines
their existence in the reset-
tlement areas of Bhadradri
Kothagudem, Mulugu, and

Alluri Seetharama Raju dis-
tricts. Politically, they are

visible;  administratively,
they are invisible. Local
political exigencies have

ensured that many pos-
sess voter ID cards. They
are courted during elec-
tions, their votes counted
to decide the fate of local
representatives. They hold
Aadhaar cards, a proof that
they exist. Yet, the state ma-
chinery draws a sharp line
when it comes to ‘benefits.
Without an ST caste certifi-
cate, they are ineligible for
reservation in education,
government jobs and tribal
welfare hostels.

The most devastating im-
pact is on land rights. Under
the Forest Rights Act (FRA)
of 2006, STs need only prove
occupation of forest land
before December 2005. But
because Gutti Koyas are
denied ST status locally,
they are treated as “Other
Traditional Forest Dwell-
ers’ (OTED), a category
requiring proof of three
generatinns, or 75 years, of
residency—an  impossible
standardforconflictrefugees.
Consequently, they remain
encroachers on the very

land they till, living under
the constant threat of evic-
tion.

Policymakers often argue
that these families should
return to Chhattisgarh. This
ignores the ground reality.
A new generation has been
born and raised in the Go-

davari agency; they speak

Telugu, work in the chilli
and cotton fields, and have
no memory of Bastar. The
bridge back has been burnt
by fear and time.

The governments of Tel-
angana and Andhra Pradesh
need not wait for a consti-
tutional amendment to act.
They can, through executive
orders, recognise these set-
tlements as special rehabili-
tation zones.

Even if full ST reserva-
tion is withheld to protect
the interests of native tribes,
these migrants must be
granted “IDP Cards” that
ensure access to health,
education, and protec-
tion under the SC/ST Pre-
vention of Atrocities Act.
Adivasi identity is rooted in
the symbiotic relationship
between the human and the
forest, not in the artificial
boundaries of 1950.

Why curse stray dogs ?

HE stray dogs menace matters a lot because they are
causing troubles across the country. There are approxi-
mately 1.5 crore stray dogs in India, where countless dog
bites are reported on an everyday basis. This has increased
cases of rabies, bacterial infections and fatal viral diseases.
The Supreme Courts directions to keep stray dogs pro-
tected is still to be implemented. Stray dogs search for food
and a resting place in their vicinity. Good-hearted peo-
ple must make friendships and feed them rather than ir-
ritating them. There are umpteen animal professionals and
caretakers. Central and state officials need to create several
isolated areas to house all the stray dogs and thereby pro-

tect them.
G Murali Mohan Rao, Secunderabad-11

US attack on Venezuela is hugely

condemnable

HIS refers to the THI Jan 7 editorial ‘India should take
advantage of the ongoing changes in Venezuela. The
audacious US attack on Venezuela; and the capture of Pres-
ident Nicolas Maduro and his wife from his home in Ca-
racas, to face justice in America, on cooked-up charges is
condemnable. The US has demonstrated that any weak na-
tion can be annexed no questions asked. India must be cau-
tious and wary of Donald Trump’s whimsical leadership as
he plans to impose more tariffs for not making him happy.
K V Raghuram, Wayanad

Brilliant piece on PV legacy

HE insightful artide published in THI Jan 7 edition

pertaining to the PV. Narasimha Rao Memorial Lec-
ture delivered by Dr. Montek Singh Ahluwalia is hugely
appreciable. It brilliantly captures why the legacy of P V
Narasimha Rao, remains a cornerstone for India's modern
identity. As the piece rightly points out, the “PV-Manmo-
han” partnership was not just an economic necessity but a
masterclass in political pragmatism and intellectual cour-
age. | would like to highlight a few pivotal contributions
of PV that solidify his status as the “Father of Indian eco-
nomic reforms”. They include dismantling the License Raj,
the ‘Look East Policy] introduction of the SEBI Act (1992)
and introduction of the National Stock Exchange. It is time
we move beyond dry policy history and tell the compelling
human story of a leader, who steered the nation through

many a storm with quiet determination and moral clarity.
Vidyasagar Reddy Kethiri, Hanumakonda-506009

Hans’ inputs boost exam preparation

he articles published in The Hans India regarding ed-

ucation and tackling examinations are very useful to
students and parents. Going further, I would like to sug-
gest some solutions. While writing the exam, if a student
cannot recall some points, it is best to put a cross mark
on the question number, leave some space, and proceed to
the next question. After answering the entire paper, look
for the cross marks and try to complete those answers; it is
good to read the objective and subjective questions at least
twice before answering and make use of the elimination
method when answering multiple choice questions. Stu-
dents should remember that legible handwriting can help

score good marks.
Sreelekha PS, Secunderabad-61

Ensure speedy delivery of justice

HIS has reference to the article ‘Rule of law in 2025

upholding rights of common man by Prof Madabhushi
Sridhar. Certainly, justice is the need of many in our coun-
try. Many people run around courts, police stations and
government offices wasting both their time and money. To
deliver justice to all, including the daily wage earners, there
is a need for online services, frequent Lok Adalats and ser-
vices at the doorstep. Redressal of people’s grievances in

the form of issues and problems should be expedited.
G Murali Mohan Rao, Secunderabad-11

thehansreader@gmail.com

Bengaluru retains No 1 spot as the
top city for women in India

BENGALURU: Avtar Group, India$s leading workplace
culture consulting firm, released the fourth edition of
its annual, nation-wide study “Top Cities for Women in
India’ (TCWI). The TCWT report presents a longitudi-
nal inclusivity index that tracks how Indian cities enable
women’s participation, safety, and career growth/conti-
nuity, while identifying role-model cities and emerging
best practices. It also offers a structured framework for
organisations, policymakers and urban stakeholders
to enable women's workforce participation and career
growth.

The Top 10 Cities for Women in India in 2025 are:
Bengaluru, Chennai, Pune, Hyderabad, Mumbai, Gu-
rugram, Kolkata, Ahmedabad, Thiruvananthapuram,
Coimbatore

The 2025 edition of the study covers 125 cities and
draws comparisons from its previous editions (from
2022). The cities are ranked based on an overall City
Inclusion Score’ assigned to every city, which is inferred
from Avtar’s research and governmental data.

Read moreat
https://epaper.thehansindia.com
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Not littering a public amenity is a basic expectation

hat was meant to be a pleas-
ant, aesthetic walk through
south Mumbai’s green can-

opy is now ugly. A year after its in-
auguration, the Malabar Hill treetop
walkway is overlooking slopes lit-
tered with plastic waste as tourists
toss snack packets and bottles off the
edge of the Hanging Gardens, turning
a forest experience into a walk over-
looking a dumping ground.

Post the inauguration, garbage is
steadily piling up on the hill slopes

below this walkway and around it,
our front page report stated.

Itis disappointing to note that tour-
ists/visitors, or maybe even some lo-
cals, are tarnishing a beautiful area
with this behaviour. While there are
those who claim that we need more
personnel to man the walkway and
rules that disallow snacks on the walk-
way, it is better if we have a change in
mindset. People must themselves real-
ise this is wrong, in fact, criminal.

We need to have civic sense, and

this shows the importance of grow-
ing up with the basics drilled into
you. Cleanliness is next to Godliness
is not just an adage; we need to live
it, breathe it and practice it.

Yet, this may be utopian and un-
realistic and it is long-term. In the
short term, more signage asking for
no littering at these places, more bins
and attendants warning people not
to throw garbage will help to some
extent. It is unfortunate that we as
people scream about more green,

highlight shrinking open spaces,
cite environmental concerns and
then, some defile the view from a
vantage walkway through the forest
in this way.

Rules can be tightened, but the
true transformation, which is long-
term, should be in our DNA, simply
becomes second nature to us. When
one is not brought up with a respon-
sibility to keep our public spaces
clean, then all the waste bins in the
world may not be enough.

Anyone thinks of the crowd?

Australia’s no-spinner-in-Sydney episode brings to light the
importance of winning at all costs, never mind if the spectator out
there will be bored watching pacemen in operation most of the time

PAVILION
END

Clayton Murzello

ustralia broke tradition at the
Astart. as well as at the end of

the 2025-26 Ashes. In Novem-
ber, they opened the series at Perth
and not Brisbane for the first time
since 1982-83.

Last Sunday, the hosts took the field
without a specialist spinner for the
firsttime in a Sydney Test in 138 years.

Australia’s No-spinner-in-Sydney
episode brings to light the importance
of winning at all costs never mind if
the spectator out there will be bored
watching pacemen in operationall the
time when England bat. They say there
is no better sight than a fast bowler
running in and letting the ball fly. But
doesn’t the introduction of a spin-
ner create a buzz too? And shouldn’t
those who come and watch be treated
to some variety? Isn’t the Australian
cricket team being kind of selfish?
The above questions may border on
the absurd to some and that’s fine but
will they also disagree that Test cricket
must be a bouquet of variety?

Spinner-turned-television commen-
tary Kerry O’Keeffe wasn't impressed
and did not miss an opportunity to use
humour to drive home his point.

“If they don't [include a spinner],
I'm taking the selection panel to the
Hague,” O’Keeffe said on Fox Sports
News' Ashes Daily before the Sunday
start. “I'm going to the highest court
in the world. I've seen both Sheffield
Shield games on this strip this year. It
spun, it's been bouncing for the spin-
ners. Murphy [Todd] is a quality bowl-
er, he deserves to play at the SCG [Syd-
ney Cricket Ground]. I will be bereft if
Australia go in without a specialist
spinner into this match.”

Apart from being a leg-spinner who
played 24 Tests for Australia between
1971 and 1977 (he was part of Kerry
Packer’s World Series Cricket as well),
O'Keeffe once headed the spin de-
partment for juniors at the Australian
Cricket Academy and has spent several
years in the commentary box. And yes,

e~ [
Spectators line up outside the Mem

bers stands ahead of Day Three of the fifth Ashes Test

at the Sydney Cricket Ground on January 6. PIC/GETTY IMAGES

he is a New South Welshman for whom
the SCG is home.

O’Keeffe and I met on India’s 2003-
04 tour of Australia and I remember
how emphatic he was about the need
for India to play two spinners for the
fourth and final Test of that series
— Anil Kumble and Murali Kartik.
The series was on the line with both
teams having a win each and India
had a great chance to win their first
series in Australia.

Sourav Ganguly had Anil Kumble
and Kartik as his spin duo and Kerry
had a smile on his face on January 2,
2004.The game ended ina draw. Kum-
ble got 12 in the Test including 8-141.
Kartik had to wait for the start of Day
Five for his one and only wicket (Jus-
tin Langer) of the Test but it's unlikely
Ganguly would have regretted his de-
cision to play two spinners at Sydney.

Australia had Stuart MacGill as
their spin weapon with Shane Warne
serving his drug ban sentence. But
local boy MacGill had only one wicket
(Virender Sehwag) to show, dismissed
on the penultimate day of the Test.
MacGill came into the game with 31
scalps in four Tests at the SCG.

The other day, Australia’s interim
skipper Steve Smith didn’t exactly rel-
ish the task of leaving out a spinner.
He exclaimed: “[I] hate doing it. Butwe
keep producing wickets that we don’t
think are going to spin and seam’s
going to play a big part. You kind of
get pushed into a corner” Australia
didn’t have a specialist spinner in the
Brisbane and Melbourne Tests while
all-time great offie Nathan Lyon went
wicketless in the first innings of the
opening Test at Perth and was not
needed to bowl in the second innings.

The pitch conditions forced Smith
and his think-tank take such an unu-
sual SCG call and it reminded me of
Tan Chappell’s decision to leave out
off-spinner Ashley Mallett for the
1975 World Cup semi-final against
England at Leeds, where the condi-
tions favoured swing bowling and
Gary Gilmour claimed 6-14 as Dennis
Lillee’s opening partner. Many years
later, Chappell, while doing a pre-1996
‘World Cup interview, told Harsha Bho-
gle that he made that call with a heavy
heart because not only was Mallett a
top-class spin bowler but also a good
gully fieldsman.

There used to be a time when Syd-
ney proved to be an ideal ground to
beat the all-conquering West Indies
with spin never mind if it was too
late to win series honours. Allan
Border’s teams did that in 1984-85
and 1988-89. England’s 1986-87 side
under Mike Gatting too succumbed
at Sydney after the Ashes were re-
gained by them in the previous Test
in Melbourne where Australia were
destroyed inside three days.

A seething Border went into the
fifth and final Test at Sydney, where
Dean Jones’s unbeaten 184 and the
combined efforts of spinners Peter
Taylor (on Test debut) and Peter Sleep
provided Border a solace win.

Jones reveals in the documentary
Rookies, Rebels, and Renaissance how
he and fast bowler Bruce Reid went up
to their captain to acknowledge and
thank him for being “through hell”
in the series which Australia lost 1-2.
And Border surprised them by saying,
“What are you so happy about? Just
because you got 184, Deano? You lost
the Test series, champ. You lost the
Ashes. You know what that means?”
Border was as hard-nosed you could
get. In the fourth Test of the 1988-89
series against the West Indies, he spun
Australia to victory with 11 wickets in
the Sydney Test. For an ex-captain
who watched spinners rule at the SCG,
Smith’s no-spinner-for-me-please call
would have been surprising if not
hard to digest. The 2025-26 would be
remembered for alot of things — two
of the five Tests ending in two days, an
“unsatisfactory” pitch at Melbourne,
Travis Head’s brilliance etc. But it was
also a series, where the hosts broke
tradition that they have been histor-
ically proud of.

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

Send your feedback to
mailbag@mid-day.com

The views expressed in this column are the individual's and don't represent those of the paper
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Our approach to safety
should be proactive

Apropos of ‘How safe are
Mumbai's station parking

lots?’, authorities and public
remain indifferent to safety.
Action follows only after serious
incidents, lasts briefly, then
returns to square one. Why point
fingers at the parking lots when
fire safety is neglected across
public places in the city?

SUDHAKAR SHENOY

Mumbai requires an
urgent infra upgrade

This refers to ‘Water, water
everywhere, but...". The city needs
infrastructure upgrades, filtration
at supply points, and mandatory
six-monthly tank cleaning under
strict monitoring.

SN KABRA

Prevent seepage to
protect drinking water

BMC needs to be on its toes after
the Indore incident. Santacruz
foul-water report is the tip of

an iceberg. With metro works,
digging, and pipelines, the BMC
must audit the criss-crossing
water and sewage lines, deploy a
task force, and cap leakages to
prevent catastrophe.

GODWIN D'CRUZ

One must refrain from
spreading rumours

This refers to ‘In the new year,
let’s lose our sense of rumour’.

It urges restraint from unverified
information, as gossip can damage
trust, morale, and relationships.
Promoting dialogue, positivity and
transparency can curb rumour-
mongering.

AMIT BANERJEE

HNEO
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Good Greenbacks for
Greenlanders, Mr T

A referendum could decide the country’s sale

Definition of what’s serious and what's not has been
sharplyrecalibrated ever since Donald Trumprecalibra-
ted what’s proper and what’s not. One quick way to hedge
againstgetting things wrongisto takeeverything hesays
without salt. So, when White House on Tuesday announ-
ced Trump and hisretinue have been ‘discussing a range
of options to pursue this important foreign policy goal’
—of acquiring Greenland —and ‘utilising the US milita-
ry is always an option’, we should take the idea Trump
first floated in 2019 seriously. By now, reasons for the la-
test land-lust are well-known: as a strategic US outpost,
and for its rich mineral reserves. But instead of geopoli-
tical arm-twisting, the real estate developer-president
could dangle a buyout price before every Greenlander.
On paper, the mathslooks tempting. Greenland’s vastre-
serves of rare earths, uranium and iron ore could be valu-
ed In hundreds of billions. Divide that
sum among 57,000-odd Greenlanders,
= and each citizen could walk away with
% alife-altering windfall and probably re-
* settle in non-Arctic Miami. In a count-
ry largely dependent on Danish subsi-
| dies, abetter bid could calm nerves, ma-
ke Greenlandersrich—and US compa-
nies and stakeholders richer. A Danmarks Nationalbank
reportreleased on Tuesday underlines Greenland’s econo-
mic vulnerability: 0.8% growth projection this year vis-a-
vis 2% 1n 2022 —as its population continues to diminish.
Yes, Excelpolitik may have its limits. For one, Green-
land may not share Trump and his retinue’s ‘Dig, baby;,
dig!’ evangelical zeal towards resource extraction. Also,
with a per-capita GDP of $58,499(2023) — US ($84,534), In-
dia ($2,397) — dangling good money may not do the trick.
Also, whosetsthe valuation? How areresources quantifi-
ed against volatile commodity markets? What safegu-
ards prevent exploitation once ownership shifts? But be-
fore toying with a ‘non-consensual’ option, why doesn’t
Trumpmakeanofferthat Greenlanders candecide whet-
her torefuse or not? He should be aware that just because
it’'s called Greenland, doesn’t mean it’s good for golfing.

Prep for Al, It'sa Tool,
Not Cheat Sheet

AT hasentered the portals of educational institutions —scho-
ols, colleges, universities —at a speed that makes the entry of
computersagenerationagoseemglacial. Hrrmphsregarding
the danger it poses as a detour for critical thinking in young
minds is less Luddite than those who believed computers wo-
uld signal the end of civilisation as we knew it. So, without so-
unding alarmist, guidance and policy must Keep pace with ra-
pid proliferation of generative Al in education. The urgency
isdriven by thefact that tech companiesare turningtoschools
and universities across the world as potential consumers and
clients —apart from the free options already available. In this
case, ‘caveat emptor’ goes beyond the usual warning.

The aggressive marketing draws on the
| old playbook of computers to improve
»egx computerliteracy Again, Fomoisdriving
& schools to sign up. For the education sy-
¢ stem atlarge, thereisnoneed to shun this
technology. On the contrary, familiarity
1s necessary to ensure that a new genera-
tion learns new ways of usingit. Which is
why it's more than helpful to draw on learnings from the old
computer access programmes to develop necessary guidance
for teachers, education administrators, curriculum develo-
persand parents. Training on how touse Al in classrooms and
beyond, as well as a tool to enhance teaching and the learning
experience without undermining efforts to enhance critical
thinking, cognitive skills and learning outcomes is essential.

Al'srapid deployment presents a challenge to accurately de-
termine actual learning outcomes and learning loss. Efforts
must bemade todisincentivise Al as the option for students to
‘outsource’ their learning and learning outcomes. Make it an
integral tool, not cheat sheet.
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Thankfully, pedestrians and drivers
won't be taken off our streets

Dogs to Blame for
Our Outdoor Culture!

Anyone who has stepped outdoors in our cities knows that for
India to ever really get all viksit, things must first get a whole
lot safer — never mind easier — for pedestrians to walk and
vehicles to ply. Bombing everyone to oblivion and starting a
new society all over again is, we are reliably told, not an op-
tion. Thankfully, three wise men of the Supreme Court have
not only found the source of urban chaos but also its solution:
dogs, and taking them off streets, footpaths and public spa-
ces, respectively ‘While [dogs| are running on theroad, itisa
problem —roads where there are moving vehicles.... The ro-
ads have to be clear and cleaned of dogs. They might not bite,
but they still cause accidents,’ said the Macbethian trio.

And here we thought that pedestrians were the ones rou-
tinely treating roads like their living rooms by casually
strollingacross them, andlookingon atfootpaths —if they
do exist along stretches —as vestigial organs that serve no
real, functional purpose. And, of course, driving on the op-
posite direction, random lane changing, overtaking as if
In a bad heistmovie, and never giving way even if common
sense dies aren’t human traits in this part of the world. As
a non-dog, one must be thankful the wise men didn’t sug-
gest that humans— walking on streets or driving cars, au-
tos or buses — be banished. Pashupatinath be praised!

l'l'E(HNlI( 2 Opaque algorithms that can’t be questioned are creating insecurity in the gig economy

DELIVERIKNEN 1H]

v used to earn %,000-6,000 (a day).
Now [ earn 7,700 maximum.... |
have not paid 4 EMIs on my car;’
~ anUberdrivertold mesome8yrs
“*~ ago. Uber and Ola had, at that po-
Int, tweaked thelr payouts, and several
drivers had called their call centres, so-
me even saying they were contempla-
ting suicide.

They had been subjected to someth-
ing of a rug-pull by taxi companies,
which had initially offered large incen-
tivesto bring moredrivers to platforms,
and assisted drivers in taking loans to
buy cars — only to change incentives
when they decided they need to reduce
their VC-backed spending and focus on
unit economics. So, why is thisrelevant
to the current face-off between Zomato
and its delivery workers? Because, in
principle, the issues remain the same.

Eternal, Zomato’s parent company;
has aggressively moved towards profi-
tability over the past 2 yrs by making
multiple micro-adjustments that al-
low 1t to Improve contribution mar-
gins. When these plattorms were
small, many decisions could still be
madedirectly by managers, or with po-
licy tweaks. Once marketplaces scaled
to lakhs of workers, allocation was
handed over to algorithms that decide
who gets work and when, how much
they're paid, and how behaviour is re-
warded or penalised, based on availa-
bility, ratings, acceptance rates, de-
mand and past history. What begins as
optimisation, quietly becomes a me-
chanism for shaping behaviour.

Former NITI Aayog CEQ Amitabh
Kant'sstatement that gigjobsaresetto
grow from 7.7 mn to 23.5 mn by 2030,
and calling the gig economy among In-
dia’s largest job-creation engines, 1s
misleading. Zomato founder Deepin-
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der Goyal'sdata that, in 2025, the avera-
ge delivery partner on Zomato worked
‘38 days in the year and 7 hrs per work-
ingday’, and that ‘only 2.3 % of delivery
partners worked more than 250 days a
year’, should tell us that this shouldn’t
be equated with employment.

Gig economy workers have highly
volatile earnings and no minimum wa-
ge. This 1s a feature of the business. It
was designed to benefit from a regula-
tory arbitrage of workers neither pro-
tected by employment laws nor empo-
wered with entrepreneurial control.

Platforms like Zomato can exercise
granular control over multiple supply-
side levers: hours someone works, dis-
tance they travel, how quickly they de-
liver, how payouts vary by rating, de-
mand, acceptance behaviour, and how
much workers expect to be paid before
acceptingajob. Amountof dataplatfor-
mscollectaboutadelivery, iIncluding wh-
ether the consumer has added a tip or
not, can allow them to ascertain ‘supp-
lier surplus’—how much less canthey
getaway by paying thedelivery worker:
This is the inversion of consumer sur-
plus. And unlike classical economics,
data today allows this to be estimated
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practically, rather than theoretically;

Gigplatforms are two-sided market-
places, and can use dark patterns on
both sides. Zepto, for example, was fou-
nd to charge consumers with iPhones
hjgher for the same product than those
using Androids. No one except :
platforms know how they
use data to find a demand- 4
supply equilibrium, andde- g&=
termine pricing and pay- ==L
out in each case.

Opacity benefits platforms. =
Through personalised penaltiesand
benefits, they can shape behaviour of
each delivery person. Blinkit may not
display a10-min timer for a worker. But
does it still impact the payout?

When delivery workers ask you to
give a good rating, they know it either
improves their payout or chances of
getting the next gig, or it prevents a pe-
nalty, There is public visibility and
backlash risk on the consumer side.
But the supply side remains largely In-
visible, and at the platform’s mercy.

In theory, competition should resol-
ve these 1ssues. In practice, network ef-
fects are already in play, and platforms
clearly have substantial leverage. Ag-

DARK

gregation platiorms are built to incre-
ase market fragmentation, and aggre-
gate 1t In a manner no participant has
sufficient negotiating power over.
What Zomato 1s positioningas ‘tlexi-
bility’ for gig workers is probably being
seen by them asuncertainty In an econo-
my with paucity of jobs, where gigwork
1s being positioned as ‘employment’,
maybe all they want is actual employ-
ment and some amount of certainty —
that they get paid a standard amount
for the work that they do. This isnot to
say that there isexploitation. But there
certainly exists room for exploitation.
If consumer protection exists for
oneside of the market, whatdowehave
for gig workers? A nationwide protest
after labour codes providing gig econo-
my workers protections were announ-
ced should make us look more closely
at what workarounds exist. Is the fact
that the average worker works 38 daysa
year their choice, or of the algorithm?
The core demand for minimum wages
and social security 1s a response to in-
security created by opaque algorithms
that can’t be questioned or explained.
This is where the state also needs to
step in. As algorithms become embed-

NoO one except
platforms know

Jﬂ. fRiliY demand-supply
= equilibrium, and
== determine pricing

and payout in each case

ded across credit, insurance, employ-
ment and marketplaces, need for algo-
rithmic accountability is no longer
theoretical. Independent audits, and
giving people aright toan explanation,
will provide sateguards against discri-
mination at scale.

RBI missed a trick with its August
2025 FREE-Al committee report, in
which it paid only lip service to algo-
rithmicdiscrimination issues. The gig
economy only exposes the problem
created by regulatory inaction.

The writer is founder, MediaNama

Anant Goenka
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India enters 2026 at a moment of
relative economic strength, even as
global uncertainty persists. Recent
measures like GST rationalisation
and I-T relief have begun torevive
domestic consumption by improving
disposable incomes. Fiscal consolida-
tion has remained credible, with both
fiscal and revenue deficits steadily
declining from pandemic-era peaks.
This balance between supporting gr-
owth and preserving macroeconomic
stability has been central to India’s re-
cent economic management. As Nir-
mala Sitharaman has noted, bringing
down India’s debt-to-GDP ratio will be
a key focus in the years ahead.
Against this backdrop, the budget
presents an opportunity toreinforce
confidence by staying the course on
consolidation while decisively streng-
thening domestic growth levers.
Emphasis on capex alongside essenti-
al soclal spending must continue.
P Defence spending Future contli-
cts will be multi-domain, informati-
on-centric and tech-intensive, span-
ning land, sea, air, cyber and space.
Preparing for this requires moving
beyond platform-centric approaches
towards integrated, networked and

BRICS Must Cement [ts Global Role

Sanjay Bhattacharyya
=

AsIndia assumes leadership of
BRICS 1n 2026, the group is caught
between divergent aspirations and
narratives. For EMDCs, it provides
more space, both economic and
diplomatic, but few developed
countries, particularly the
US, view 1t as an anti-West
aroup, challenging their
leadership. Thefluxin
geopolitics adds to the
complexity. Meanwhile, classical
multilateralismisinacoma, and
minilaterals and plurilaterals are the
hope tofuel engines of growth and
globalisation. India’s presidency will
navigate choppy waters, add sub-
stance to BRICS economic agenda and
serve as a bridge between G7 and G20.

BRICS' early success asa group of
rapidly growing large EMDCs, see-
king inclusive development and
reform of global governance, drew
the attention of other rising powers.
BRICS initially admitted new part-
ners in New Development Bank
(NDB)and then in BRICS. Today; it
has grown, from the earlier 5, to11
members and 10 partner countries,
and others hope to join the same, now
addressed as BRICS+.

Al-enabled capabilities.

Which i1s why defence
spending should be viewed
not merely as expenditure
butas strategic investment.
There’s astrong case for
Increasing share of capex
to accelerate modernisa-
tion, particularly in areas like UAVS,
counter-UAV systems, electronic
warfare, air defence, and frontier
technologies including Al, quantum
computing and hypersonics.

Strengthening indigenous R&D
through higher allocations to DRDO,
deeper collaboration with private
Industry and support for deep-tech
development would further advance
Indigenisation in defence. Defence
production hasreached record levels.
A more coordinated approach, sup-
ported by an institutional mecha-
nism, could help India achieve its
export ambitions while strengthe-
ning supply chains.

P Electronics manufacturing
India must focus on scale, ecosystem
depth and value addition. Global
experience shows that competi-
tiveness depends on dense,
well-integrated clusters where
OEMs, EMS players and
component suppliers co-locate,
supported by plug-and-play
infrastructure and swift
clearances.

A megaelectronics
industrial park — “
building on existing
strengths inregions
like Chennai-Sripe-

{

The enlarged group has different
characteristics asnew members are
relatively smaller economies. BRICS+
includes 7members of G20, repre-
sents the largest oil-producing na-
tions and has global aspirations. Post
expansion, in terms of global share,
1ts GDP has increased by 3%, share of
exports hasrisen by 5%, internal
trade has grown by 5%, per-capita
GDP growth rate has risen, share of
gross fixed capital formation in GDP
isatsimilar levels, and current acco-

unt balance remains surplus.

Since the 2014 summit in
Brazil, the groupresolved to
deepen economic coordina-
tion and institution-buil-
ding. The decisions for NDB

and Contingent Reserve

-u Arrangement (CRA), and trade

inlocal currencies added dyna-
mism and made it more attractive to
other developing countries.

NDB had modest capital and funding
capacity, but gained in popularity
with flexible loans denominated in
local currency, absence of IMF-style
conditionality and being accessible to
non-BRICS members. With new
members, NDB is expected to grow in
stature and capacity. The Indian
presidency could leverage new NDB
funding options for private sector
through establishment of an NDB
structure based in GIFT City, popula-
rise use of Central Bank Digital
Currency (CBDC) and new electronic
settlements.

BRICS trade agenda highlighted
policy coordination for trade and

rumbudur corridor and
Noida—could be trans-
formative. Such a cluster
would help localise compo-
nents, reduce import depen-
dence, support MSMESs
through shared facilities and
align manufacturing growth
with sustainability goals. Rationali-
sed tariff structures and simplified
HS codes, particularly for printed
circuit board assemblies, would
further ease complhance and improve
competitiveness.

P Critical minerals India's ambiti-
ons in clean energy, electric mobility,
semiconductors and advanced manu-
facturing will sharply increase dema-
nd for critical minerals. While prima-
ry reserves are limited, the country
has substantial untapped potential in
mine tailings, overburden, fly ash and
industrial waste streams.

National Critical Mineral Mission
has laid a strong foundation. The
challenge is execution. Combining
technology scale-up with fast, on-site

pilot projects can unlock secondary
sources. A dedicated programme
focused on tailings recovery —

supported by regulatory clarity,

N ﬂ targeted financing and collabora-

tion between miners, tech-
nology providers and
research institutions—
would strengthen
resource security while
advancing circular
economy objectives.

Flexit

Now to Boost Some Confidence

3

P Exports Rising protectionism and
proliferation of new trade barriers
poserisks to India’s export perform-
ance. Initiatives like Export Promoti-
on Mission and credit guarantee sche-
mes are welcome. However, ensuring
duty neutrality remains essential.

Remission of Duties and Taxeson
Exported Products (RoDTEP) scheme
plays a critical role in offsetting
embedded taxes. Providing it with a
predictable, adeguately funded multi-
year framework would give exporters
certainty, improve sectoral coverage
and help firms compete In a more
hostile global trade environment.

P GCCsIndia has emerged as the
world’sleading hub for global capabi-
lity centres, which are increasingly
undertaking high-value, innovation-
led functions. Yet, transfer pricing
uncertainty —around cost alloca-
tions, employee-related expenses and
functional characterisation—has
emerged as a growing concern.

Updating the transfer pricing fram-
ework toreflect modern business
realities through clearer guidance,
simplified safe harbours and faster
dispute resolution would reinforce
India’s attractiveness for next-gen
GCC mvestments in Al, R&D and
digital engineering.

By staying committed to fiscal
prudence while sharpening focus on
strategic investment, industrial depth
and policy certainty, the upcoming
budget can reinforce confidence
among businesses and investors.

The writer is president, FICCI

development, and reform of multi-
lateralism. However, reform of WTO
and Integration of BRICS with regio-
nal arrangements had been difficult.
Effortstoset upa BRICS group within
WTO, trade facilitation, resolve intra-
BRICS disputes that are stuck at WTO,
and COP financing mechanisms can
advance the trade agenda. The use of
Al tools can help BRICS countries to

modernise and integrate trade policy.

BRICS decision for trade in local
currencies had a slow start but picked
momentum in recent times. Russia
estimates that 90% of its iIntra-BRICS
trade1s inlocal currency; China and
India have also made advances in this
area. To some extent, Western sanc-
tions have also prompted a switch to
local currency transactions and
non-SWIFT settlements.

Alternate settlement mechanisms
based on digital means for cheaper
and faster transactions have populari-
sed BRICS local currencies and helped
them go international. These include
SPF'S of Russia, CIPS of China, UPIof
India and PIX of Brazil. BRICS Pay

Allin all, it’s just a-nother...

has potential as an interoperable and
decentralised system tolink national
networks. It is designed as a cross-
border financial messaging system
that enables transactions between
members using national currencies. It
includes encryption, distributed
consensus nodes, multi-factor authen-
tication and capacity to process up to
20,000 messages per sec. It can spur
reform in global governance towards
amultipolarfinancial system.

Meanwhile, BRICS countries have
alsoseen aspurt in swap arran-
gements, growth of CBDC, adjust-
ments inreserve currency holdings
and advancing of development assi-
stance inlocal currency. BRICS initia-
tives currently under discussion that
could impact trade and development
include modalities for ecommerce and
digital trade, a common logistics
platiorm to integrate intra-BRICS
supply chains, and collaboration on
Investment-technology-imnovation.

BRICS 1s at a crucial juncture, recon-
ciling internal consolidation and
expansion plans, and engagement
with the Western world. BRICS must
counter false narratives that suggest it
1s anti1-West or promotes de-dollarisa-
tion. Prudent strategy demands
BRICS maintain consensus-driven
decision-making within the group and
establish collaborations with the West
for solutions in a globalised world.

The writer is former BRICS sherpa, Gol
This article is partof anexpert serieson
trade policy curated exclusively for ET by
CUTS International
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Don’t Wait
For 100%

SANDHYA VASUDEV

Perfection is being, producing or
creating something without fault.
A recipe can turn out pertectly;
however, with subjective viewpo-
ints, achieving perfection in art,
Iiterature and managementis
almost impossible. Perfection in
mechanised production is attain-
able, but under manual labour: th-
ere will be degrees in perfection.
How important 1s105% perfection?

Is the achievement of perfecti-
on more important than elapsed
time? Managers hanker aftera
utopian solution and spend time
and sweat on it, even though a
beneficial solution is already on
hand. This is termed the perfect-
solution fallacy, or nirvana fallacy;
when a good plan is never imple-
mented because of afew shortcom-
ings. It is like missing the woods
for the trees, getting caught up
in minor loopholes and failing to
see the larger benefit. In the spir-
itual realm, attaining perfection
is impossible for everyone. In the
Gita, Krishn assures us that in-
complete or imperfect spiritual
practices never go to waste, but
accumulate and carry over to
the next birth.

So, one need not feel hopeless
whilst unable to achieve perfecti-
on in yog or sadhana. Similarly;
in any field, taking continuous
steps with confidence is better
than standing still, wanting to be
perfect. No harm in aiming at the
perfect-looking cloud, but let’s be
content when our shotlands on
the placid treetop that hid that
moving cloud.

71" STEPUP TO
‘JU)THE PLATE

Comploir
Dﬁ Vie

Paris has never been short
on places to eat well, what it
sometimeslacks is surprise.
Between the bistros and the
temples of haute cuisine, the
city’sdining scene can feel
reverential toafault. Comp-
toir De Vie, launched earlier
this year; cheerfully ignores
that rulebook.

From the team behind Little
Red Door; this restaurant-cum-
barreplaces hushed formality
with conversation. A bright,
openroom centres onan1l-

seat counter where chefs and
bartenders work in tandem,
explaining not just what you
are eating, but why. Food and
drinksare conceived together,
blurring the line between kit-
chen and bar; and turning the
5-step tasting menu into a flow-
ing narrative rather thana
procession of plates.

The cooking, overseen by Ad-
am Purcell, is precise but play-
ful, anchored in hyper-season-
al French produce and a com-
mitment to sustainability; St-
andout dishes include Fine de
Claire oyster with kKiwi granita
and black pepper oil — briny;
sharp and quietly thrilling;
the delicately layered pommes
de terre Anna with comteé sau-
ce, amasterclass inrestraint;
and the cacao-free ‘chocolate’
truffle made from beer waste,
which is rather indulgent.

_Chat Room |

Transformtoan
India-Polar World

Apropos ‘World vs Rogue State’
by T K Arun (Jan 7), violation of
sovereignty, an act of complete
transgression of the UN Charter;
cannot be justified in any man-
ner: There cannot be selective and
‘nuanced’ responses, whether
the transgressor 1s Russia, US or
China. Today; the biggest missing
factor is aformidable bloc of ‘glo-
bal south’, especially ‘neutral’
countriesof Asia, Africaand Lat-
in America coming together with
conviction against a bipolar mo-
del in the guise of multipolar
alignmentsto actasacheck, as
was the case iImmediately after
WW2. During the Cold War era,
India took unambiguous positi-
ons against violations of sover-
elgnty and human rights irres-
pective of which superpower was
involved. It's time we make our
presence felt in the UN General
Assembly and other global bodi-
es without abstaining from voting.
Angara Venkata Girija Kumar
Chennai
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IR [AYAYYAY SUSTAINABLE GROWTH POSSIBLE WITH FISCAL, MONETARY COORDINATION

Economists flag low nominal
growth, global uncertainties

INDIA NEEDS TO
CUT IMPORTS,
SAYS GADKARI

INDIAWILL
HAVE to
reduce
imports and
increase
exports if it
wants to become the
third-largest economy,
Union Road Transport
and Highways Minister
Nitin Gadkari said at the
CSIR's Technology
Transfer Ceremony on
Wednesday.

ECLTO ASSESS
GREEN COVER

USING Al DRONES

COALINDIA
SUBSIDIARY
Eastern
Coalfields
(ECL) on
Wednesday
said it has deployed Al-
driven drones to assess
green cover and scientific
reclamation of land in its
Sonepur-Bazari mining
area in West Bengal. The
study is being conducted
by the Central Institute of
Mining and Fuel Research.

IRB Infra sees 12%
rise in toll revenue
to ¥754 crin Dec

IRB INFRASTRUC-

TURE & Developers

(IRB) has posted a

12% year-on-year
rise in its toll revenue to 754
crore in December 2025. The
revenue collection stood at
2675 crore in the same
month last year. The
collections include revenues
from two of its InvITs, namely
IRB InvIT Fund (Public InvIT)
and IRB Infrastructure Trust
(Private InvIT).

Centre releases
draft Pesticides
Management Bill
THE AGRICULTURE
@ MINISTRY on
- Wednesday
released the draft
Pesticides Management Bill,
seeking public comments.
The Bill seeks to replace the
57-year-old Insecticides Act,
1968, and the Insecticides
Rules, 1971, with enhanced
penalties for violations.
NALCO signs pact
for research in red
mud processing
STATE-RUN NALCO
w HAS signed a pact
with the CSIR-
National
Metallurgical Laboratory in
Jamshedpur for research in
red mud processing and
enable the recovery of rare
earth elements from the
industrial byproduct.
FE BUREAU & AGENCIES

FE BUREAU
New Delhi, January 7

INDIA'S ECONOMY IS projected
to grow at a robust 7.4% in
2025-26, in line with market
expectations, but economists
cautioned about moderation in
the second half of the financial
year amid global headwinds,
softer nominal growth and an
uneven sectoral outlook.

The first advance estimate
(FAE) of the National Statistical
Office (NSO) pegs real GDP
growth at 7.4% and gross value
added (GVA) at 7.3%. Rating
agency Icranoted the estimates
implicitly place second-half
growth at 6.9% for GDP and
6.8% for GVA, marking a slow-
down from the 7.9-8% expan-
sionrecorded in the first half.

Itattributed the moderation
toapotential contractionin cen-
tral government capital expen-
diture,theadverseimpact of US
tariffs on merchandise exports
across sectors, and an
unfavourable base effect.

Icra,however,expectsindus-
trial and agricultural growth to
fare better than the NSO’s H2
assumptions, while services
may trail. Of particular concern
isnominal growth: the NSO esti-
mates nominal GDP to rise by
just 8% in FY26 — lower than
Icra’s 8.5% forecast. With nom-
inal GDPpeggedat¥357.11akh
crore, close to the Union Budget
assumption, Icra said this
removes the risk of a fiscal
deficit“denominatoreffect”and
does not expect a slippage from
the 4.49% of GDP target, helped
byhighernon-taxrevenuesand
likely expenditure savings.

Bank of Baroda Chief Econo-
mist Madan Sabnavis said the
7.4% growth printisinlinewith
expectations and leaves room
for upside. He pointed to main-
tained investment levels, with
gross fixed capital formation at
30%,and a services-led expan-
sion powered by financial ser-
vicesand publicadministration.
Manufacturing growth assum-
es stable corporate profits,while
agriculture’s 3.1% growth on a
high base and construction’s
7% risereflect strengthin hous-
ing and roads. Sabnavis expects
growth above 7% to be sus-
tained in FY27,contingentona
normal monsoon.

Emkay Global’s Madhavi
Arora attributed the strong

ECONOMIC INDICATORS
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FY26 growth tobe around 7.5%
with upward bias: SBI Research

INDIA'S ECONOMIC
GROWTH in FY26 is expected
to remain strong, with gross
domestic product (GDP) likely
to expand by about 7.5%, car-
rying a modest upward bias,
SBI Research said. The first
advance estimates place
growthat 7.4%,up from 6.5%

in FY25, while gross value
added (GVA) is projected at
7.3%. Nominal GDP growth is
estimated at 8%. “We, how-
ever, believe that GDP growth
for FY26 would be around
7.5% with upward bias,” SBI
Research said in areport.

—FE BUREAU

PRIME MINISTER

India's Reform Express
continues to gain
momentum...

powered by —
NDA govt's = -
comprehensive -
investment push, * &
demand-led :

policies

FY26 outcome to favourable
deflator effects, the lagged
impact of monetaryand regula-
tory easing, improved real pur-
chasing power,and alimited hit
so far to exports — supporting
steady manufacturing.

India Ratingsand Research’s
Paras Jasrai highlighted the
resilience of the economy desp-
itea turbulent global backdrop.

Onthe demandside,publicsec-
torcapexremains the mainstay,
with gross fixed capital forma-
tion projected to grow 7.8%,
supported by a nearly 30% on-
year rise in public capex in the
first half. While a broad-based
private capex cycle is yet to take
hold, investments continue in
power, logistics, warehousing,
and commercial real estate.

Lekha Chakraborty, profes-
sor at the National Institute of
Public Finance and Policy, said
themodest 8% nominal growth
underscored controlled infla-
tion.“Overall, India is well-posi-
tioned for sustainable,inclusive
growth with fiscal-monetary
policy coordination, despite
mounting geopolitical uncer-
tainties,’ she added.

QUICK PICKS

PHDCCI seeks Budget
steps on MSME credit

THE REINTRODUCTION OF an interest
subvention scheme for MSMEs and an
upward revision of MUDRA loan
ceilings were among the measures
industry lobby PHDCCI suggested for
the upcoming Union Budget. The
suggestions, PHDCCI said, were
aimed at catering to the financing

needs of MSMEs, lower their

regulatory burden and make them

globally competitive.

—PTI

Hoteliers demand infra
status for hospitality

THE HOTEL ASSOCIATION of India
(HAI) has called upon policymakers to
prioritise sector-specific reforms to
drive growth and resilience in the
hospitality sector, while reiterating
demand for infrastructure status and
allowing of industry benefits to hotels.
The upcoming Union Budget should
give the sector its due recognition for
its significant contribution to GDP and
job creation, it said.

—PTI

Seeds Bill likely in

Budget Session
THE CENTRE IS targeting to introduce
the Seeds Bill 2025 in Parliament
during the first phase of the Budget
Session in February, Agriculture
Secretary Devesh Chaturvedi has said.
“"We have received 9,000 applications
with suggestions for the Seeds Bill.
We will process them and put a
Cabinet note. Our target is to first
bring this Bill in the first phase of the
Budget Session," he added.

—PTI

‘Houselisting exercise for

Census during Apr-Sept

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
New Delhi, Januvary 7

THE FIRST PHASE of Census
2027 — houselisting opera-
tions — will take place between
April 1 and September 30 this
yearinall statesand Union ter-
ritories over a 30-day period
specified by each state and UT,
according to a government
notification on Wednesday.

There will also be an option
for self-enumeration to be con-
ducted in 15 days’ time period
just before the start of house-
listing operations, the notifica-
tion issued by the Ministry of
Home Affairs (MHA) stated.

The decadal exercise which
was scheduled to take place in
2021 got postponed duetothe
Covid-19 pandemic.

The mammoth exercise to
give a headcount of the coun-
try’s population will be con-
ducted in two phases — house-
listing and housing census
from April to September 2026
and population enumeration
(PE)in February 2027.

The houselistingand hous-
ing census systematically lists
out all the structures, houses
and households throughout
the country for preparation of
a sound frame for conduct of
the population enumeration.

“..the central government
hereby declares that the
houselisting operations of the

POPULATION COUNT /=

W Census 2027 will  [oa¥iT
be donein 2 phases: |
Houselisting from
Apr to Sept 2026
and population
enumeration in
February 2027

m There will also
be an option for
self-enumeration
before houselisting
operations

Censusof India 2027 shall take
place between 1st April, 2026
and 30th September, 2026 in
all states and Union territories
during the period of 30 days
specified by each state and
Union territory.

"There shall also be an
option for self-enumeration
which shallbe conductedin 15
days' time period just before
the start of house to house
houselisting operations of 30
days," a notification issued by
Registrar General of India and
Census Commissioner Mri-
tyunjay Kumar Narayan said.

The Census 2027 will also
capture caste data electroni-
cally in the population enu-
meration phase, the govern-
ment had said earlier.

The last comprehensive
caste-based count was done by

‘Agencies start MSP

purchase of pulses

® Centre urges states
towaive mandi fees

SANDIP DAS
New Delhi, Januvary 7

THE NATIONAL COOPERA-
TIVE Consumers’ Federation of
India (NCCF) and farmers coop-
erative Nafed have commenced
direct purchase of pulses from
pre-registered farmers at the
minimum support price (MSP).

The objective, according to
sources, is to ensure that farm-
ers get more options to sell
pulses varieties — tur, urad,
masoor and chana — at remu-
nerative prices. This, officials
said,would boost pulse produc-
tion and reduce the country’s
import dependence. The
assured purchase at MSPwould
also protect farmers from mar-
ket fluctuations,an official said.

In a communication to
states, the agriculture ministry
has urged them to waive levies
and agricultural produce mar-
keting committee (APMC)
mandi taxes for purchase of
pulses by these agencies. The
direct purchase of pulseswill be
in addition to the existing sys-
temof procurement from farm-
ers by these agencies through
state-level organisations under
the price support scheme (PSS).

According to officials, NCCF
has commenced direct pur-

B NCCF has begun direct
purchase of urad and tur

in Uttar Pradesh, Gujarat,
Tamil Nadu, Karnataka

M Nafed has started
purchase of tur from
farmers under the
minimum support price

M Nafed and NCCF have
1.18 million and 4.2
million registered
farmers, respectively

chase of urad and tur at the
APMCmandisin Uttar Pradesh,
Tamil Nadu, Gujarat and Kar-
nataka. Nafed has started MSP
purchase from farmers for tur
and will soon commence pro-
curement of tur and masoor in
Maharashtra, Telangana,
Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, Uttar
Pradesh and Karnataka.“Direct
purchase provides more options
tofarmerstosell pulsesat MSP,”
a Nafed official told FE.

Nafed and NCCF have 1.18
million and 4.2 million regis-

the Britishers between 1881
and 1931. Caste was excluded
fromall census operations con-
ducted since Independence.
The decision to include
caste enumeration in the
upcoming censuswas taken by
the Cabinet Committee on
Political Affairs chaired by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
onApril 30lastyear.In the first
ever digital Census,conducted
by around 30 lakh enumera-
tors, data will be collected
using mobile applications that
will be available for both
Android aswellasiOSversions
to ensure better quality data.
The population of the coun-
try,according to Census 2011,
was 1,210.19 million,of which
623.72 million (51.54%) were
males and 586.46 million
(48.46%) were females.

Nafed to open
e-auction site
for agriitems
onJanvary 19

SANDIP DAS
New Delhi, Januvary 7

AGRI-COOPERATIVE MAJOR
NAFED, the government’s
largest procurementagency for
oilseedsand pulses,willlaunch
an e-auction portal foragricul-
tural commodities on January
19,a senior official said.

The federationwillalso con-
siderallowing state-level feder-
ation of cooperativesand agen-
cies to conduct their e-auction
on the portal — Nafex.in —
which has been developed in
collaboration with consulting
firm Deloitte, the official said.

Currently Nafed uses pri-
vate platforms such as mjunc-
tion, NCDEX eMarkets (NeML)
and E-Teach for selling about
5.3 million tonne (MT) of
pulses and oilseeds purchased
annually from farmers under
the price support scheme (PSS)
and the price stabilisation
fund (PSF). Another govern-
mentagency, National Cooper-
ative Consumers’Federation of
India (NCCF), also uses these
private platforms to carry out
e-auction of commodities pur-
chased under PSS and PSF.

These private agencies
charge 0.03% of the total value
of commodities traded on
these platforms as fees from
the buyers.

Exporters risk losing US summer orders as trade talks linger

SATVIKI SANJAY
& SHRUTI SRIVASTAVA
January 7

INDIAN EXPORTERS OF prod-
ucts ranging from home decor
to leather shoes are worried
about missing the US summer
shopping season if they are
unable tolockin ordersin Janu-
ary as trade deal talks drag on
between India and the US.

This will be the decisive
month forsealing thetrade pact
so contracts can be secured for
the first half of 2026,according
to half a dozen exporters. The
punitive 50% US tariffs since
August already hurt the
exporters’ order volumes in the
typicallybusywinterand Christ-
masseasonin2025.

One of steepest levies
imposed by the Donald Trump
administration continue todeal
a heavy blow to India’s labour-
intensive sectors,especially tex-
tiles,handicrafts,apparels,gems
and leather. Despite multiple
rounds of talks, including four
conversations between Trump
and Prime Minister Narendra

Modi since August, the slow
progress in the trade deal has
pressured the rupee and forced
New Delhi to dole out $5 billion
to protect Indian exporters.

Rafeeque Ahmed, chairman
of Farida Group which is one of
thelargest shoemakersin India,
said January 15 isthe cutoff date
for securing bulk orders from
the US to ensure stable revenue
for the summer and autumn
seasons. The Tamil Nadu-based
company derives about 60% of
its export revenue from Ameri-
can markets.“T have cut down
productionby 20-25%andlaid
off workers,” said Ahmed, who
suppliestointernational brands
like Cole Haan and Clarks.“How
long can we sustain this and
keep giving discounts?”

Mixed signals

Trump, meanwhile, contin-
ues to send mixed signals. He
told reporters on Tuesday that
Modi was unhappy with him
over high tariffs on India. On
Sunday, he said that Modi knew
of his displeasure over New
Delhi’s purchasesof Russianoil,

RACE AGAINST TIME

M January 15 is the cutoff date for
securing bulk orders from the US

for the summer and autumn

seasons, according to exporters

M The punitive

50% w5

since August 2025 has hurt
exporters' order volumes in
the busy winter season

and that “we can raise tariffs on
them very quickly, and it would
beverybad forthem” — remarks
that raised doubts about
whether he intends to remain
combative towards India or
move to expedite a trade deal.
In 2024, before trade head-
winds darkened sentiment,
India shipped goods worth
$87.4billiontothe US,account-
ing for almost one-fifth of its
total exports. US government
trade datashowapparelimports

dropped byabout 12%to $376
million in September 2025
compared with the year-ago
period. Imports of rugs fell by
10% to $98.4 million over the
same period.

“If the deal doesn’t happen
quickly then April-August and
holiday shipping would be
impacted,” said Gautam Nair,
director of Matrix Design, an
apparel maker located on the
outskirts of New Delhi. “First
half would then be a complete

epaper.ﬁnan{:iaiexpress;mn‘. .
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washout.” As part of efforts to
diversifyits markets beyond the
US, India has inked new free
trade pacts with New Zealand,
Omanand the UK. Negotiations
with the EU,Australia, Chileand
Peruare ongoing.

Salvaging relations

To offset losses, many
exportersarealsoscrambling to
salvage supplierrelationships by
offering discounts or travelling
abroad tosecure newclientsand

W US government data
show apparel imports
dropped by about 12% to
$376 million and rugs by
10% to $98.4 million in
September 2025 compared
with the year-ago period

M In 2024, before trade
headwinds darkened
sentiment, India shipped
goods worth $87.4 bn to the
US, accounting for almost
one-fifth of its total exports

reassure existing ones. Lalit
Thukral, founder of textile
exporter Twenty Second Miles,
said August through December
istypicallythebusiest period for
the industry, but this year it
deliveredlossesinstead.Prepar-
ing for tougher days ahead, he
travelled to the UKwith a 15-
person delegationin November
looking for new customers.
Tiruppur-based R K Siva-
subramaniam, whose firm
makes basics like underwear,

New Delhi

will visit the US in January to
scout for buyers. Sivasubrama-
niam has cut his production
since August by 50%.“We are
trying to get newerbuyersbutit
is not possible to grab them
immediately,” he said, adding
that this work trip was crucial
forhisbusiness.“Other US buy-
ers are indefinitely gone””

Vijay Sethi,adirectorat Sethi
Handicrafts, has lost several
American clients despite offer-
ing discounts of as much as
20%. The home decor maker,
basedinatownjustoutside New
Delhi, draws about 40% of its
revenue from the US, largely by
supplying items like wooden
furniture and coasters. In an
effort torebuild trust,he said he
has set remote meetings with
American buyers in January.

Finding workarounds

Several gems and jewellery
exporters are experimenting
with costly workarounds to
blunt the impact of the tariff.

Some have set up US sub-
sidiaries to manage trade
locally, while others are shift-

ing parts of their manufactur-
ing to countries like the UAE,
where duties are about 15%,
said Sabyasachi Ray, executive
director of the Gem and Jew-
ellery Export Promotion Coun-
cil.“They’ve had to change the
way of doing business,” said
Ray. But the workarounds

“have taken a toll”
Apparel suppliers such as
Raymond Lifestyle and

Gokaldas Exportswere among
the firms considering moving
some of their production to
African countries. Gokaldas
hasfourfactoriesin Kenyaand
one in Ethiopia, while Ray-
mond was looking to use its
Ethiopia plant to supply Amer-
ican buyers, as tariffs in these
countries are as low as 10%.
“Exporters don’t have much
choice right now,” said Ajay
Sahai, director general of Fed-
eration of Indian Export
Organisations.“They are look-
ingatalternative markets, sell-
ing locally and one thing has
become very clear — we can’t
overly depend on the US for
exports.” —BLOOMBERG
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Resilient India

But FY27 could be challenging
without a trade deal with US

NWHATIS shaping up tobeachallenging FY26,Indiais still expected

topostahealthy growth rate of about 7.4%,with servicesleading the

charge and capital formation remaining robust. Gross value added

(GVA) is estimated to grow by 7.3%, with manufacturing, trade,and
financial services performing reasonably well-though partly aided by a
favourable base. Even with trade relations with the US disrupted, exports
are projected to grow by over 6%. The weak spot remains agriculture.
Growthinthesectorisestimated atjust 3.1%,well belowlastyear's 4.6%,
and comes ata timewhen market prices for several cropsarealready under
pressure. This is a concern both for rural incomes and for broader con-
sumption demand.

Private consumption, too, is expected to grow by only about 7% in
FY26, slower than in FY25-a disappointing outcome given the govern-
ment's efforts to revive demand. Measures such as income tax cuts,goods
and services tax rate rationalisation, and falling interest rates were
expected tolift household spending more decisively.That recovery, how-
ever,has notbeen asbroad-based ashoped.As manyhad anticipated, the
festive-season boost appears to be tapering off. This helps explain why
GDPgrowthisestimated to growat just 6.9% in the second half of FY26.
Additional headwinds include the lingering impact of US tariffs on mer-
chandise exports,a contraction in government capital expenditure,and
an unfavourable base effect.

Abigger concern lies in nominal GDP growth. At an estimated 8% for
FY26, it would fall well short of the assumed 10.1% and below the 9.8%
recorded in FY25.That said, with nominal GDP projected at ¥357.1 lakh
crore, meeting the targeted fiscal deficit of 4.4% of GDP should still be
manageable. Any shortfall in tax revenues can be offset through higher
non-tax receipts and calibrated expenditure restraint. While these esti-
mates will inevitably be revisited once the national accounts base year is
updated to 2022-23 from 2011-12-and revisions are made to consumer
price index and index of industrial production series-it is worth looking
ahead toFY27.Thebiggest uncertaintyis thelong-pending India-US trade
deal.Unless tariffsarerolled back soon, merchandise exports will continue
to face pressure,with knock-on effects on jobs and incomes.That iswhere
the real test lies. Policy must focus more on engines that can raise poten-
tial growth.That means improving the quality of public spending, easing
regulatory frictions that deter private investment, fixing distortions in
household savings,and accelerating reformsinlabour,land,and logistics.

On the fiscal front, the government's room for manoeuvre will be lim-
ited.Afterayear of stimulus, it is unlikely to sacrifice much more revenue
orallow the fiscal deficit to exceed 4.3%.A meaningful increase in capital
expenditure also appears unlikely. Private investment remains tentative,
with demand recovery uneven outside a few pockets such as passenger
vehicles. Based on the current base, GDP growth in the next fiscal could
slip below 7%. Some support, however, should come from lower interest
rates as monetary easing feeds through to stronger credit flows. Invest-
ment in areas such as data centres could generate employment and boost
demand for construction materials,especially asreal estate activitybegins
to peak. Private-sector capex is therefore expected to improve gradually.
With benign crude oil prices and a measure of good fortune, growth could
edge back above 7% in FY27-but the margin for error is narrowing.

Musk won't fix Grok's fake
Al nudes. A ban would

WHEN JULIE YUKARI posted a New Year’s Eve photoin ared dress with her cat,she
didn’t expect X users to tag Grok asking it to undress her. Within hours, nude AI-
generated images of her had spread across the social-media website — without
her consent and without consequences.

Of all the mainstream artificial intelligence tools, Elon Musk’s Grok is the most
disturbing. Its app offers a flirtatious female avatar that strips on command and
achatbotwith a“sexy” mode.On X, visitors have called on it to“nudify” thousands
of photos of women. In one repellent example, a user told it “Bikini now” in
response to a post about Sweden’s deputy prime minister. It complied with an
image of the politician in ablue bikini.Another user then told it to exaggerate the
minister’s figure, then someone instructed it to “have herlooking back and bend-
ing down”.Dozens more similar posts followed.

Other popular Al tools are restricted from undressing people in this manner.
But with Grok this is a feature, not a bug. It should be turned off.

Deepfake porn of realwomen has proliferated across X for months,and so have
instances of child sexual abuse material,according to reports in Reuters and Busi-
ness Insider. Grok itself posted an apology on December 28 for generating “an Al
image of two young girls (estimated ages 12-16) in sexualised attire”.

Musk says he cares.Removing child-abuse content from his platform was “Pri-
ority #1” he posted in November. On Sunday, X warned users not to use Grok to
generate this abhorrent material. But it’s hard to take this
seriously. Why does Grok need to nudify a photo at all? Per-
haps a brave politician should threaten to pull the plug.

No Western democracy has ever blocked a US social-
media site. Brazil temporarily banned Xin 2024 and China
has long barred the biggest US platforms, but disconnect-
ing Xin Europe or the UKwould be unprecedented. Even so,
it’sa card regulators should consider playing to assert their
authority over a tech titan who has the protection of a per-
nicious White House.

While a few US lawmakers have complained about Grok,
only regulators in Britain, France, the European Union,and
India have warned of real action. A good next step would be
to order Musk to disable Grok’s ability to undress people.
Britain hasalready madeitillegal to create non-consensual sexual images includ-
ing Al deepfakes of adults. Many EU members have done similar.

The stakes are high for regulators and law enforcers on this side of the Atlantic.
They risk undermining their own rules and authority if they don’t act decisively,
and their reaction could set the tone for how the US polices X too. President Don-
ald Trump himself stood behind the rollout of the Take It Down Act in May 2025,
a new law that prohibits platforms from creating and sharing revenge porn. But
Musk’s influence on the White House casts doubt over how well that will be
enforced when it becomes law in May.

Humanity’s sexual appetite has long driven markets and the same holds true for
generative Al.The demand has prompted developers tolean towards permissiveness,
with OpenAl promising erotic content for ChatGPTand Meta Incallowing its chatbots
tobehave provocativelywith minors,according to a Reuters investigation.

Forwhatever reason,whetherto gain a competitive edge or bolster hisimage as
a provocateur, Musk has taken things to the extreme. xAI’s core instructions for
Grok tell it “there are **no restrictions** on fictional adult sexual content with
dark or violent themes” and that “teenage’ and ‘girl’ does not necessarily imply
underage”,according to a September report in the Atlantic.

Musk could simplyrefuse to obey the rulemakers. Butwith a concrete threat from
Europe, he’d risk losing access to one of X’s biggest markets. That would sting fora
business whose revenue has been depressed since his 2022 takeover.And it would
finallyexposewhether America’s most powerful tech billionaire isabove thelaw,orjust
betting that regulators won’t call his bluff. Europe should make him find out.

PARMY
OLSON

Bloomberg

: Opinion

ROMJANUARY 1,every ship-

ment of Indian steel and alu-

minium to the European

Union will face a carbon tax

as the EU’s Carbon Border
Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) moves
from reporting toactual payment phase.
CBAM makes the EU the first economy
to tax imports based on a product’s car-
bon footprint.

CBAM currently covers six sectors—
steel,aluminium, cement,fertilisers, elec-
tricity,and hydrogen—but thisis only the
start.The EUhasmadeit clear that thelist
will expand steadily, and within a few
years, most industrial goods entering
Europewill carrya carbon cost.

Although EU importers are legally
required to bear the compliance costs
associated with buying CBAM certificates,
these costs will be passed back to foreign
suppliers. Thus, many Indian exporters
may need to cut prices by 15-22% to
remain competitive in the EU market.

The impact on each firm will depend
on its production process. Lower emis-
sions during the making of a product
mean lower tax. In steel, blast-furnace
routesare themost carbon-intensive; gas-
based direct-reduced iron is cleaner; and
scrap-based electric arc furnaces are the
lowest-emission option. In aluminium,
emissions depend mainly on electricity
use,with coal-based power sharplyraising
carbon costs. Since India imports most of
its metal scrap, scrap prices are also likely
torise once CBAM takes effect.

Micro, small, and medium enter-
prises (MSMEs) manufacturing products
such as pipes typically buy steel sheets
fromlarge producers. Most carbon emis-
sions occur during the steelmaking stage
carried out by these large manufactur-
ers, not during the value-addition
processes performed by MSMEs. If large
firms do not share plant-level emissions
data with MSMEs, EU authorities will
apply default emission values,which are

CARBON COST
EXPORTERS, INDUSTRY BODIES, AND GOVT MUST ACT TOGETHER TO ENSURE COMPETITIVENESS

Coping with CBAM

AJAY SRIVASTAVA

Founder, GTRI

oftennearly double theactual emissions.
This will sharply raise CBAM costs and
push many MSMEs out of the EU market,
making urgent action by industry asso-
ciations essential.

How should Indiarespond to CBAM?
Here is a brief action plan for exporters,
industry associations, and the govern-
ment.

Exporters: EU buyers will assess
whetherIndian steel oraluminium—after
factoring in carbon costs—can compete
with EU or third-country suppliers. To
compete, Indian exporters
will need to master the
CBAM rulebook.

First, start by mapping
exposure. Identify EU-
bound products, buyers,
shipmentvolumes,and pro-
duction plants to see where
carbon costswill hit hardest
and where documentation
will be strictest. Use this to
calculate an internal CBAM
shadow priceby estimating emissions per
tonne and applying the EU carbon price,
assuming buyerswill do the same.

Second, putemissions systemsin place
immediately. CBAM is based on plant-
level,verifiable data covering fuel useand
electricity consumption.Trackfuelinputs,
power use, productionvolumes,and emis-
sion factors every quarter,and maintain
auditable records aligned with EU rules.
From 2026,emissions must beverified by
EU-recognised or International Organiza-
tion for Standardization-compliantaudi-

——
Indian exporters

who integrate
carbon into the
production process,
pricing, contracts,
and operations will  This information will

remain competitive
[

tors, like a financial audit, at a recurring
cost. Without verified data, the EU will
apply default emission values—50-80%
higher—sharplyraising carbon costs.
Third, update contracts and opera-
tions.CBAM clauses on cost pass-through,
verification,data-sharing,and pricerene-
gotiation will become standard and must
be negotiated to avoid exporters absorb-
ing the entire carbon risk. Keep produc-
tion, compliance, and logistics data
aligned,asinconsistenciesraiseauditrisk
and may lead EU buyers to delay ship-
ments or switch suppliers.
Finally, prepare stan-
dardised CBAM data packs
for each plant, covering
production routes, quar-
terly output, emissions
intensity,verification state-
ments, and audit contacts.

accompany every ship-
ment and will soon be as
essential as invoices or cer-
tificates of origin.

Industryassociations: The Federation
of Indian Chambers of Commerce and
Industry, Confederation of Indian Indus-
try,Federation of Indian Export Organisa-
tions, PHD Chamber of Commerce and
Industry, Engineering Export Promotion
Council,and other Indian industry asso-
ciations must act to prevent CBAM from
becoming a firm-by-firm survival test.
Theyshould set up sector-level CBAM sup-
port platformsto pool costs foremissions
measurement, verification, and data
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@® VENEZUELA CRISIS

Union extrenal affairs minister S Jaishankar

We are concerned at the developments, but we
would really urge all the parties involved to now
sit down and sort of come to a position which

is in the interest of the well-being and the
safety of the people of Venezuela

management, with special focus on
MSMEs.Associations must negotiate col-
lective dealswith EU-recognised verifiers
to cut audit costs, issue simple, standard-
ised CBAM datatemplatesaccepted by EU
buyers,and create secure mechanisms for
large producers to share verified plant-
level emissions data with downstream
MSMEs. At the same time, they should
engage EU importers and regulators to
clarify rules, push back against punitive
default emission values where data gaps
exist,and seek transitional flexibilities for
complex supply chains.

Government: Understand that CBAM
will cover all industrial products in the
next fewyears.Act nowto preventasharp
loss of export competitiveness. First, sup-
port MSME:s by subsidising CBAM com-
pliance, covering the cost of emissions
measurement and verification, issuing
simple standard carbon-accounting tem-
plates, and setting up a national CBAM
helpdesk. Second, seek CBAM carve-outs
alongthelinesof those the EUhas offered
the US, and use ongoing EU free trade
agreement negotiations to underscore
thatanagreement becomesunviableif EU
goods enter India freely while Indian
exports face a carbon tax. Third, urgently
quantifythe carbon costs Indianindustry
already bears through energy taxes,
renewable obligations, and efficiency
mandates,and use this evidence to claim
deductions under CBAM. Finally, fast-
track India’s Carbon Credit Trading
Schemebyfinalising steeland aluminium
benchmarks, putting in place robust
monitoring, reporting, and verification
systems,and accrediting enough verifiers
so exporters are not held back by compli-
ance delayswhen CBAM takes effect.

CBAM marks a structural shift in
global trade. Indian exporters who inte-
grate carbonintothe production process,
pricing, contracts, and operations will
remain competitive; the rest will have a
tough time.

‘When ease of doing business aids tunnelling

RELATED-PARTY  TRANSACTIONS
(RPTs) occupy a governance grey zone:
they can make businesses run more
smoothly,but they can also become vehi-

BRUESH K MISHRA

The writers are associate professors at Indian Institute of
Management, Ranchi

BUSINESS TRANSACTIONS

PRASENJIT CHAKRABARTI

When promoters are unchallenged and minority
investors lack strength, materiality thresholds

Old rule/new rule

become the only reliable brake on tunnelling

%5,000 crore for a ¥50,000-crore com-
pany shifts the equilibrium sharply, sub-
stantially reducing the likelihood that
insider-linked transactions come under

Firm revenue lI Transaction :
category type FY23

cles for expropriating minority share- A RS shareholder scrutiny. This shift matters
holder wealth, a practice known as tun- < ¥20,000 cr Business RPT 529/513 546,/552 536/541 because India’s largest firms—often too
nelling. To curb tunnelling risks, the ' ' ' big to fail and dominated by powerful
Securities and Exchange Board of India _ Opaque RPT | 250/244 _ 342/337 | 2,611/2,600 promoter groups—operate in an envi-
(Sebi) has increasingly enforced the > 240,000 cr Business RPT 3,779/3,456 4,158/3,752 | 3,990/3,639 ronment where shareholder activism
requirement of a material transaction— - 1 - - remains relatively weak. When institu-
an RPT with a related party that crosses a Opaque RPT | 399/268 378/240 | 425/238 tions hesitate to challenge promoters and

prescribed value threshold and must
therefore be placed before shareholders
for approval. Post-Satyam, India steadily
tightened oversight—from the Compa-
nies Act, 2013, to Sebi’s 2015 Listing
Obligationsand Disclosure Requirements
norms and the 2021 rule which treated
anyRPTabove 1,000 croreor 10% of the
turnover as material. This uniform
threshold of 31,000 over-regulated rou-
tineintra-group flows of large firms.Sebi’s
2025 proposal introduces scale-based
thresholds instead: 10% of turnover for
firms up to 320,000 crore; 32,000 crore
plus 5% of the turnover above that level
up to 40,000 crore; and for the largest
firms, ¥3,000 crore plus 2.5% above
340,000 crore, capped at 5,000 crore.
Thegoalis to preserve investor protection
while replacing a blunt, one-size-fits-all
regimewithamore proportionate frame-
work. The intent may be pragmatic, but
the empirical evidence shows why we
must tread carefully.

To see how the changed rules play out
in practice, we adopted a classification
widely used in academic research, sepa-
rating RPTs into “business RPTs” (routine
operational exchanges) and “opaque
RPTs” (financial transfers, loans, and
advances—the usual vehicles for tun-

Authors' own calculations; all the amounts are scaled in 1,000 cr

Source: CMIE Prowess

nelling, especially with promoters, direc-
tors,family members of the firm).We then
examined how these two categories
behaved across two revenue tiers (<
320,000 croreand > 340,000 crore) under
the old rule (the strict ¥1,000-crore
threshold) and the new rule (scale-based
regime) in the last three fiscal years. The
estimation highlights a striking diver-
gencein corporatebehaviouramonglarge
firms (> ¥40,000 crore revenue).

The table tells a compelling story of
discipline versus disruption. First, with
business RPTs across the two categories,
the material figures remain relatively sta-
blebetween the old and newrules.Forthe
largest firms (revenue > 40,000 crore),
business transactions in FY25 shifted
marginally from ¥39,90,000 crore to
%36,39,000 crore.This indicates that the
strict regulation did not significantly dis-
rupt genuine commerce. Operational
necessities continued, despite the com-
pliance friction,and that pattern hasheld
steadyacross theyears.

Now contrast this with Opaque RPTs
for the largest firms. Here, the old rule
actedlikea powerful brake.InFY25,under

THE EDITOR

Skewed tax treatment

Apropos of "Defend deposits" (FE,
January 7), the argument that skewed
tax treatment is pushing households
away from bank savings and towards
market-linked investments rings true
and timely. With deposit growth
lagging credit expansion and savers
increasingly favouring equities and
mutual funds for better post-tax

returns, banks face real constraints on
lending. This isn't about revenue loss
for the exchequer; it's a risk to steady
credit flows fuelling growth. A rethink
via targeted incentives or parity in
taxation for fixed-income options
could encourage depositors without
undermining markets, ensuring
stability and vibrancy in our

financial system.

—SM Jeeva, Chennai

the old norms, opaque transactions were
worth 425,000 crore; under the new
rule, that figure collapses to ¥238,000
crore—a staggering 44% drop. Similar
declines appear in FY23 and FY24.The
messageisclear:the old regime compelled
large firms to curtail questionable finan-
cial transfers, particularly those made to
promoters, key shareholders, and direc-
tors.But thenewscale-based rule changes
that calculus. A significant portion of
insider-linked transactions that once fell
squarely under the ¥1,000-crore share-
holder approval threshold now slips
entirely outside the net.

Conversely, for smaller firms (<
320,000 crore), both business and
opaque RPTs showed no meaningful
change under either regime, staying
largely unaffected by the shift from the
old rule to new.

This brings us to the central risk of
Sebi’s proposed scaled regime.The intent
to ease compliance is sensible for busi-
ness RPTs, but the data shows that it was
theabsolute ¥1,000-crore threshold that
effectively restrained opaque RPTs in
large firms.Raising thatbartoasmuchas

Banking rethink

Apropos of "Defend deposits"

(FE, January 7), banks must stop
complaining about dwindling current
account and savings account (CASA)
ratios. They are aware that no one
would keep money for long in low-
yielding savings bank accounts or
unattractive term deposits where
interests earned are taxed. Current

minority investors lack collective
strength, materiality thresholds become
the onlyreliable brake on tunnelling.

Loosening them risks reviving the
very opacity that enabled the Satyam
scandal, where “routine” transactions
masked massive diversion. Satyam
taught usasimplelesson:when oversight
retreats,abuse advances.Ascaled regime
must not recreate those blind spots.

Regulation must be as nuanced as
the data. We propose a bifurcated
approach:

Forbusiness RPTs: Adopt the scaled,
turnover-based threshold. Facilitate
ease of doing business for genuine
operational needs.

For opaque RPTs: Retain the strict
%1,000-crore threshold for transac-
tions like financial transfers,loans,and
advances to promoters, directors, and
their families—these transactions
carry higheragency costs and demand
tighter leashes.

As India Inc scales, our governance
must become more sophisticated, not
merely more lenient. We must facilitate
business, but we must not subsidise
opacity. The data is clear: strict rules
work where they are needed the most.
Let us not discard them wholesale.

investment scenarios are not akin to
1980s where the rates were as high as
16 or 18%. Banks cross-sell mutual
funds and insurance products which
drain out CASA balances. At the same
time, banks worry about depleted
low-cost deposits. One cannot have
the cake and eat it too.

—RV Baskaran, Pune
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Gyig realities

Regulate the platform sector, without suffocating it

he year-end gig workers’ strike may not have

dented platform balance sheets or affected

services; yet it reveals deep structural flaws
in the platform economy, which runs essentially, if
not entirely, on labour. The strike puts a spotlight on
frequent and opaque changes in algorithms that
determine pay, incentives and even termination; long
and unpredictable working hours; lack of social
security cover for health, accidents or old age;
unilateral deactivation without due process; and the
steady transfer of costs of fuel, vehicles, insurance on
to workers.

s ® o This situation invokes a larger
demographic context. The World Bank and

] i # ILO estimate that 8-10 million young
Indians enter the workforce annually. The
economy must generate jobs to prevent the
much-invoked demographic dividend from
turning into a source of social strain. Itisin
this context that the gig economy assumes
outsized importance. A 2022 report by the
NITI Aayog estimated that India had about
7.7 million gig and platform workers in
2020-21,a number projected to rise to over
23.5 million by 2029-30. Work by the
NCAER similarly shows that platform-based
work is absorbing labour at a time when
formal job creation has lagged behind the
pace of labour-force growth. For millions of
Indians, gig work is not a supplementary
income stream; it is the primary means of
survival. This is where India’s policy
dilemma diverges sharply from that of the
EU or the US where gig work typically
supplements income. In India, dependence
on platforms renders workers vulnerable to
arbitrary practices. The challenge is to
regulate a sector that provides employment
to millions, without snuffing out its margins.

The Centre has tried to acknowledge this
tension in the Code on Social Security, 2020.
Section 2(35) recognises gig workers;
Sections 114 and 141 empower the Centre
to frame welfare schemes; and Section
114(4) allows such schemes to be financed
through aggregator contributions, capped as
ashare of turnover. Karnataka and
Rajasthan too have enacted laws to create
welfare boards and mandate platform
contributions. Yet, on the ground, outcomes
remain poor. Welfare boards are often
dysfunctional, worker registration is weak,
and benefits rarely reach intended
recipients. India’s experience with the
construction workers’ cess, where States
have failed to use cess worth¥70,744.16
crore because workers are not registered,
offers a sobering parallel.

What is needed is reliable, independent
data. Policymaking today relies largely on
information supplied by platforms: how
many workers they engage, how long they
work, how much they earn, and how
algorithms shape outcomes. This creates an
inherent risk of bias. Effective regulation
requires credible data on numbers of
workers, earnings volatility, hours worked,
algorithmic control and the degree of
worker dependence on platforms. The
regulation must ensure that a growing
sector is not suffocated, even as it activates
welfare mechanisms for workers.

POCKET

RAVIKANTH

“Yes, till recently, we were Rao & Co.

— LY L 1

Closing India’s crypto bl

ind spot

RIGHT MOVE. Automatic exchange of crypto-asset info will strengthen tax enforcement, anti-money laundering oversight

ef

RAGHAV PANDEY
MS SAHOO

he Global Forum on
Transparency and Exchange
of Information for Tax
Purposes recently convened
in New Delhi for its 18th
Plenary. Delegates from over 120
jurisdictions confronted a widening
fracture in the international tax
architecture: finance has digitised far
faster than the reporting frameworks
designed to monitor it. The Plenary
reaffirmed a broad multilateral
consensus around the Crypto-Asset
Reporting Framework (CARF), an
OECD-led architecture intended to
bring crypto-assets within the perimeter
of automatic exchange of information.

For India, this consensus marks a
critical inflection point. More than 50
jurisdictions have committed to
implementing CARF by 2027. New
Delhi’s inclination to align with this
timeline, however, has faced quiet
resistance: integrating crypto-assets
into formal tax reporting risks
conferring legitimacy on a volatile and
speculative asset class.

This anxiety misreads the nature of
regulation. The decision to adopt CARF
is not an act of endorsement but of
institutional self-preservation.
Surveillance is not legitimisation; it is
the extension of the State’s supervisory
reach into a domain that has, for too
long, operated beyond its line of sight.

To appreciate why CARF is necessary,
one must first recognise the limits of the
existing architecture. The Common
Reporting Standard (CRS), designed in
2014, presupposes a financial ecosystem
anchored in identifiable intermediaries
holding accounts on behalf of residents
of reportable jurisdictions. This model
works well for a bank account in Zurich
or atrust in the British Virgin Islands,
not for a Ledger Nano X sittingina
drawer in Mumbai.

CRS relies on custodial relationships.
Crypto-assets, by contrast, often move
through decentralised systems where no
central custodian exists. Under the
current regime, a transfer froma
custodial exchange to a self-hosted
wallet frequently marks the end of the
reporting trail. From the perspective of
the tax authority, the asset effectively
vanishes. Monitoring crypto through
CRS s akin to policing an empty
building while economic activity
migrates elsewhere.

CARF is designed to address this
structural mismatch. Unlike CRS, which
focuses on account balances, CARF is
event-driven. It requires Reporting

LESS CONTROL. Crypto-assets often move through decentralised systems where no
central custodian exists cerTy maces

Crypto-Asset Service Providers
(RCASPs) to capture and exchange
transaction-level data across four
categories: exchanges between
crypto-assets and fiat currency;
exchanges among crypto-assets;
transfers of crypto-assets; and
crypto-based retail payment
transactions. The shift is subtle but
consequential: the object of regulation is
no longer the account, but the
transaction.

CAREF also reconfigures the nexus for
reporting. Instead of relying exclusively
on physical presence or place of
management, reporting obligations are
anchored to the jurisdiction of the user
and the provision of services to
residents of that jurisdiction. An
exchange that services Indian users may
therefore fall within India’s reporting
perimeter, regardless of where its
servers or headquarters are located. This
architecture enables automatic,
standardised information exchange
among tax authorities, reducing
dependence on slow and fragmented
bilateral requests that are ill-suited to
high-velocity digital markets.

The absence of CARF has
implications well beyond tax
administration. It also weakens India’s
anti-money laundering architecture.
The Financial Intelligence Unit-India
has taken important steps by requiring
Virtual Digital Asset service providers to

The Crypto-Asset
Reporting Framework
does not eliminate
opacity, but it materially
reduces it by standardising
data collection and exchange
across jurisdictions

register as reporting entities under the
Prevention of Money Laundering Act.
Yet without international
interoperability, these measures remain
domestically bounded in a borderless
market.

Mlicit actors exploit this mismatch,
moving value across chains, platforms,
and jurisdictions to evade siloed
oversight. While blockchain analytics
can offer partial insights, domestic
registration alone cannot reliably
reconstruct complex cross-border
transaction paths. CARF does not
eliminate opacity, but it materially
reduces it by standardising data
collection and exchange across
jurisdictions.

UNHOSTED WALLETS

One of CARF’s most consequential
features, particularly from India’s
perspective, is its treatment of unhosted
wallets. These wallets, controlled
directly by individuals without
intermediaries, function in many
respects as the cash of the digital
economy. Under existing frameworks,
high-value peer-to-peer transfers
involving such wallets can occur with
little or no reporting. CARF narrows this
blind spot. It requires RCASPs, when
facilitating transfers to or from
unhosted wallets, to collect and report
identifying information about the
counterparty to the extent reasonably
available. Perfect attribution is not
guaranteed, but the expansion of
visibility is substantial.

This distinction between regulation
and approval is not novel. The State
routinely regulates activities it does not
morally endorse: from tobacco and
alcohol to gambling and complex
financial derivatives, not to validate
them, but to impose discipline, secure
revenue, and mitigate harm. Major

jurisdictions have applied the same
unsentimental logic to crypto-assets.
The US, for instance, has mandated
transaction-level reporting for digital
assets without expressing any view on
their underlying merits. Regulation here
is treated as a tool of visibility, not
validation.

India, meanwhile, relies heavily on
domestic tax instruments. These
measures are effective in taxing
outcomes but offer limited insight into
transactional mechanics. It taxes the
profit, but misses the trail. The 1 per
cent Tax Deducted at Source on
transfers of Virtual Digital Assets,
applicable above a threshold, and rising
to 20 per cent in the absence of a PAN,
was introduced precisely to create a
transaction trail where none existed.
The regime is admittedly crude, but it
performs avital signalling and capture
function in an otherwise opaque
ecosystem.

RETAIN DOMESTIC INSTRUMENT
Some argue that CARF’s
implementation should logically trigger
the removal of the 1 per cent TDS, since
international reporting would render
domestic tracking redundant. While
economically attractive, this argument
is premature. It asks the State to replace
atested domestic mechanism with an
international framework whose
real-world capture rate, particularly for
high-frequency, intra-jurisdictional, and
peer-to-peer transfers, remains
unproven. For the TDS to be dismantled,
there must be credible evidence that
CARF delivers equivalent or superior
visibility. Until such equivalence is
empirically demonstrated, retaining the
domestic instrument is a matter of
prudence, not inertia.

Absent CARF, Indian law mandates
reporting but lacks reciprocal
information pipelines. Without CARF’s
nexus rules, the tax authority sees only
what the taxpayer chooses to declare. A
trader in Mumbai can use a Dubai-based
exchange to move value to a wallet in the
Cayman Islands. Without automatic
exchange, this transaction is effectively
invisible.

The choice before the State is not
between regulating crypto and rejecting
it. It is between visibility and blindness.
CARF is not a concession to
crypto-assets; it is a reclamation of the
State’s capacity to see. In a financial
system where value moves at the speed
of code, the absence of reporting is not
neutrality; it is abdication. Watching
cryptois not legitimising it. It is the
minimum condition for governinga
modern financial system.

The writers are respectively Assistant Professor and
former Distinguished Professor at National Law
University Delhi

Ways to reform railway finances

Besides fare hikes, Indian Railways should focus on innovative pricing, and exit from suburban services

|
Sudhanshu Mani

a surprise by announcing a fare hike

across the board, barely six months
after the previous revision. The current
hike is only marginally higher than in
July. Per kilometre fares now rise from
less than a paisa for Second Class
Ordinary journeys beyond 215 km to 2
paise for all classes in Mail and Express
trains. Although IR claims this round
will mop up 2,400 crore, a basic
calculation suggests this is optimistic.

Net passenger kilometres for FY26
(total number of passengers multiplied
bykm travelled by trains) are likely to be
around 60,000 pkm for Mail and Express
services and 40,000 pkm for Ordinary
Second Class, excluding suburban
traffic. At best, the revenue increase
would be about 1,200 crore from the
former and X300 crore from the latter,
amounting to roughly 1,500 crore
annually, just over 1.5 per cent of
passenger revenues of ¥92,800 crore
budgeted for FY26.

IR emphasised that this was the
lowest fare hike in the past 12 years,
noting that the last significant revision
across all classes occurred in 2013, when
per kilometre fares were raised by 2
paise for Second Class Ordinary and up

I ndian Railways (IR) recently sprung

to 10 paise for AC classes. Historically,
governments have been wary of revising
passenger fares, but matters worsened
since mid-2000s when Lalu Prasad
Yadav was the Railway Minister. His
team managed to extract substantial
freight revenue by increasing the
loadability of wagons, converting a de
facto malpractice into a de jure policy
despite resistance from railway
engineers. This allowed IR to keep its
Operating Ratio (OR), the ratio of
working expenses over traffic earnings,
well below 100 without raising
passenger fares.

DETERIORATING FINANCES

Over time, this approach became an
albatross. With no imaginative measures
to boost freight revenue and fare hikes
remaining politically sensitive, IR’s
finances have steadily deteriorated. The
OR has since been artificially maintained
just below 100 by absorbing part of the
pension burden through budgetary
support and allocating a token 3800
crore for depreciation, even though
investments in railway assets have
exceeded 15 lakh crore over the past
decade.

To be fair, some steps have been taken
recently to improve passenger services,
such as arevamped reservation system
with advanced anti-bot technology,

-
— o

REQUIRED. Imaginative initiatives to
boost revenues certy imaces

deployment of a Content Delivery
Network to block ultra-fast automated
bookings by rogue agents, revised caps
on waitlists, and finalisation of
reservation charts eight hours in
advance. But fundamental questions
remain unaddressed.

IfIR’s core mandate is inter-city and
long-distance travel, why does it
increasingly pander to loss-making
suburban and commuter segments,
which should primarily be the
responsibility of State and city
governments? After all, commuters pay
several times more in Metro trains,
which are managed by State
governments with the Central
government as a stakeholder, not the
owner. Why are AC Iand AC Il classes,
chosen for comfort rather than

affordability, subsidised? If AC IIT and
Chair Car services are the only ones that
break even, why the persistent emphasis
onnon-AC coaches? It is entirely
feasible to introduce AC Chair Cars with
more than 100 seats at affordable fares,
encouraging passengers to migrate from
non-AC to AC travel.

Equally pertinent is the absence of
imaginative revenue-boosting initiatives
since the introduction of dynamic
pricing, which itself requires
comprehensive reform. Why not adopt
greater pricing flexibility across
long-distance trains, such as differential
pricing for upper, middle, and lower
berths, or for cabin and aisle berths, on
lines similar to airlines? Why not extend
all well-patronised trains to 24 coaches,
eliminate pointless stoppages through
data analytics, and deploy smarter
operational and engineering
interventions to raise average speeds to
arespectable 80-100 kmph?

On every ticket, IR proudly proclaims
a43 per cent subsidy. Does subsidisation
imply that passengers should bear with
poor service? Improved finances may
depend on freight revenues, but the
passenger segment can also contribute.

The writer is retired General Manager/Indian Railways,
Leader of Train 18/Vande Bharat project, and
Independent Rail Consultant
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Expanding the tax base
Apropos ‘Crorepati I-T filers surge
22%in AY26 even as tax base
stagnates’ (January 7), it is a bit
paradoxical that the filings in the
upper income ranges have seen high
growth, though the overall tax base
has stagnated. The streamlining of
the systems by data integration and
effective tracking of high value
transactions by the government,
coupled with robust performance of
the equity markets resulting in
higher capital gains, have
contributed to the hike in the filings

inthe higher income ranges.
However, there is need for tackling
the stagnation of the tax base. There
are millions working in the informal
economy and formalisation of this
part of the economy is essential. The
government could use incentives as
well as digital enforcement towards
thisend.

Kosaraju Chandramouli

Hyderabad

Cover co-op banks, too
This refers to ‘PSB’s geared to move
to weekly reporting of credit data

fromJuly 1’ (January 7). Thisis a
welcome step in the process of
transparency in bank transactions.
However, the RBl and the Finance
Minister must mull applying similar
norms for co-operative banks in view
of the increasing failures, hurting
gullible depositors at the cost of
borrowers.

Rajiv Magal

Halekere Village, Karnataka

TN pension scheme
Apropos ‘The pension ‘tap” (January
7),the proposed Tamil Nadu Assured

Pension Scheme has sparked unease
amongalarge section of teachers,
many of whom remain unconvinced
about its long-term value. Their
concernis simple and practical: if the
mandatory 10 per cent contribution
were invested independently
through disciplined SIPs, returns
could potentially exceed the assured
pension promised by the State. This
perception cannot be dismissed
lightly. While an assured pension
offers security, it must also be seen
as fair and competitive. The lack of
clarity on fund management,

expected returns,and how inflation
will be fully neutralised adds to
doubts. Transparent projections
comparing TAPS payouts with
realistic market-linked alternatives
would help employees make
informed judgments. To build
confidence, the government should
consider offering flexibility, better
disclosure,and periodic reviews of
returns. A scheme meant to provide
security should not leave
contributors feeling short-changed.
SM Jeeva

Chennai
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PLI push is paying oft

Marked output gains in steel, electronics, pharma

L]
Biplab Kumar Guru
Suryasnata Das

he Production Linked
T Incentive (PLI) scheme

was introduced in April
2020 with the intent of
fast-tracking growth and helping
the country become a $5 trillion
economy. In this regard, the PLI
scheme supports domestic
companies, encourages
international firms to set up
manufacturing units in India, and
endorses technology use and
innovation in manufacturing
sector. Initially targeted at three
industries — electrical
manufacturing, mobile
accessories and medical devices
— the scheme was expanded to 14
key sectors by February 2022.

STEEL STRENGTHENS

Before PLI came into force, crude
steel output and finished steel
production showed a gradual
upward trend, rising from around
89 million tonnes (mt) in 2014-15
toabout 111 mt by 2018-19
(Ministry of Steel data). Finished
steel demand also increased
steadily, indicating growing
domestic consumption. Imports
fluctuated but generally declined
after peaking in 2015-16, while
exports increased up to 2017-18
before moderating.

Turnaround in the steel sector
came with PLI push in 2020. Not
only did the production and
demand of finished steel register
strong growth but crude steel
output also jumped from 103.54
mt to 144.30 mt between 2020-21
and 2023-24. By 2023-24, robust
domestic consumption of
finished steel was underscored by
steel demand reaching over 136
mt. Notable increase in exports
and relatively moderate imports
were recorded during the initial
PLIyears, which later stabilised.
All-in-all, India’s steel sector
performance and the PLI regime
indicated a significantly positive
association because of growing
domestic demand, enhanced
production capacity and a more
buoyant steel industry especially
during the PLI regime.

Coming to mobile phones,
their production rose steeply rose
from 18,900 crore in 2014-15 to
225,000 crore in 2019-20
(Ministry of Electronics and
Information Technology data).
Gross electronics output also
grew progressively from worth
190,366 crore to 546,550 crore
during the same period. The share
of mobile phones in total
electronics production grew from
9.9 per cent to 41.2 per cent.

Further acceleration in this

POST PLI. Steel sector witnesses
turnaround istock

sector ensued mainly due to the
PLInudge. Electronics output
nearly doubled from ¥554,461
crore in 2020-21 t0 952,000
crore in 2023-24. The value of
mobile phone production surged
to%422,000 crore by 2023-24
while its share in total electronics
production reached 44.3 per cent.
Overall, the PLI scheme
coincided with a significant
expansion of mobile
manufacturing, an increasing
share of mobiles within total
electronics production, and
improved export performance,
reinforcing India’s position as an
emerging hub for mobile phone
manufacturing.

India’s exports of medical
devices also witnessed a
sustainable rise during the PLI
regime although the sector
remains import-intensive. This
suggests that the domestic
manufacturing capacity is
continually improving and
approaching export orientation.
Based on a Department of
Pharmaceuticals survey report,
medical devices exports exhibited
afirmrise before the PLI era,
increasing from $1,868.05 million
t0 $2,292.87 million between
2017-18 and 2019-20. Exports
showed faster growth post the
PLI push, from $2,531.62 million
to $3,785 million between
2020-21 and 2023-24. The generic
trend in production,
consumption and exports paints a
bright picture about the PLI
scheme although persistent
import dependence of electronics
and medical device sector
remains a challenge.

PLIhasincreased international
competitiveness, ensured
resilience and sustainability in
sectoral output and created
employment opportunities in
sectors like electronics,
pharmaceuticals, and steel. The
PLI flagship programme can be
even more effective by relaxing
the stringent eligibility criteria,
creating a skilled workforce, and
investing in high-end technology.

Biplab is Assistant Professor of Economics,
and Suryasnata is Researcher, at Rama Devi
Women’s University
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New cover: Free medicines for BPL families on the anvil
The Centre is mulling a ‘passbook concept’ to help families below the poverty
line (BPL) purchase medicines. A BPL family member should be able to
approach the nearest designated chemist with a passbook type of document
to record the purchase of medicines up to a limit of ¥5,000 for a year.

After FIPB nod, ByCell plan may hit DoT wall

The Switzerland-based investment company ByCell Holdings AG’s move to
invest 457 crore in setting up cellular network in India could hit rough
weather with the Department of Telecom saying that the decision by the
Foreign Investment Promotion Board (FIPB) to approve the proposal was
despite the department seeking more time for examining the proposal.

SBI hikes domestic term deposit rates

State Bank of India, announced on Saturday a hike in interest rates on
domestic term deposits by 0.25-0.50 percentage points on varying maturity
from January 9, 2006. SBl is the latest to hike the deposit rates. Bank of
Baroda, Bank of India, Union Bank of India and HDFC Bank have hiked the rates

since November.

Growth need not generate jobs

The tenuous link between growth and employment has broken down in some parts of the world

MACROSCAN.

CP CHANDRASHEKHAR, JAYATI GHOSH
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55

. . 50

heideathat economic 45

growth leads to more 40
employmentisat onelevel 35

so obvious thatithas 30

become axiomaticamong 25

economists and policymakers. Afterall, 20
higher production will require more 15

inputs, and presumablylabourisa
crucial input for many, if not most,
activities. Therefore, itis common to
find that both policymakers and analysts
routinely make the promotion of GDP
growth their central focus, relying on the
perception that this will inevitably
generate more employment.

Of course, higher labour productivity
(output per worker) is also typicallya
policygoal. Soitisalso assumed that
within sectors and activities, per unit
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theywill always be positive.

ILO FINDINGS

The ILO’s World Economic and Social
Outlook Update for May 2025 provides
some data for us to assess how this
relationship between output and

(TaLe
A country-wide profile

GDP growth and change in employment-population ratio (%)

economicrationale.

The picture changes slightlyaccording
toincome groups. The high income
countries (HICs) shown in the Table do
indeed show a positive relationship, with

employment has played outin the High income Upper middle Lower middle Lower income changes in employment to population
decade 2014-2024. Chart 1 shows how countries income countries income countries countries ratios closely tracking GDP growth. The
the aggregate relationship has changed . : . ; changes in the employment-GDP ratio
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While the relationship between 2002 ESE Uz, 4.34 0.7 4.34 0.37 403 0.32 business cycle, as expected.
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employment (coveringalso 2004 | 352 | 032 | 595 | -0.11 595 | -0.01 568 | -0.19 other country groupings. Indeed, the
self-employment, informal employment, 2005 3.00 0.67 11 036 711 010 57 0.5 lack of correlation between the two
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But the second —and possibly more 2011 2,04 0.33 6.87 687 | 074 649 0.20 exception of the pandemic year 2020
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variation across regions, not onlyin 2012 | 148 | 034 | 476 | -013 476 | -0.89 -0.13 | -0.76 then arecoveryin the following year).
aggregate changes but in employment 2013 1.61 0.11 5.18 -0.61 5.18 -0.14 -4.40 -0.14 But even more notably, the changes in
elasticities. } ) ) the ratio have been negative throughout
Thus, the Arab States and the Asiaand 2014 216 0.12 567 0.42 567 0.18 2:55 1.16 this period, barring a few most recent
Pacific region are outliers in opposite 2015 2.34 0.56 6.12 -0.38 6.12 -0.32 2.86 -1.26 years.
directions. In the Arab States, GDP grew 2016 1.85 0.75 592 | -059 592 | -0.14 -2.06 | -0.83
more slowly than employment, resulting 2017 | 250 | 074 | 569 | 032 569 | -0.46 050 | -0.92 JOBLESS GROWTH .
in employment elasticities significantly What s clear is that the more rapid GDP
greater than one and negative changes in 2018 | 238 | 08l | 544 | -023 544 | 025 188 | 0.00 growth in these middle income countries
labour productivity. In the Asiaand 2019 1.89 0.55 5.42 -0.39 5.42 0.32 2.85 -0.27 (which asagroup have the highest GDP
Pacific region, GDP 1ncrea§edvery 2020 389 | -3.08 4.06 381 4.06 2.48 3.01 2.8 growthrates) did not lea(:! toincreases in
substantially, mostlyassociated with the employment-population ratio either
significantincreases inlabour 2021 5.85 1.45 -3.98 -3.98 2.11 -1.15 0.28 inthatyear or the following year, or
productivity, such that the employment 2022 3.05 1.83 6.49 6.49 2.63 1.28 0.82 through the period asawhole. In other
elast1c1ty of output was extrem.el.y. low. 2023 1.83 0.46 6.24 6.24 1.54 336 X7 wo.rds, the employmentc—popu.latlc.)n
In Africa, employment elasticities ratio has not onlybeen inelastic with
were also high, close tounity. In the 2024 1.95 -0.21 6.04 -0.42 6.04 0.80 -021 | 041 respect toincome growth, buthasin

Americasand in Europe and Central
Asia, growth of all the aggregate variables
was relatively low, and employment
elasticities were moderate.

DIVERGENT TRENDS

Of course, it could be argued that such
broad regional groupings are too large
and contain very diverse economies, and
therefore do not provide sufficient
understanding of actual economic
processes within the regions. In
addition, lumping together aggregate
changes over adecade can obscure
short-termrelationships —and that
between output and employment
obviously must operate over the short
term.

Source: World Bank WDI database

Another approach could be to
examine the changesin GDPand inthe
active worker population ratioin each
year, to seeif there is any evidence of
clear positive relationship. Since the
population estimates tend to be
relatively stable over time, estimates of
the worker population ratio (employed
workers to population age 15+ years) can
provide a proxy for short-run
employment changes. These trends are
shown for groups of countries based on
levels of per capitaincome (see Table),
using data from the World Bank’s World
Development Indicators.

Chart 3 shows the trends for the world

asawhole since 2000, and it suggests a
very different relationship — almosta
non-relationship — between GDP
growth and employment. Itis true that
GDP growth hasbeen volatile, with three
episodes of crisis (in 2001,2010 and
2021) when GDP was stagnant or
declined. But the
employment-population ratio barely
budged over most of this period and in
fact seems to have declined slightlyin
most of the years of this quarter century.
Certainly, thereislittle evidence of a
short-term positive relationship with
GDP growth. The lags, where theyare
evident, also donot appear to have much

manyyears been negatively correlated.

The lower income countries described
in the Table point to an even more
disturbing trajectory, one in which
employment-population ratios fell over
almost the entire period, until 2022.

Suchapattern definitely calls into
question any positive relationship
between output and employmentin
most countries in the world. Clearly, the
factors determining employment
generation are more complexand
deserve to be analysed carefully to putin
place the appropriate strategies.

Butfirst, governments and those who
advise them have to stop assuming the
GDP increases will be enough to create
more jobs.
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EASY NOT SO EASY
ACROSS

01. Wedding (8)

04. Forehead (4)

08. Indicate agreement (3)
09. Throttle (5)

DOWN

01. Notes equalling two
crotchets (6)

02. Fieldwork, two faces

ACROSS

01. A getting-together may spoil one in fury (8)
04. Top of the hill - second line (4)

08. Show one agrees to the fellow returning (3)
09. Car control associated with throttle (5)

DOWN

01. In the chemist’s, drops the notes (6)

02. Bit of fortification for revolutionary with an
afterpart (5)

forming salient (5) 03. Unhappy sound proceeding from organ (5)

10. Spirit (3) 03. Low cry of pain (5) 10. It must be set to catch mother’s ruin (3) 05. For instance, in desert Terriers find occasion
11. Rain-bringing wind in Asia (7) ~ 05. Boating event (7) 11. Awind, but not here, Scotsman will get shortly (7) for boaters (7)

12.Bury (5) 06. Bleak, like January (6) 12. Put one under at home, Michaelmas being endless (5) 06. Gain the attempt like in January (6)

13. Unable to see anything 07. A piece for 13. Venetian, cricketer-like, can't see a thing (5,2,1,3) 07. A telling performance? (10)

(5,2,1,3) declaiming (10) 17. In Munich eventually space was found to put statue (5) 09. China had five bob on a classic (5,5)

09. Make of

porcelain (5,5)

14. Reading-desk (7)

15. Chewed as at bone (6)
16. Cuts off (6)

18. Final resting-place (5)

17.Recess in wall (5) 14. Read here and learn of a loss, etc,
18. Pull faces (7)

20. Misery (3)

21. The mind (5)

22. Mineral aggregate (3)
23. Over; cheated (4)

24. Helpless, futile (8)

18. Forbidding winning service, pull a face (7)
20. You and | have swallowed nothing but misery (3) unfortunately in it (7)
21. Thinking power comes from one taking bran about (5) 15. Used molars, for example, dawn breaking (6)
22. Rock with metal, gold and energy (3)
23. Being cooked, it is finished (4)

24. If deck lacks beginners, not so many show want of
spirit (8)

16. Cuts away from one eternally in Nazi force (6)
18. Serious note to be wildly enthusiastic about (5)
19. On getting in the drink, there’s nobody with

19. Unaccompanied (5) one (5)
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ACROSS 1. Mimics 4. Circus 9. Rumpled 10. Piece 11. Evil 12. Peer 13. Pie 15. Sour 16. Blot 19. Rob 21. Book 22. Bali 24. Extra 25. Torment 26. Spends 27. Cohere
DOWN 1. Market gardens 2. Mummies 3. Cold 5. Imperils 6. Cheep 7, 14 Down. Skeleton in the cupboard 8. Added 14. see 7 17. Trapeze 18. Booty 20. Bathe 23. Trio

M ND-NDE




Business Standard

STAY INFORMED THROUGH THE DAY @ WWW.BUSINESS-STANDARD.COM

OPINION 9

VOLUME XXXIl NUMBER 227
NEW DELHI | THURSDAY, 8 JANUARY 2026

Impressive growth

Maintaining the momentum will be challenging

The first advance estimates (FAEs) of gross domestic product (GDP) for this
financial year, released on Wednesday by the National Statistics Office (NSO),
show that the Indian economy in real terms is projected to grow 7.4 per cent in
2025-26, broadly in line with market expectations. The Reserve Bank of India
had projected a growth rate of 7.3 per cent for the current year. Since the econ-
omy grew 8 per cent in the first half of the year, growth is expected to be lower
inthe second half. Nevertheless, the projected growth of 7.4 per cent is impres-
sive, given the odds, and is significantly higher than last year’s 6.5 per cent. The
high real growth is partly driven by low inflation. Nominal growth for the year
is projected at 8 per cent. Nominal growth in FAEs attracts significant interest
because it forms the basis for Budget calculations.

In absolute terms at current prices, the economy is projected to attain the size
0fX357.14 trillion, which is marginally higher than the level assumed in the 2025-
26 Budget. Thus, there is no surprise here. However, containing the fiscal deficit
at 4.4 per cent of GDP may still be challenging owing to tepid revenue growth.
Since the government is slated to adopt debt-to-GDP as the fiscal anchor from
next financial year, nominal growth will now attract more interest. The inflation
rate is expected to move up in the coming quarters from its current lows, which
should help improve nominal growth. In fact, it is worth highlighting that the
NSO will release a new GDP series next month with a revised base. Reportedly, it
will address some of the concerns raised by economists and analysts over the
years about the current series. The statistics department will also release a new
series for the consumer price index. Thus, overall, there could be significant
changes in the way economic activity and prices are gauged in India.

However, irrespective of the change in the base year and the methodology
used to measure GDP, it is not difficult to argue that next financial year could
be more challenging. How the government intends to approach the year ahead
will become clear in the Budget, due in a few weeks. The challenges are largely
emanating from the external front. Despite months of negotiations, a trade deal
with the United States (US) remains uncertain. Much will depend on how
quickly a mutually beneficial agreement is reached. India is also hoping for an
early closure of a free-trade agreement with the European Union. These two
deals are extremely important. If the trade deal with the US is delayed, chal-
lenges could emerge on the balance of payments front, which is getting
reflected in the pressure on the rupee. If India is at a significant disadvantage
in exporting to the US, it could also affect foreign investment, both direct and
portfolio. Foreign portfolio investors, for instance, sold Indian stocks worth
over $18 billion in 2025.

One of the factors driving growth in recent years has been high capital expen-
diture by the government. While it is believed that moving to the debt anchor will
give more flexibility in terms of the size of the deficit, it remains to be seen
whether the level and growth in capital expenditure can be sustained. Further,
on the domestic front, there are renewed signs of a reform push. More efforts will
be needed to maintain the growth momentum next financial year.

Empower local bodies

They are best-positioned to provide basic services

India is urbanising at an unprecedented speed and scale, with nearly 60 per cent of
Indians, close to 800 million citizens, expected tolive in cities and towns by 2050. Yet
the economic returns to this urban transition remain weak, and urban local bodies
are unable to perform effectively as vibrant democratic units. Globally, there are
hardly any examples of well-functioning cities that developed without empowered,
accountable local governments. In a democratic country, timely elections are the
foundations of empowerment and legitimacy. However, that is not the case on the
ground. As a recent report in this newspaper showed, polls to major urban bodies in
Maharashtra, including the Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation, are being con-
ducted after delays of nearly four years. Karnataka presents an even starker picture.
Elections to Bengaluru’s civic body were last held in 2015; since the council’s term
ended in 2020, elections have been postponed repeatedly. As of 2020-21, the average
delay in conducting municipal elections after the expiry of councils was 22 months.

The situation with rural local bodies (RLBs) is only slightly better. In fact, elec-
tions to several block and zilla panchayats across Maharashtra and Karnataka and
gram panchayats in Tamil Nadu are delayed. This clearly hinders development
work and governance, as RLBs are eligible for Finance Commission grants only if
they are duly constituted. The 73rd and 74th Constitutional Amendment Acts were
explicit in their intent to entrench democratic decentralisation. Articles 243E and
243U mandate that elections to RLBs and municipalities, respectively, be completed
before the expiry of their five-year term or within six months of dissolution, while
Articles 243K and 243ZA vest the superintendence, direction, and control of RLBs
and municipal elections in State Election Commissions (SECs). In practice, these
provisions are routinely flouted. A central cause lies in the systematic weakening
of SECs. The Supreme Court has repeatedly attempted to address these problems.
Ithas held that SECs enjoy powers comparable to the Election Commission of India
within their domain; that elections must proceed in the existing wards or on existing
electoral rollsif revisions (in the ward boundaries or rolls) are not completed in time;
and that SECs may approach constitutional courts if states fail to cooperate. Yet
delays persist.

The political dissmpowerment of local bodies is compounded by lack of finan-
cialautonomy. The data compiled by the Reserve Bank of India shows that munici-
pal corporations generate only modest revenues of about 0.6 per cent of gross
domestic product (2023-24), and are heavily dependent on state transfers. Mean-
while, only 1 per cent of the revenues of panchayats come from their own sources.
Delayed elections weaken the legitimacy and trust in representative democracy,
while weak finances constrain capacity and service delivery. Although state gov-
ernments often invoke federalism to argue against central overreach, the same
cannot be denied to governments below them. It is important to accept that local
bodies are best-positioned to provide basic services tocitizens, and canbe an engine
of growth and development. It is thus critical to empower local bodies both politi-
cally and financially. It will be interesting to see the observations of the Sixteenth
Finance Commission on the issue.

Why Section 29A needs calibration

The IBC must not conflate business failure with malfeasance, or
an unfortunate entrepreneur with a fraudulent one
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The first resolution plan under the Insolvency and
Bankruptcy Code (IBC), 2016, approved in August 2017,
triggered widespread disquiet. A related party
regained control of the company while creditors took
a 94 per cent haircut. This outcome appeared com-
merciallyimprudent and morally indefensible, expos-
ing the vulnerability of the nascent insolvency regime
to abuse. The IBC could not be a route for errant pro-
moters who had run a company into the ground to
shed debt and reclaim assets. The government
responded swiftly, inserting Section 29A to restore
confidence in the regime.

Nearly a decade on, the twin balance-sheet syn-
drome that motivated early interventions has largely
receded. In the changed landscape,
Section 29A increasingly risks
impeding the IBC’s objective of
value-maximising resolution by
excluding precisely those actorswho
may be best placed to revive dis-
tressed assets. The question is
whether Section 29A in its present
form still continues to serve its pur-
pose without imposing dispropor-
tionate collateral costs.

Clause (c), for instance, disqual-
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with massive defaults to non-bank creditors over dec-
adesremainseligible. By treating all dejure NPAs alike
and ignoring de facto NPAs altogether, the provision
privileges form over substance and classification over
conduct. This asymmetry militates against equality,
with no rational nexus to culpability.

Fundamentally, clause (c) disregards business
reality. NPA classification may reflect systemic or
sector-wide shocks, rather than promoter delin-
quency. Entire industries, notably thermal power
and steel, experienced acute stress in the mid-2010s,
triggered respectively by coal block cancellations
and global steel price collapse, developments largely
outside the promoter’s control.

The provision sits uneasily with
the dynamics of a market economy,
where business failure is not aberra-
tional but an inevitable by-product of
competition and innovation. Ifbank-
ruptcy law fails to distinguish honest
failure from fraud, affordingasecond
chance to the former while sanction-
ingthelatter, it risks chillingentrepre-
neurship and, in turn, undermining
the economy’s growth trajectory.

Businesscyclesrarely conformto

ifies a promoter of a company that
has a non-performing asset (NPA) account for at least
one year before the commencement of the corporate
insolvency resolution process (CIRP) of a company
from submitting a resolution plan to take it over. This
provision produces anomalous outcomes. A promoter
of several companies, each with substantial NPAs for
decades, retains control of those companies solong as
none of those companies is admitted into CIRP. By
contrast, a promoter of a single company with a
relatively small NPA for a year loses the company if
that company enters insolvency. Disqualification thus
turns not on the existence, magnitude, or persistence
of NPA, but on the happenstance of admission into
CIRP, an outcome often shaped by creditor strategy
rather than promoter conduct.

The distortion runs deeper. A person with modest
defaults to banks is disqualified, while someone else

aone-year timeline. An account ren-
dered NPA by a cyclical downturn may not recover
within 12 months, even when the promoter is diligent
and beyond reproach. Force majeure events such as
the Covid-19 pandemic underscore this point.
Acknowledgingits extraordinary impact, the law itself
excluded Covid-era defaults from triggering insol-
vency proceedings.

By barring promoters based solely on the duration
of NPA, the law excludes the stakeholder with the
deepestinstitutional knowledge of the asset. Strategic
buyers may be unwilling to assume the complexity of
a turnaround without the promoter’s involvement,
while financial investors may lack operational capa-
bility. The result is often a failed CIRP and eventual
liquidation, destroying value and harming creditors.

The breadth of disqualification compounds the
problem. Itextendsto persons actingin concertand to

connected persons, casting an exceptionally wide net.
While the intent was to prevent promoters from using
proxies or fronts, the provision has the unintended
effect of deterring genuine white knights who might
otherwise partner with promoters to rescue distressed
assets. A white knight who formed a consortium with
apromoter who waseligible yesterday risks becoming
ineligible across the market if that promoter attracts
any ineligibility under Section 29A today.

It is sometimes argued that little turns on keeping
just one person out. This understates the effect of Sec-
tion29A, which operates globally. Once disqualified, a
person and allits connected persons are excluded from
every insolvency proceeding, irrespective of the asset,
the sector, or the circumstances. This materially
shrinksthe pipeline of resolution applicants, adversely
affecting insolvency outcomes system-wide.

Section 240A exempts micro, small, and medium
enterprises (MSMES) from the rigours of clause (c). By
permitting MSME promoters to re-enter despite NPA
status, the legislature acknowledges that NPA classifi-
cation is not, in itself, a marker of moral turpitude or
managerial incompetence. The disqualification is
situational, not character-based. Morality cannot rea-
sonably depend on the size of the balance sheet. A pro-
moter of a large steel plant, buffeted by global
headwinds and guilty of no fraud, isarbitrarily barred,
while an MSME promoter in comparable circum-
stances is welcome. This is jurisprudentially unten-
able. If MSME promoters merit a conduct-based
assessment, large corporate promoters are equally
entitled to one, rather than a blanket prohibition.

This analysis of clause (c) illustrates a broader
problem. Section 29A is simultaneously over-inclus-
iveand under-inclusive. It excludes promoters whose
failure is honest and contextual, while allowing con-
tinued eligibility elsewhere until culpability is auth-
oritatively established. Clauses (b) and (g), which
address wilful default and avoidance transactions,
quintessentially malafide conduct, disqualify only
upon afinal determination. Until then, even culpable
actors may participate in the process. The resulting
regime penalises the unfortunate while, at times,
accommodating the suspect.

This is not an argument for dismantling Section
29A or returning to an era of promoter impunity. The
moral hazard isreal, and the law must guard against it.
But the guardrails must be calibrated. Promoters who
have stripped value or acted fraudulently should be
barred at the threshold, based on credible forensic evi-
dence. Promoters who have merely fallen victim to
business cycles but continue to enjoy creditor confi-
dence should not be treated as pariahs.

Section 29A was a necessary intervention at a par-
ticular moment in the evolution of India’s insolvency
framework. Today, the challenge is nuanced: Curbing
misconduct without extinguishing value. The IBC will
realiseits full promise only when it sharply distinguishes
fraud from failure, discipline from over-deterrence, and
moral culpability from commercial misfortune. Calibra-
tion, not blunt exclusion, is the imperative.

The authors are, respectively, a former distinguished
professor and an assistant professor at the National
Law University, Delhi

must boost R&D activity

Budget 2026

Innovative activity is widely recognised as a key driver
of competitiveness and economic growth. Its impor-
tance hasonly increased in the context of the artificial
intelligence (AI) revolution and the compulsions of
net-zero. Hence, India’s underperformance in gross
research & development (R&D) expenditure (GERD) as
a proportion of gross domestic product — stagnating
at around 0.7 per cent, much lower than the global
average of 1.93 per cent — has attracted much debate.
Other countries like China spend a far higher propor-
tion on R&D, at about 2.6 per cent.

The output indicators of innovative
activity — for example, India’s rank
improving from 81st to 38th between 2015
and 2025 in the World Intellectual Prop-
erty Organization’s Global Innovation
Index — presentamore encouraging pic-
ture. Patents filed in India have also
surged, from 24,326 in 2020-21t0 68,176 in
2024-25. ISID’s India Industrial Develop-
ment Report 2024-25 finds India’s GERD
to be underestimated and projects it at
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ding business R&D activity by a factor of five.

The neglect of R&D activity by Indian industry is
curious, especially given its role in driving competi-
tiveness. This can be explained by the market failures
inherent in innovative activity, which do not allow
investors to reap the full rewards due to its public
good-like nature.

Recognising the market failures and its strategic
importance, governments in the United States and
other industrialised countries spend billions of dollars
on subsidies and R&D contracts awarded to national
enterprises, including through agencies
such as the Defense Advanced Research
Projects Agency, NASA, and the National
Institutes of Health. Public funding has
been an important source of industrial
innovation in Western countries; for
example, Tesla received substantial sup-
port from the US government — in addi-
tion to tax credits and contracts — while
developingitsinnovativeelectric vehicles.

Advanced countries also built an

around 1.25 per cent — more respectable
than 0.7 per cent, but still low.

Another concern about GERD is that over 60 per
cent of it is spent not by business enterprises, where it
could help sharpen their competitive edge, butin gov-
ernment laboratories, including those run by the
Council of Scientific & Industrial Research, the Defence
Research and Development Organisation, and the
Indian Council of Medical Research, among others.
While mission-oriented R&D organisationssuch asthe
Indian Space Research Organisation have achieved
considerable success, government laboratories often
face challenges in commercialising their innovations.

The bulk of business R&D is conducted by a hand-
ful of large companies and is heavily concentrated in
the pharma and auto sectors. Benchmarking the R&D
activity of Indian firms against their global counter-
parts, industrialist and economist Naushad Forbes, in
his column in this newspaper, makes a case for expan-

exception for R&D subsidies to the tune
of 50 per cent of project costs in the World
Trade Organization Agreement on Subsidies and
Countervailing Duties, which debarred all other forms
of industrial subsidies.

InIndia, until2017, R&D activities in industry were
encouraged mainly through weighted tax deductions
attherate of 200 per cent, and 150 per cent during 2017-
2021. Since 2021, only a 100 per cent deduction is
allowed. In 2024, the government established the Anu-
sandhan National Research Foundation (ANRF) to
mobilise T50,000 crore over five years to promote aca-
demia-industry linkages for high-impact research. In
November 2025, the government launched the
Research, Development and Innovation (RDI) Scheme
with a corpus of 1 trillion to boost private sector-
driven innovation, focusing on strategic sectors such
as Al, quantum, energy, and biotech, by low-cost loans
and equity through a two-tiered structure managed by

the ANRF. The ANRF and RDI are clearly important
and desirable initiatives to foster innovative activity.
Yet, they need to be complemented by other incen-
tives and policies to realise the Viksit Bharat and
Aatmanirbhar Bharat visions.

The finance minister in the Union Budget 2026-27
may consider restoring 200 per cent weighted deduc-
tion for R&D expenditures. Weighted deductions pro-
vide greater freedom to firms for undertaking R&D to
respond quickly to emerging market needs or other
strategic considerations.

While the weighted deduction may be provided
based on anaudited statement, there could be a provi-
sion for reporting the activities undertaken under the
scheme, the processes and products developed, for-
eign exchange saved or earned, patents filed, and
licensing fees earned. Thiswill ensure that tax benefits
are not claimed as routine and that they actually lead
toinnovative activity.

Another policy to promote local innovation could
beto protect minor innovations through the so-called
petty patents, as practised in Japan, South Korea,
Taiwan, and China. The patent system fails to encour-
age minor innovations because the criteria for inven-
tiveness tend to look at novelty. India could consider
adopting a petty patents regime that provides limited
protection for three to five years to minor incremental
innovations, especially those by micro, small and
medium enterprises.

Tosumup, therefore, the Union Budgets of the past
few years have taken major initiatives to foster inno-
vative activity. The 2026-27 Budget should build on
these initiatives by restoring weighted tax deductions
and creating a petty patents regime to foster incre-
mental innovations needed to realise the Aatmanirb-
har and Viksit Bharat visions.

The author is director, Institute for Studies in Indus-
trial Development, New Delhi, and a member of the
Monetary Policy Committee. The views are personal.
nkumar@isid.org.in

CG Power’s revival, Bachchan-style

Murugappa group leadership
was on trial” by stakeholders
for taking a “bold” diversifica-
tion call after being in the

which is elaborately described
inthe book is the multiple
investigations. While this
demanded considerable effort

motors and drives business, and Mukul
Shrivastava, president, power systems.
Besides, there are also notes from Dinesh
Khara, former chairman, State Bank of

BOOK
REVIEW

JYOTI MUKUL

The Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code
(IBC) has been one of the defining legis-
lation for the Indian corporate sector
ever since it was enacted in 2016.
Especially in sectors such as power and
steel, IBC put on the block a number of
companies that had been declared bank-
rupt. While lenders took control, choos-
ing the suitor for the beleaguered
company was the task delegated to resol-
ution professionals under the Code.
Companies in distress due to financial
frauds, sectoral down-cycles or huge
debt found themselves being recast and

sold to new buyers. CG Power, however,
followed a different route when financial
problems broke out in the company.

Natarajan Srinivasan, who was
appointed managing director and chief
executive officer of CG Power in 2020,
has put together a chronicle of the jour-
ney of turning around the distressed
company. The Great Revival tells this
story with all the nuance of a corporate
leader who has been involved in reviving
distressed companies.

The saga begins with the Ministry of
Corporate Affairs ordering an investiga-
tion of CG Power and its subsidiaries in
December 2019. It had earlier sought
reopening and recasting CG Power’s
financials by an independent chartered
accountant firm. By March 2020, the
book value per share of the company
declined to a negative ¥31.21 from I55.2
in March 2012. There was no working
capital to pay interest or repay loans.

CG Power was put through a resol-

ution process under the Reserve Bank of
India’ Prudential Framework for Resol-
ution of Stressed Assets and not through
the IBC, which came into effect from
December 2016. This resolution scheme
functioned under RBI’s circular of June
7,2019. So, the approach was different in
many ways. Nonetheless, a new owner-
ship took control after a Swiss Challenge
bidding mechanism was used to sell the
company. Tube Investments of India
had on August 7, 2020, submitted a bind-
ing offer to acquire a 54 per cent stake in
CG Power. On November 26,2020, its
parent Murugappa group issued a press
release announcing the acquisition of a
majority stake in CG Power.

The new promoter infused ¥687.50
crore of net worth and CG Power mobi-
lised a term loan of T600 crore from
State Bank of India. Considering that all
this was happening during the Covid
year, it is remarkable to see how strat-
egies were worked out even when “the

business of manufacturing
bicycles and auto components
for more than 50 years.

The Great Revival offers an
insight into these strategies.
Foremost in this was asking
senior managers to work out a
Dream Battle Plan instead of
being given a diktat from

above. As Mr Srinivasan puts  Srinivasan
it: “The holistic word was Published by
‘regain’; regain production, Penguin

regain customers, regain
market share and regain cor-
porate respect.”

The author goes into details of stra-
tegic productivity initiatives, which
prioritised two strategies: Project Mudra
and Project Lean. “We were not merely
playing the game for profit; we were play-
ing for pride,” he writes. There are cer-
tainly lessons to be learnt.

One of the key challenges that the
new management had to deal with and

I
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on the part of key officials, the
company invoked the prin-
ciplesin Section 32 of IBC,
which protects the acquirer
in any form of resolution

i;ﬂ! whether it is through a debt
recovery tribunal, or under

The Great Revival
by Natarajan

the Securitisation and Recon-
struction of Financial Assets
and Enforcement of Security
Interest (SARFESI) Act or
under the RBI stressed asset
mechanism.

One of the unique features
of this turnaround story is
that it not only captures Mr Srinivasan’s
perspective and view of CG Power’s
journey from being fraud-ridden to the
revival of its balance sheet, but also
those of the senior management team
who played a crucial role in the revival.
There are, therefore, accounts from
Susheel Todi, chief financial officer,
Ramesh Kumar N, president of the

India, Vellayan Subbiah, chairman, CG
Power, and P S Jayakumar, independent
director and chairman, Audit Commit-
tee. These versions present a holistic per-
spective to the overall revival story.

For instance, Ramesh Kumar N rec-
ollects how holding a dealer convention
in Hungary in November 2019 came
with a dilemma since by then question
marks on the company’s financials had
already been raised. An out-of-the-box
approach helped. A 20-minute film on
Amitabh Bachchan’s ABCL and the
transformation in the Bollywood actor’s
fortunes with the television show Kaun
Banega Crorepati was screened at the
convention. “CG Power is no less than
Amitabh Bachchan. If he could doiit, so
will we.” It seems the CG Power revival
did play out like a blockbuster script
where the right intentions helped regain
the lost ground.

The reviewer is a former journalist
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Railway finances: Let us
get them firmly on track

The deregulation of Indias oil sector offers a useful precedent on how to slowly move away

JSrom subsidies for rail travel. This is a must for Indian Railways to get its finances in shape

he recent decision of Indian Rail-
ways (IR) toraise fares on all classes
of travel, other than suburban rail,
season passes and short-distance
second-class ordinary, reflects a
dilemma that haslong dogged IR
and underpinned its fare decisions: Should IR
be run as acommercial enterprise, albeit state-
owned, or as a departmental undertaking with
social objectives placed above profit? Histori-
cally, all governments, both before and after
India’s 1991 embrace of market principles, have
veered towards the latter view. Sadly, political
calls have shaped almost everything about IR,
including track expansion, stops along routes
and, of course, train fares. Fare revisions have
always had a populist angle. They have mostly
been confined to higher-priced classes, with
suburban fares virtually untouched. The last
time the latter were revised was in 2014, only to
be partially rolled back in the face of protests.
The latest revision, effective 26 December
and the second in 2025-26, is no exception. Not
only are the hikes moderate, they are largely
limited to dearer classes. Travel in AC coaches
and non-AC coaches aboard mail and express
trains isnow costlier. But fares for suburban
services and monthly season tickets, which
cover the largest segment of passengers, remain
the same. Ordinary-class travel has also been
spared—there isno hike in fares for up to
215km. Even where fares have been raised, the
increase is nominal: just two paise per kilometre
for higher classes in mail and express trains,
and about one paise for ordinary-class travel
beyond 215km. As estimated, IR will earn about
X600 crore extra in 2025-26 from the revision.
The additional revenue is welcome. But it is too
little to count for much. The Fifth Report of the

Parliamentary Standing Committee on Rail-
ways (of August 2025) offers a telling commen-
tary on IR’s poor finances. It points to how its
Operating Ratio (OR)—or its gross working
expenses as a percentage of its gross traffic
earnings—has stayed above 98% since 2022-23.
Almost arupee spent for every rupee earned
leaves little by way of internal cash generation
for capital investments, so a weak OR forces IR
to depend on either budgetary support or bor-
rowings, adding to its interest bill. The panel’s
report of December 2024 had suggested a bet-
ter alignment of fares with operational costs.
This must be done for all classes, including sub-
urban travel. Consider how low our fares are. A
seat on Vande Bharat from Delhi to Varanasi is
about $21-40. In contrast, an Amtrak ticket
from Washington DC to Boston, covering a
slightly shorter distance, costs $200-$500.

Admittedly, IR must not be viewed only
through the lens of profitability. It acts as the
country’s lifeline, carrying around 20 million
passengers daily, with this count going up to 30
million on festive occasions. Beyond itsrole in
transporting both freight and people at afforda-
ble rates, IR has also been a powerful force for
national integration. Moreover, we cannot
overlookitsrole in facilitating diverse eco-
nomic activities. It will also not be easy to wean
a country long accustomed to subsidized rail
travel off what are essentially ‘freebies.’ But it
should be done. Let us not forget, even when its
ORisunder100%, IR soaks up taxpayer funds at
the cost of causes that may be more deserving
of subsidies. The oil sector offers a parallel; its
gradual withdrawal of freebies could serve
asaguide on how to proceed. Reforms might
be difficult to sell politically, but IR needs to be
financially sound.

LIVEMINT.COM

Barmer is a crucible of humanity
that radiates hope for everyone

We see unsung examples of empathy everywhere but this arid part of India is special in many ways

is CEO of Azim Premji Foundation.

hy are you going to Barmer?

Carrying therisk of severe

bleeding from the smallest
of cuts—because of the strong blood
thinners you are on.” So I was asked.
But even when there was no such risk, I
would be questioned repeatedly, “Why

do you go to Barmer?” in incomprehen-

sion of what could pull someone to this
barren desert land.

Asthe country was roiled by the
second wave of covid in June 2021, we
drove 12 hours to reach Barmer. Every-
thing was shut along the route other
than two fruit sellers near Jalore.

Ravi was waiting for Gautam and me
in a makeshift ICU, 60km before
Barmer. A body was being shifted.
Ravi’sright foot had a fracture, but you
couldn’t tell from what he was doing.
For two days, we followed our team,
which was immersed in Barmer’s grief,
trying to ameliorate everything—from

the ICU toisolation and quarantine cen-

tres to oxygen plants and villages with
no food.

Disbelief dripping at my folly, on
returning, | was asked, “You went to
Barmer, now?”

Two weeks later, flames were leaping
over the high boundary wall of the field

where I once played cricket as a child. I
knew what it was, but could not resist
going in. The funeral pyres were end to
end. Raging because no fire could be
allowed to die down. Rows of bodies

waited beside each pyre to be con-
sumed. With no loved ones holding
their hands in the end, just the PPE-clad
workers and volunteers, drenched in
sweat from the flames and blazing June
sun. Asin Barmer, here too our team
was out every minute, helping tackle
the scourge with no fear and no respite.

I'was witnessing my beautiful Bhopal,
my home town, in the grip of death for
the second time after 1984.. After two
days, Abhishek said, “Let us go to Sagar
tomorrow. If thisis the state here, we
must see what our team is dealing with
there.” We left Bhopal at 8.30am. At
noon, as we were nearing Sagar, Alok
called and said, “Why don’t we go to
Damoh, there is even less support
there.” He joined us in the car, and we
were near Damoh by about 2pm when
Kriti called and said, “How about going
to Hata, it’s even harder there.” At Hata,
Upendrajoined us and said, “No oxy-
gen, no doctors, only the mercy of God
ifyou get infected here.” He added,
“Imagine the edge of Hata. There you
arenot even a death statistic. So, let’s go
there.” So, on we went another 25km.
Wereached that rocky terrain on the
edge of a wildlife sanctuary. How could
covid have reached here?

It was4pm. We sat in the open with a
few people from the village and heard
stories of breath diminishing to gasps
and death. A slight man wanted to hold
my hand and hug me for what our team
was doing for them. I let him; infection
be damned. We were there for 10 min-
utes. Bhopal was 8 hours away, so we
were forced to leave. We went back the
same route, reaching Bhopal by lam.

I'was asked incredulously, “You
drove 16 hours to chat for 10 minutes?”

In those darkest of days when our
world was awash with grief, [ was suf-
fused with wonder. From Hata to
Barmer to places too many to be listed,
what possessed so many to embrace the
line of fire without any command or
obligation? Providing succour and sol-
ace to complete unknowns, tied only by
the bond of elemental humanity.
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Covid merely brought into sharp
reliefan unrelenting reality—the dark-
ness of poverty, neglect and exploita-
tion. But it is in this darkness that
humanity shines brightest. Those who
put themselves in the line of fire do so
not only during brief cataclysms like
covid, but join battle every day—each
small and seemingly inconsequential,
fated to remain unsung. Yet, in the long
arc of history, nothing else is more con-
sequential than the cumulation of these
human acts of courage and empathy.

It was in Barmer that a 26-year-old
teacher who cycles 13km to his school,
teaches three subjects everyday to 48
children across 5 classes and cooks for
them too, told me “Mushkilen ginaanen
se kum nahin hojaati (difficulties do not
reduce by recounting them).”

It was in Barmer that two elderly
women sprinted down a 100-metre sand
dune to pick me up, a stranger, as I was
rolling bloodied on the tar of the road.

It was in Barmer’s 48° Celsius tem-
perature that a 14-year-old girl ran 200
metres barefoot across the sand to
pump water for 15 minutes for unknown
goats who had drifted into the school.
And her teacher told me “Ganit nahin
padhaa sakte, lekin achcha insaan toh
banaa sakte hain (I can’t teach math but
can help them develop into good
human beings).” Why did I drive 16
hours to Hata for a10-minute chat?
Why do I keep returning to Barmer?

Barmer and Hata are luminescent
metaphors for me. Where the terrain
isso hard, the heat so scorching, the
poverty so wrenching and the water so
absent, all that is left is the human spirit.
And that fills every breach, tends every
heart and keeps people together. A cru-
cible in which humanity is forged every
day. If you go there, you will not leave
willingly. When you do, it will be with a
bit of faith in humanity restored.

She knew my risks, but also knew me
best. So, she said, “Go, because it nour-
ishes your soul.” And so, I write this
from Barmer. Finding a Barmer can
help make life radiant.

JUST A TROTQAT

If we want our regulators
to do better, we have to
embrace a simple idea:

regulation isn’t an
obstacle to thriving free
markets; it’s a vital part

of them.

JAMES SUROWIECKI

Indian aviation and telecom: A tale of two disruptions

RAJAT KATHURIA

A

is dean, school of humanities
and social sciences, and
professor of economics, Shiv
Nadar University.

nlike Charles Dickens’ fabled expres-

sion, itisn’t the best or worst of times

for us in India; we have seen better
and we have seen worse. Inspired, however,
by the title of the celebrated work from
which these lines are taken, I am going to tell
a tale—not of two cities, but of two disrup-
tions, both of which arrived on India’s scene
with abang, promising the consumer escape
from mediocrity and even delivering on that
promise for a while.

This is a tale of IndiGo in aviation and
Vodafone in telecom. Both injected compe-
tition into sectors long accustomed to lim-
ited choice and uneven service. For a brief
period, they expanded our access, brought
prices down and forced sluggish incumbents
torespond. And then, as so often happensin
India, the novelty wore off. The firms grew
large, the market structure shifted and, most
importantly, policy became the whipping
boy for all that went wrong.

IndiGo launched in 2006 as an efficient
low-cost air carrier and forced a massive

transformation; domestic passenger traffic
grew from about 25 million in 2005-06 to
over 152 million by 2024 Its obsessive focus
on lowering the cost per available seat kilo-
metre compared to full-service rival airlines
contributed to a decline in real airfares.
IndiGo’s market dominance inrecent years
hasbeen staggering; today, it controls over
60% of India’s domestic market with a fleet
of over 350 aircraft to support its high-fre-
quency network of routes.

Vodafone’s story began earlier. Hutchison
Max started operations in 1994 in what was
then Bombay. When UK-based Vodafone
acquired Hutch in 2007, Indian telecom tar-
iffs were already among the lowest in the
world. Vodafone’s innovations such as low-
value prepaid packs drove prices steadily
down. A phone call that cost more than 16
aminute in 1999 fell below X1 by 2010. Eight
years later, it merged with Idea Cellular,
another success. Tele-density rose from
2.3%1n1999 to nearly 86% by 2024, though
thiswasaided by the 2016 entry of alow-cost
player, Reliance Jio. Vodafone was not the
largest telecom operator, but it was part ofa
competitive market equilibrium that deliv-
ered the consumer significant value.

Sustaining success, though, is not easy.
And institutions often play a major role,

especially in licensed market categories. At
the heart of IndiGo’s recent regulatory
run-in liesa simple question: Did the airline
assume that regulatory orders could be
ignored because enforcement would be
selective? History suggests that many busi-
nesses see India as a soft state.
India opened telecom to

private competition in the = strategic response that
1990s and such was the The Inleo assumed accommodation
ket’sattraction thatb by th lator.
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feesinto arevenue sharing

arrangement with the gov-

ernment. Telecom firms survived, but regu-
latory credibility was weakened.

For IndiGo’s current troubles, the trigger
was the regulator’s enforcement of revised
flight duty time limitations. These rules,
designed to reduce pilot fatigues, had long
been announced. IndiGo, however, contin-

ued with itstight-schedule model that relied
onmaximizing aircraft utilization. But once
the new norms kicked in, its system broke
down: large-scale flight cancellations fol-
lowed and airfares surged. The regulator was
forced to intervene with capacity cuts and
fare controls. This was notignorance of the

new rules, but possibly a

the burden that Vodafone
never recovered.

Atthe other extreme sits IndiGo, which is
alleged to have bet that our need for aviation
market stability would let it carry on the way
ithad been operating. The lesson is not that
firms act opportunistically—markets
assume they will—but that a state that oscil-
lates between indulgence and strictness

gives up some of its credibility as a rule
enforcer. Ifblame is to be assigned, it should
be borne as much by faltering businesses as
a government that selectively enforces its
ownrules, since a profit-motivated business
will always opt for what suits its interests.
Policy, therefore, is not just what translates
into rules. It also includes how those rules
are enforced. Regulation means nothing in
the absence of a mechanism to uphold it.
Observe the current state of the World
Trade Organization, arules-based organiza-
tion that has unfortunately been stripped of
itsenforcement power by the US, rendering
ittoothlessasabody.

Meanwhile, the frailty of Indian policy is
on full display. Vodafone is now half owned
by the government, while IndiGo is so sys-
temically important that the Centre cannot
let it fail even if it remains private.

If all this sounds familiar, it is because we
have seen versions of it before: liberalization
opensthe door, private enterprise rushesin,
competition flourishes and then market con-
centration, ironically often as a result of
rivalry, creates new fragilities. Markets, as |
wrote earlier for Mint, need boundaries; they
rarely set limits on their own. In that sense,
market self-regulation isa myth propounded
by oligarchies in their self-interest.
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Word of the year: Hazard a wild

guess on the big winner of 2025

“Tariff’ dominated the world but the pick of India would have to be a word for an event that occurs only once every 144 years

is a professor of geography, environment and
urban studies and director of global studies at
Temple University.

namusingritual happensin the

word business at the end of every

year. Some publishers and other cul-

tural busybodies with too much time

to kill (like myself) choose a ‘word of

the year’ that is meant to capture
something important in the zeitgeist, a word that
distills the twist-and-shout gyrations of culture
and society into a single expression, a time capsule
(or soap bubble) of communication. The choice is
made through some form of fan voting or editorial
discretion. This annual exercise takes place in many
languages, including Danish, Dutch, French, Ger-
man, Japanese, Mandarin, Norwegian, Portuguese,
Spanish, Russian, Ukrainian and, of course, English.
Note what’s missing.

English is the lingua franca of many countries
and most have their own words of the year.
England leads with choices from heavyweights like
the Cambridge Dictionary, Collins English Dic-
tionary, The Economist and the bossy Oxford Dic-
tionaries, which anoints separate words for the UK
and US and even had the short-lived gall to do it for
Hindi. Imagine! America must have its own of
everything (not just sports) and is represented by
the American Dialect Society, Dictionary.com and
Merriam-Webster. Australia is almost as insistent
on its uniqueness and offers us choices from the
Australian National Dictionary and Macquarie Dic-
tionary. Okay, we get it: word meanings are cultur-
ally specific (like “pass out’ or ‘backward’ in Indian
vs American English).

Some of the winning words have lasted. The
American Dialect Society has been doing this from
1990 and seems to be quite good at picking durable
ones: information superhighway (1993), weapons
of mass destruction (2002), truthiness (2005, also
chosen by Merriam-Webster) and fake news (2017,
also chosen by Macquarie and Collins). Collins has
other solid ones with staying power: photobomb
(20149, binge-watch (2015) and lockdown (2020;
variants like covid, quarantine and pandemic were
chosen by others that year). Oxford got a few good
ones, like carbon footprint (2007) and selfie (2014).

Most chosen words, however, turned out to be
ephemeral—tiny attention bubbles that popped
like most pop culture fads. Who remembers
Oxford winners like chav (2004), bovvered (2006),
locavore (2007), hypermiling (2008), youthquake
(2017) or rizz (2023)? Much of this impermanence
comes from the tendency to magnify the impact of
words that are new and therefore connected to
technology or social media or rich-world youth.
Most of these words don’t stay relevant for long.

For 2025, Collins considered aura framing and
biohacking and chose vibe coding. Oxford also
shortlisted aura farming and biohack before
choosing rage bait. The most popular choice for
the year was Al slop (picked by The Economist,

Macquarie and Merriam-Webster). Do you know
what these words mean? Will anyone remember
what they mean after five years? From trendy

to obscurity is a very short cycle for most of
these words.

Meanwhile, the word that roiled the world in
2025, one that I suspect is understood in all coun-
tries and languages, went almost unnoticed. It is
tariff (the “most beautiful word” according to US
President Donald Trump). Only Dictionary.com
had itinitsshortlist but it ended up selecting 67,
which is not really aword, but some Gen Alpha
slang that selectors themselves are “still trying to
figure out exactly what it means.” Similarly, for
2012, the year of the Arab Spring, the chosen words
were phantom vibration syndrome, omnishambles,
bluster, #hashtag, etc. As if anew phenomenon
that created a new term and affected the lives of
millions had simply never happened. Asif the
world ended at the navels of barely pubescent brats
(word of the year, 2024, Collins) endlessly scrolling
through whatever. Just because the selection pro-
cessis arbitrary and unscientific doesn’t mean that
we can’t have any standards.

I'suggest that the time has come for a global
word of the year. There may not be an obvious
choice every year (thank goodness), but too often
there are years that spawn words that rattle and
shake the world. Pandemicin 2020, tariffin 2025.
Gazais an honourable mention, but I nominate
tariffasthe global word of the year.

We also need an Indian word of the year—not
Hindi or English, but Indian. Earlier,  had men-
tioned Oxford’s brief colonial excursion into
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selecting Hindi words. For the unnaturally curi-
ous, they were: Aadhaar (2017, selected over note-
bandi), Nari Shakti (2018), Samvidhan (2019, to
mark the abrogation of Article 370), and Atmanir-
bharta (2020, not lockdown or mahamaari). Then,
for reasons unknown to me, it stopped. It'sup tous
to plant our flag on this now unoccupied land.

Following my own arbitrary methodology
(which isroughly in line with the standards of this
game and pretty much all ranking games of beauty,
colleges, restaurants, movies, et a/), Inominate
four candidates in the following order.

SIR (Special Intensive Revision of electoral rolls)
began in late October and is still both underway
and generating headlines; along with Bangladeshi,
itisin the early running for word of the year in
2026. Thisisnot SIR’s year.

Operation Sindoorlasted only about four days
but has since become a potent political symbol and
the source of a Nobel Peace Prize nomination. It
could have won in most other years but only
receives an honourable mention for 2025.

Tariffneeds no further taareef (praise) as a can-
didate. But, since I have already awarded it global
word of the year, I must look elsewhere.

The winner is a once-in-144 years (or multiple
lifetimes) event. It ran for about 45 days, and if
official sources are to be believed, was visited by
660 million people, which would make it the
largest festival of any kind anywhere in human
history. Because it is something that happens only
in India and could happen at this scale only in
India; my Indian word of the year is Mahakumbh.
Eat your heart out, A slop.

The failure of Latin American
leaders led to US intervention

Regional leaders should have confronted Venezuela’s dictatorship

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
Latin American business, economic affairs
and politics.

emoving Venezuela’'s dictator intro-
duced ‘“Trump’s Corollary’ in Latin
Americawith an exclamation point.

The White House’s updated take on the
Monroe Doctrine had its baptism of fire on
Saturday, when US forces captured Nicolas
Maduro at his Caracas stronghold, decapi-
tating the Chavista regime responsible for
bankrupting one of the world’s richest oil
nations. Less than amonth after Washing-
tonunveiled a new National Security Strat-
egy pledging to restore American pre-emi-
nence in the Western Hemisphere—by
force if necessary—Maduro and his wife
were on their way to New York to face “nar-
co-terrorism” charges. Capped by Donald
Trump’s subsequent vow to temporarily
run Venezuela outright, that day will fea-
ture in history books for decades.

For Latin America, this is a blunt
reminder: When divided regional leaders
fail to produce homegrown solutions to
their gravest crises, the risk that the US will
stepin—and act alone—is ever present. That
risk is heightened by the return of great-
power competition and Trump’s transac-
tional, spheres-of-influence world-view.
The region now faces the uncomfortable
prospect of the USremotely administering
amid-sized South American country bor-
dering Brazil and holding the world’s larg-
est oil reserves, with little regional input.

Reactions among the region’s leaders
split along predictable ideological lines.
Leftist governments in Brazil, Chile and
Mexico joined Cuba in condemning the
intervention that violated Venezuela’s sov-
ereignty. Right-leaning leadersin Argen-
tina and Ecuador welcomed the departure
of the hated moustachioed dictator. Yet,
both positions can be true. Trump acted
with evident disregard for international
law in pursuing unilateral regime change—
but Maduro and his cronies also tempted
fate. They had multiple opportunities to
negotiate a political transition. Instead,
Maduro chose to brazenly steal the 2024
election. He isnow likely to follow the path
of Panama’s Manuel Noriega nearly four
decades ago: ending his daysin an Ameri-
canjail, ruing having overplayed his hand.

Rather than strongly protesting this
intervention, the region’s governments
might reflect on the many chances they
missed to confront the region’s worst politi-
cal catastrophe of the century. Cynically
focused on domestic calculations and com-
mercial ties with Chavismo, leaders from
Brazil’s Lulato Argentina’s Fernandez and
Mexico’s Lopez Obrador were, at a mini-
mum, complicit as a gangster kleptocracy
entrenched itself in Venezuela and then

That Maduro 'stole’ Venezuela's election of

2024 is widely acknowledged. REUTERS
metastasized into a destabilizing regional
force. The times Maduro was treated as a
peer—as Lula did by rolling out ared carpet
for him in Brasilia in 2023—or when gov-
ernments played dumb as millions of Ven-
ezuelans fled across borders, should stand
asreminders ofaregion that failed toactin
itsbroader interest.

Some will argue that the USriskslosing
legitimacy by assuming control of asover-
eign nation, echoing its imperialist past.
That will depend on Trump’s next steps
and on whether he is committed to forcing
ademocratic transition now that he ‘owns’
the problem. That would require respect
for the will of Venezuelan voters and hon-
ouring theresults of the country’s last elec-
tion, which showed opposition candidate
Edmundo Gonzalez Urrutia winning
roughly 70% of the vote.

Don’t underestimate the regional popu-
larity of Trump’s move. Latin America is
shifting decisively to the right and Maduro
isdeeply despised. While anti-American-
ism persists, societies increasingly con-
sumed by insecurity, corruption and nar-
co-trafficking may—at least temporarily—
applaud the American cowboy for
imposing some order, even on questiona-
ble premises. In this context, Cuba’s dere-
lict dictatorship may loom as the next dom-
ino to fall in a region that’s changing at
remarkable speed. Latin America’s heavy
electoral calendar this year will also test the
impact of Trump’s intervention.

Chiefamong the many unknownsis how
Venezuelawill be governed in the coming
weeks. Latin American governments can
redeem themselves by helping to shape a
democratic exit that enablesrecovery, lim-
its Trump’sinfluence and avoids repeating
past US mistakes in the region. Instead of
immolating themselves in defence of a
regime that has effectively collapsed, Lula
and fellow leftists such as Mexico’s Claudia
Sheinbaum and Colombia’s Gustavo Petro
should embrace the historic role they
could still play in steering a peaceful and
positive transition. There is much Latin
America can do—from supporting eco-
nomic reconstruction, which will be
demanding, to supplying humanitarian aid
and facilitating the return of millions
forced into exile in the past two decades.

Venezuelans will remember who
helped—and who didnot. ©BLOOMBERG

The Al race is fast being reshaped by energy sufficiency

VITTORIO QUAGLIONE

is a teaching assistant at
Bocconi University and the
founder and editor of MOPS, a
newsletter on macro-finance,
technology, and policy.

ata-centre investments hint at a shift

in the Al race. Soon, reliable and

affordable electricity will confer a
decisive advantage in this sector. As Albert
O.Hirschman argued in National Power and
the Structure of Foreign Trade,an economy’s
true power lies in its ability to manage the
choke points that affect itsindustries. In the
Alecosystem, the US has been leveragingits
dominance in chip design by strategically
limiting exportsto China, while Beijing has
exerted pressure on the US through its con-
trol of rare-earth materials needed to make
chips, magnets and other components of
advanced technology.

But as the scale of the Al industry and its
reliance on computing power grows, the bot-
tleneck will move from chips to electricity
because all the data centres in the world will
not help if they lack a continuous supply of
affordable energy. The International Energy
Agency estimates that roughly 20% of
planned global data-centre capacity will be at
risk by 2030, owing to grid bottlenecks and

interconnection queues. And as energy sup-
plies are constrained, costs will rise, eventu-
ally trickling down to households and firms.

Which country will dominate this next leg
oftherace? China has certainly made a state-
ment with its massive build-out of energy
supply and distribution infrastructure,
much of which focuses on renewables.
According to the Financial Times, Chinese
investments in clean energy cover every-
thing from solar and hydropower to the
hardware needed to move cheaper inland
power to coastal demand centres, thereby
lowering costs and improving reliability.
China hasalso invested massively in manu-
facturing, driving down the price of a solar
panel by a factor of 20. All told, it is now
capable of adding between 500 gigawatts
and one terawatt of capacity per year.

Moreover, China has matched its carefully
planned industrial policy with equally
stronglocal execution. To offset the higher
cost of using domestic chips, for example,
local governments offer electricity subsidies
for data centres under their jurisdiction. If
these facilities are powered by domestic
chips, they can cut their power bills by as
much as 50%.

The US effort is rather unimpressive by
comparison. According to the Financial

Times, “China installed 429GW of new
power generation capacity in 2024, more
than six times the net capacity added in the
US during that time.” Even as America’s
locally planned grids face vast around-the-
clock demand from data centres, US indus-
trial policy is failing to give electricity the
attention it deserves.

For example, OpenAl
and its partners are plan-

America has

hubsisup to 267% more expensive than it was
five years ago. To keepits data-centre build-
out on track, the US will need a structural
overhaul of its energy policy, its grids and
their interconnections.

Nor is the race down to just the US and
China. The bottleneck that could set Amer-
icabackmight represent an
opportunity for Europe,
which is running out of

twil e oowor  Clearly been G
capacly i nniie  complacenton  Supotentinstatcgicaset
mmerperkioadelectic  electricity for  schmanidentifd. smong
contres can be buili n2 Al while China  dleanenergyhardwarcand
a the Deloite Research  hastakenan  ofaldeanandsustainable
trials point out that com- enviable lead developed in the EU. The

pleting the transmission

infrastructure needed to

move energy takes almost a decade. Such
time frames are woefully misaligned with the
blistering pace of private capital expenditure.
A Bloomberg analysis of tens of thousands of
pricing nodes already shows signs of distress
in US energy markets. Wholesale electricity
in some US regions near large data-centre

bloc also has deep engi-

neering capacity in grid
equipment and storage, and its electricity
system isamong the world’s most intercon-
nected. Europe’s energy policy cites grids as
astrategic asset for autonomy and security,
and its factories making net-zero technolo-
gies are to meet “at least 40% of [the EU’s]
annual deployment needs by 2030.”

That said, Europe’s decarbonization has
run into obstacles. With high energy costs
threatening to hinder growth, energy gener-
ation and grid capacity must be ramped up.
The European Network of Transmission
Systems Operators for Electricity has
advanced a useful proposal. But while plan-
ning is done at the European level, execution
remains locally bound. As aresult, the aver-
age grid project takes more than 10 years,
half of which is spent on permitting. The
European Parliamentary Research Service
says current projected grid investments are
amere 10-15% of what’srequired, and more
than 500GW of offshore projects in the EU
isstuck in the queue.

The next leg of the Al race will be about
energy. By fostering domestic chip produc-
tionand consumption while improving elec-
tricity infra, China’s strategy addresses every
dimension that matters. Meanwhile, the US
is failing to look ahead, complacent in its
current position as the designer of first-in-
class chips and Al foundation models. And
though Europe is uniquely positioned to
make AI's energy demand cleaner and more
secure, it may lack the institutions needed to
accelerate progress. For Europe tobe a chal-
lenger, it too must direct its energies toward
energy forAl.  ©2025/PROJECT SYNDICATE
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After abreathless 2024 general election
season in which the Democrats sidelined
their incumbent from running for reelec-
tion with just months before votes were
cast and Donald Trump was the target of
an assassination attempt, many voters have
welcomed the break from elections.

That’s over, folks. Time to focus and
think about what you soon must do in the
polling station.

There’s lots of evidence that Americans,
both nationally and in Illinois and Chicago,
are no happier now than they were in the
lead-up to Nov. 5,2024. So, while midterms
typically aren’t as dramatic as presidential
cycles, there’s more at stake in this year’s
campaigns than is usually the case two
years after a president is elected.

Congressional races, of course, will serve
as areferendum on Trump 2.0, which has
been considerably more, ahem, intense
than the early stages of Trump’s first pres-
idency. Illinois, in particular, will witness
atrue changing of the guard in terms of its
representation in the nation’s capital, with
senior Sen. Dick Durbin retiring after this
term and five veteran Chicago-area Demo-
cratic House members opting not to stand
for reelection, either, for various reasons.

We look forward to new blood in D.C,,
whoever emerges from the primaries in
March, where voters in these open seats
will struggle to keep all the players straight.
We'll try and help there.

Broadly speaking, from our vantage
point the challenges for Democrats and
Republicans both involve Trump, who
sucks up most of the political oxygen, but
they diverge after making that basic point.
For the many Democrats vying to succeed
veteran House members Jan Schakowsky,
Danny Davis, Robin Kelly, Raja Krishna-
moorthi and Jesus “Chuy” Garcia, it won’t
be sufficient to assert that they’ll oppose
Trump. Of course they will. What we’ll
seek are lawmakers who have practical
ideas for overcoming the crippling partisan
warfare on many crucial policy fronts long
crying out for action. Think immigration
reform, taxes, entitlement reforms, energy
policy, health care. That’s for starters.

The same holds true in the race to
succeed Durbin, where Krishnamoorthi
and Kelly seek to move to the upper cham-
ber along with Lt. Gov. Juliana Stratton.

For Illinois Republicans hunting long-
shot victories in the blue districts that
are up for grabs, as well as in the race for
Senate, the challenge will be convine-
ing voters they’d be problem solvers and
compromisers rather than rubber stamps
for Trump. Independence from an unpop-
ular administration — and the govern-
mental chaos that comes with the Trump
presidency — is paramount.

That doesn’t mean Republicans shouldn’t
stand for traditional conservative policies.
After all, the last major immigration law was
signed nearly four decades ago by a certain
rock-ribbed Republican named Ronald
Reagan. In many respects, traditional
conservatism is just as “anti-Trump” as the
prescriptions coming from Democrats.

Aswe begin our endorsement process
leading to the March 17 primary, we’ll be
looking for problem solvers rather than
fire-breathers.

Shifting to state and local races, our
views mirror our feelings about what’s at

EDITORIALS

In coming elections, the Tribune Editorial
Board will be endorsing problem solvers

While midterms typically
aren’t as dramatic as
presidential cycles, there’s
more at stake in this year’s
campaigns than is usually
the case two years after a
president is elected.

stake in the nation’s capital.

Gov. JB Pritzker is running for a third
term, but his evident ambitions for the
White House (assuming he wins this third
term as governor) looms large over the
race. Illinois under Pritzker has made fiscal
progress in terms of clearing the massive
backlog of unpaid bills left from the 2010s
and strengthening the state’s credit.

But Illinois’ economic performance
remains underwhelming, and even reason-
ably popular governors often struggle in
third terms as voters simply begin tuning
them out. In what has become a Ground-
hog Day experience, Illinois faces a budget
deficit topping $2 billion for the fiscal year
that begins July 1.

Along with Pritzker, the Democrats
who dominate Springfield with superma-
jorities in both chambers, have plugged
recent deficits mainly with a hodgepodge
of taxes (sports gambling has proved a

15 1T
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highly popular pot of cash for the Dems)
that have enabled the ruling party (so far)
to evade tapping more of ordinary Illinois-
ans’ incomes.

We believe Springfield Democrats need
to think beyond the endless quest for new
revenue sources about solutions to the
state’s fiscal problems. The supermajori-
ties — kept in place largely through gerry-
mandered districts that keep Republicans
underrepresented in the Land of Lincoln
— aren’t serving the state’s best interests.
House Speaker Emanuel “Chris” Welch’s
informal rule that nothing significant will
be brought to a vote in the chamber he
oversees unless Democrats alone can pass
it keeps cost-cutting options and pension
reform from getting serious consideration.

The election of more Republicans and
more centrist Democrats in Springfield
could force Welch to scrap that absurd
requirement. He might not say so out
loud, but we suspect even Pritzker would
welcome more pragmatists in the legisla-
ture.

Locally, a pair of Cook County races
is generating far more heat than they
normally do. Cook County Board President
Toni Preckwinkle, seeking a fifth term, is
getting a spirited challenge from Chicago
Ald. Brendan Reilly, 42nd, after cruising
to reelection in her past campaigns. And
Cook County Assessor Fritz Kaegi, seeking
a third term, faces Patrick Hynes, nephew
of former Assessor Tom Hynes. Hynes has

SCOTT STANTIS/FOR THE CHICAGO TRIBUNE

the backing of the Cook County Demo-
cratic Party, much of the real estate indus-
try and some influential unions while the
independently wealthy Kaegi can bankroll
his own race.

Anger over property taxes — particularly
in Chicago, where tax bills soared late last
year in some of the city’s poorest neigh-
borhoods thanks to sagging downtown
commercial property values — will be front
and center in both those races.

Sure, Cook County government under
Preckwinkle hasn’t raised its property
tax levy. But an information-technology
contract gone horribly awry on her watch
resulted in late bills last year that required
school districts throughout the county to
borrow and pay substantial interest just to
make payroll and cover basic expenses.

Chicago-area residents essentially have
hit their limit on property taxes, which is
the primary revenue source for most local
governments.

State government bears a substantial
share of the blame, as Springfield over the
past several years has snatched portions of
tax revenues it used to share with munici-
palities in order to balance its own budgets.
We suspect these county races will begin to
deliver that message of taxpayer anger well
beyond the walls of the county building in
downtown Chicago.

All of the other contests won’t lack for
intensity either given how most Illinoisans
feel. Just watch.

Illinois should not be punished for fraud in Minnesota

Yes, Mr. President, we know there was
massive welfare-related fraud in Minne-
sota. We’ve written about it more than
once and the beleagured governor up there
rightly has said he now will not stand for
reelection and is struggling to survive his
current term, given the billions of dollars
that have flowed to all the wrong places.
Yes, there’s an argument that the state of
Minnesota was such a poor steward of
federal funds that some direct action by the
feds was justified. In the state of Minnesota.

But that has nothing to do with Illinois.

Nonetheless, the Land of Lincoln (along
with Minnesota, New York, California

and Colorado) reportedly will collec-
tively be cut off by the administration of
President Donald Trump from some $10
billion in federal funding for welfare and
social programs such as the Child Care and
Development Fund (CCDF), the Tempo-
rary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)
program and the Social Services Block
Grant program. The New York Post was the
first to report the plan, citing “officials.”
The sins of these states? Ostensibly it will
be that the funds were either inadequately
protected or that they were being provided
to persons in this country without autho-
rization. But as any sentient being whose

reading list goes beyond Truth Social well
knows, the actual common denomina-

tor here is that all five of these states are
controlled by Democrats. Assuming this

is something beyond Trumpian postur-
ing, and that’s unclear, any such decision
would not only be churlish and cruel but
poorly targeted. Welfare and other kinds of
fraud involving government funds report-
edly have been widespread in Ohio and
Georgia, to name but two other examples.
As we have said several times, fraudsters
come in many guises, weak protections
know no political flavor and the need for
governments to fight back against criminals

should not be seen through a partisan lens.

Most of us recall from our youths a time
when we were blamed for the actions of
others. It led us not to trust those in posi-
tions of authority or who controlled the
resources we needed for our lives. The
perception of fairness and the applica-
tion of hard evidence to any punishment
is a vital part of the compact between the
governing and the governed.

This especially applies when the most
obvious victims of such a drastic action
could end up being genuinely needy kids.

Take off your partisan blinkers, Mr. Presi-
dent, do the work and act responsibly.

ON THIS DAY 6 YEARS AGO DCFS — AND THE REST OF US — HAVE TO DO BETTER

A new report by the Office of the Inspector General of
the Illinois Department of Children and Family Services
counts 123 children who died within a year of family
contact with DCFS. In some cases a state worker, a neigh-
bor or a professional required by law to report suspected
child abuse didn’t adequately respond. Vulnerable children
remained in mortal danger.

Those failures contributed to the highest number of
deaths after DCFS contact since the fiscal year ending in
2005, when the number was 139 deaths, Associated Press
reported. ...

The report examines 24 deaths ruled homicides between
July 1,2018, and June 30, 2019. ... Thirteen of those victims
were children 5 and younger.

Across Illinois, then, children died of beatings, drown-

ings, starvation and cold. Their home lives were scarred by
drug and alcohol abuse, mental illness, domestic abuse and
severe neglect. The horrors of 2018-19 include the Little
Village house fire in which 10 children perished.

Child No. 59 died at age 5 of head injuries and possible
hypothermia after DCFS encountered a litany of warning
signs that he was in peril. Readers will recognize him as AJ
Freund, of Crystal Lake, whose mother has pleaded guilty
to his murder and whose father awaits trial on the same
charge. Two state employees involved in his case have been
fired.

Child No. 56, Ja’hir Gibbons, was beaten to death in
Chicago at age 2. ... Despite glimmers of opportunity,
nobody rescued these little boys from the violent adults in
their lives. Rewind all the way to 1993: The inspector gener-

al’s letter accompanying the report draws a straight line
from AJ Freund back to Joseph Wallace, age 2, who was
hanged by his mother.

Both cases are “emblematic of DCFS’s failure to look
beyond the current crisis to consider the entire history of
the family;” wrote acting Inspector General Meryl Paniak. ...

There may always be heartbreaking cases of abuse and
neglect of children. In some of these cases, though, missed
opportunities to report, or respond to, abuse left children
dead.

As we wrote in the wake of AJ Freund’s death: It took a
village to let AJ die. ... No system or society should sit easy
with this. Or with the many other child deaths in Illinois
that could have been prevented.

Tribune editorial board, Jan. 7,2020
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The lawless president launches a lawless war

Steve Chapman

Donald Trump has embarked
on one figurative war after
another in the past year — with
“the radical left,” blue state cities,
Ivy League universities and even
onetime ally Marjorie Taylor
Greene. Now he has launched
an actual military war, attacking
Venezuela, abducting its presi-
dent and announcing that he will
run the country.

This invasion was the latest
reminder that Trump never runs
out of ways to shock. The same
guy who promised to keep us out
of debilitating foreign conflicts
has volunteered for the job of
nation-building in a place about
which the great majority of
Americans know little and, until
recently, cared less.

It may be folly to look for
consistency in someone as impul-
sive and volatile as Trump. But
what sets his second presidency
apartis a recurrent theme: his
refusal to let any laws, domes-
tic or international, stand in his
way. He has already distinguished
himself as the most lawless presi-
dent in American history.

He set the tone on Inaugu-
ration Day, issuing pardons for
more than 1,500 people who had
been convicted or charged with
crimes committed during the
Jan. 6,2021, mob attack on the
Capitol. Several participants who
were serving prison sentences
had them commuted by Trump.
He has also issued assorted
pardons to business tycoons and
political supporters.

The message is unmistakable:
Ifyou break the law or commit
a crime that suits his purposes,
even aviolent crime, you will
walk free. No federal judge or jury
will be allowed to punish those
who enjoy the president’s favor.

Every day, Trump exhibits his
contempt for laws enacted by
Congress — and for the Constitu-
tion itself. In an interview about
the disregard for due process in
his mass deportations, he was
asked, “Don’t you need to uphold
the Constitution of the United
States as president?” Trump
replied, “I don’t know”

’

President Donald Trump looks on as Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth speaks to reporters Saturday at Mar-a-Lago, his private club and residence in Palm
Beach, Florida. TIERNEY L. CROSS/THE NEW YORK TIMES

Whether he knows, however,
doesn’t matter. What matters is
that he doesn’t care. He will do
as he pleases and dare anyone to
stop him.

Numerous federal judges have
ruled against Trump, but they are
in the position of trying to put out
ahouse fire with bottles of San
Pellegrino. Judges have accused
the administration of violat-
ing their orders in more than
160 cases, The Washington Post
reported — and that was in July.

One infamous example is
Kilmar Obrego Garcia, who was
living here without authorization
and was shipped to a prison in E1
Salvador. Judge Paula Xinis ruled
his expulsion illegal and ordered
his return. Trump refused, and it
took two months for the admin-
istration to bring him back, after
repeatedly stonewalling the
judge.

The disdain for law has been
especially conspicuous in the

deportation campaign, as Chica-
goans know. During Operation
Midway Blitz, Border Patrol
Cmdr. Greg Bovino and his agents
employed brutal tactics and, a
federal judge found, lied about
them.

Not all of Trump’s violations
require violence or deceit. His
handpicked Kennedy Center
trustees added his name to the
facility, ignoring the 1964 law
naming it as a living memo-
rial for the late president. The
administration has not enforced
a2024 law requiring the Chinese
company ByteDance to sell the
social media platform TikTok or
face aU.S. ban.

Trump has refused to spend
money appropriated by Congress,
which holds the constitutional
power of the purse. He closed
down the U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development, even
though, as ProPublica noted, “no
president in history has unilater-

ally shuttered an agency formally
enshrined in law.”

The Supreme Court encour-
aged Trump’s approach by
granting him broad immunity for
crimes committed in the exer-
cise of his official duties. That
decision allows him to openly
violate state and federal laws with
no fear of ever being brought
to justice. His lavish use of the
pardon power gives his aides and
allies every reason to think they
can do likewise at no risk.

Until this past weekend,
Trump’s lethal strikes on ocean-
going Venezuelan boats for
allegedly transporting drugs
looked like the extreme of what
he would do. These attacks
snuffed out at least 115 lives last
year. Those were not national
defense. They were mass murder.
Asked if the attacks constituted
awar crime, Vice President JD
Vance replied, “I don’t give as—
what you call it”

But they were just the prelude
to the Venezuela invasion on
Saturday, which flagrantly abro-
gated international treaties the
United States has signed. Never
mind that the Constitution stip-
ulates that “all treaties made, or
which shall be made, under the
authority of the United States,
shall be the supreme law of the
land.” (My empbhasis.) In 2026,
the only supreme law of the land
is whatever Trump decides.

He and his subordinates are
engaged in a relentless effort to
demolish the rule of law, which
has been the foundation of the
republic for 250 years. And so far,
there is nothing stopping them.

Steve Chapman was a member of
the Tribune Editorial Board from
1981 to 2021. His columns, exclusive
to the Tribune, now appear the
first week of every month. He can
be reached at stephenjchapman@
icloud.com.

Panama’s warning for a post-Maduro Venezuela

By Cristina Guevara

The facts, familiar though
they may be, deserve repeating:
On Saturday, Venezuelan Pres-
ident Nicolas Maduro and his
wife, Cilia Flores, were captured
and removed from the coun-
try following a large-scale U.S.
military operation involving elite
forces and months of planning.

They appeared Monday in a
New York court, facing charges
including narcoterrorism, drug
trafficking and weapons offenses,
and both pleaded not guilty.
Maduro declared he was still the
legitimate president of Venezu-
ela and called himself a “prisoner
of war” The hearing ended amid
tense exchanges in the courtroom
and protests outside, with the
next court date set for March17.

Jan. 3 resonated beyond Vene-
zuela. Thirty-six years earlier, on
the same date, Manuel Noriega
— Panama’s dictator — was taken
into U.S. custody after surrender-
ing at the Vatican’s diplomatic
mission, formally ending the
country’s military regime.

The coincidence has invited
an avalanche of historical analo-
gies. Two authoritarian leaders
accused in U.S. courts of narcotics
trafficking and organized crime.
Two governments subjected to
prolonged diplomatic isolation
and sanctions. Two interventions
framed by Washington as neces-
sary acts in defense of democracy,
human rights and the rule of law.
Even U.S.lawmakers have leaned
into the symbolism, circulating
images that place Noriega and
Maduro side by side, reinforcing
the idea that history is repeating
itself — down to the calendar date.

Yet this focus on the moment of
capture risks obscuring the more
consequential lesson. The mean-
ingful parallel between Panama
in 1990 and Venezuela in 2026 is
not the removal of an authoritar-
ian leader. It is the governance
vacuum that follows externally
forced political rupture — and the
profound difficulty of filling it.

To be clear, Venezuela is better
off without Maduro in power.
The removal of an authoritarian
leader accused of grave crimes is

Manuel Noriega watches as U.S. Drug Enforcement agents place chains around his waist aboard a C-130 transport
plane onJan. 4,1990. AP

anecessary condition for demo-
cratic recovery — butitis nota
sufficient one. The issue is not
whether his removal was justi-
fied; the issue is what follows.
Noriega’s capture came at the
end of Operation Just Cause,
launched by the United States on
Dec. 20,1989. Nearly 27,000 U.S.
troops crossed into Panama in
one of the largest military oper-
ations since Vietnam. Fighter
jetsbombed strategic targets in
Panama City and Colo6n, while
ground forces dismantled the
Panamanian Defense Forces.
The invasion was justified by
the George H. W. Bush admin-
istration on multiple grounds:
protecting U.S. citizens, combat-
ing drug trafficking, defending
democracy and human rights,
and safeguarding the neutrality
of the Panama Canal. Noriega
himself embodied the contradic-
tions of U.S. policy in the region.
Alongtime CIA collaborator
during the Cold War, he simul-
taneously cultivated deep ties
with narcotrafficking networks,

including Colombia’s Medellin
cartel. Testimony during his later
trial in Miami revealed that he
received payments for facilitating
cocaine shipments and launder-
ing drug money through Pana-
ma’s financial system.

‘When Noriega surrendered
Jan. 3,1990, his capture was
widely interpreted as the defin-
itive end of Panama’s authori-
tarian era. Symbolically, it was.
Politically, it was not.

Democratic reconstruction
was slow, and even today, Panama
faces clientelism, corruption, low
trust in institutions and fragile
rule of law. The episode illus-
trates that externally imposed
regime collapse cannot resolve
the governance deficits left by
authoritarianism.

Maduro’s capture follows a
different operational script but
raises similar structural ques-
tions. Operation Absolute Resolve
was the result of months of intel-
ligence gathering and interagency
coordination. It involved the
Drug Enforcement Administra-

tion, elite military units and more
than 150 aircraft operating in
precise synchronization. U.S. offi-
cials emphasized the operation’s
“discreet” and “surgical” nature,
contrasting it with large-scale
invasions of the past.

It also followed years of legal
escalation. Since 2020, the U.S.
has accused Maduro and senior
figures in his regime of narcotraf-
ficking, money laundering and
narcoterrorism, alleging collabo-
ration with a Colombian guerilla
group to traffic cocaine into the
United States. The U.S. govern-
ment placed multimillion-dollar
bounties on Maduro and other
officials, framing the Venezue-
lan state as a criminal enterprise.
His arrest, U.S. authorities argue,
represents the culmination of a
long-standing law enforcement
effort rather than a conventional
act of war.

But here, too, the emphasis on
operational success risks over-
shadowing the political after-
math. Venezuela’s crisis is not
reducible to one man, however

central his role may have been.
Years of authoritarian consoli-
dation have hollowed out state
institutions, politicized the mili-
tary, weakened the judiciary and
fragmented political opposition.
The boundaries between polit-
ical authority, armed actors and
criminal networks have become
increasingly blurred. State
capacity has eroded alongside
economic collapse, mass migra-
tion and social disintegration.

In this context, the removal of
Maduro creates not resolution
but uncertainty. Who governs in
the immediate aftermath? With
what legitimacy? Under what
institutional framework? And
to what extent will Venezuelans
themselves shape the transition,
rather than external actors acting
in their name?

The key parallel between
Panama in 1990 and Venezuela
in 2026 is not just the removal
of an authoritarian leader, but
the governance vacuum that
follows externally imposed
regime change. When power is
taken from the outside, domes-
tic institutions struggle to assert
authority, legitimacy is contested
and responsibility diffuses just
when clarity is needed. Panama’s
post-Noriega experience shows
that while intervention toppled
the military, democratic recon-
struction was slow and uneven;
external forces cannot create
institutional coherence or polit-
ical trust. Early signs in Venezu-
ela suggest similar risks, with U.S.
statements hinting at temporary
stewardship.

The removal of Maduro was
anecessary and long awaited
break with authoritarian rule,
but democratic recovery depends
on what follows: the reconstruc-
tion of institutions, legitimacy
and political inclusion. Whether
this moment becomes a turning
point or a prolonged limbo will be
decided by how the governance
vacuum is filled.

Cristina Guevara is a Latin
America policy analyst and writer.
She previously served as a policy
and legislative adviser in Panama’s
National Assembly.
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Nonprofit hospitals and colleges in Illinois
should not be exempt from property taxes

By Andy Shaw

An annual January ritual, as
Illinois lawmakers gather in
Springfield to begin a new legis-
lative session, is the search for
another basket of politically safe
but invariably business- and
citizen-unfriendly tax and fee
increases to support their bloated
government bureaucracies.

That sad scenario is also a
perfect opportunity to refloat an
idea that needs to emerge in the
rarefied Capitol air.

Taxes in Illinois on income,
sales, real estate and everything
else are higher than 47 of the 50
states, with exorbitant property
taxes easily the most onerous.

But what rarely makes it into
the script is a serious conversa-
tion about who doesn’t pay prop-
erty taxes and why that sacred
cow should finally be led into the
policy barn.

Illinois grants broad prop-
erty tax exemptions to nonprofit
universities and medical institu-
tions. In theory, that makes sense.
These entities serve the public
good. But times have changed,
and many have become giant
profit centers and some of the
wealthiest and most powerful
landowners in the state.

Northwestern University, the
University of Chicago, Rush,
Northwestern Medicine and
others sit on billions of dollars
in tax-exempt real estate while
surrounding neighborhoods and
local governments strain to fund
basic services and the rest of us
face ever bigger tax bills.

It’s time for the Illinois legis-
lature to take a hard, grown-up
look at whether blanket prop-
erty tax exemptions for these
mega-institutions still make sense
or whether they should pay a fair
share of property taxes, reducing
the excessive load on every other
taxpaying business and resident.

To be clear, this is not an
attack on higher education or
health care. These institutions
do extraordinary work. They
educate students, conduct world-
class research, employ tens of
thousands of people and save
lives.

But they are also sophisti-
cated corporate enterprises with
massive endowments, expansive
real estate portfolios and execu-
tive compensation packages that
would make some Fortune 500

The University of Chicago campus is seen June 2 in front of the Chicago skyline. BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

CEO’sblush.

Northwestern’s endowment
hovers around $14 billion. The
University of Chicago, roughly $11
billion. These universities aggres-
sively acquire property — often
removing it from local tax rolls
forever — while expanding their
hospitals, research parks, hotels
and commercial ventures that
look, feel and operate very much
like for-profit businesses.

Meanwhile, who pays for the
police and fire protection that
safeguard those campuses? Who
maintains the streets, sewers
and transit lines that serve their
students, patients and employ-
ees? Who picks up the tab for the
public schools educating the chil-
dren of their workforce?

You already know the answer:
everyone else.

Homeowners in Evanston,
Hyde Park, Streeterville and
the Near West Side pay higher
property taxes because enor-
mous swaths of prime real estate
are exempt. Small businesses
pick up more of the load. Local
governments either raise taxes,
cut services or — more often — do

both.

This is not just a Chicago prob-
lem. Across Illinois, hospitals and
universities are often the largest
landowners in their communities,
yet contribute little or nothing
directly to the property tax base.
The burden shifts downward,
hitting working families and retir-
ees on fixed incomes the hardest.

Some defenders of the status
quo argue that nonprofits already
“pay back” communities through
charity care, scholarships and
economic activity. That argument
deserves scrutiny.

First, charity care standards
are often opaque and inconsis-
tent. Second, scholarships and
research benefits flow dispropor-
tionately to students and patients
who are not local taxpayers.
Third, economic activity is not a
substitute for predictable reve-
nue that local governments can
budget against.

Other cities and states have
figured this out. Boston, for
example, uses “payments in lieu
of taxes,” or PILOTS, to require
large nonprofits to contribute to
municipal services. They’re not
perfect, but they acknowledge a
basic reality: Services cost money,

and everyone benefiting from
them should help pay the bill.

Tllinois lawmakers should
consider a similar approach —
one scaled to institutional wealth
and footprint. No one is suggest-
ing taxing classrooms or charity
wards like luxury condos. But
research labs, administrative
towers, medical office buildings,
parking garages and revenue-gen-
erating facilities are fair game for
aserious reassessment.

The legislature could set
thresholds based on endowment
size, operating revenue or prop-
erty holdings. Smaller nonprofits
could remain exempt. The biggest
players — those with billion-dol-
lar balance sheets — could
contribute proportionally.

And let’s dispense with the idea
that this would somehow drive
these institutions out of Illinois.
Northwestern isn’t packing up
in Evanston. The University of
Chicago isn’t relocating from
Hyde Park to Indiana. These insti-
tutions are rooted here because
Illinois and Chicago are integral
to their brand, talent pipeline and
mission.

What this debate really comes

down to is fairness. Illinois cannot
continue to squeeze homeown-
ers and small businesses while
shielding some of the wealthi-

est institutions in the state from
contributing to the communities
they dominate.

It’s driving other struggling
businesses and residents out of
Illinois and discouraging outsid-
ers from relocating here.

Springfield loves to talk about
“shared sacrifice.” Here’s a chance
to mean it.

The question for lawmakers is
simple: Will they keep protect-
ing a tax structure that no longer
reflects economic reality or will
they finally ask powerful nonprof-
its to help carry the load in a state
that desperately needs a reform
such as this?

IfIllinois is serious about stabi-
lizing local finances and restoring
trust in government, this conver-
sation can’t be postponed another
decade. The exemptions may be
traditional. They are no longer
sustainable.

Andy Shaw is a retired Chicago
journalist and good government
watchdog.

VOICE OF THE PEOPLE

Violence intervention

The Dec. 29 Tribune included a lengthy article
(“Chicago violence down despite major incidents”) attrib-
uting the dramatic decline in violent crime in 2025 to
the work of local law enforcement agencies. While law
enforcement plays a central role in reducing crime, the
article overlooks the crucial role of community violence
intervention (CVI) organizations.

Today, thanks to the support of the philanthropic and
business communities and government at the city, county
and state levels, Chicago has a network of more than two
dozen CVI organizations active in nearly half of Chica-
g0o’s 77 neighborhoods. In South, Southwest and West Side
communities that account for a disproportionate share of
gun violence, CVI organizations have served thousands of
high-risk individuals with life coaching, trauma treatment,
education and job training. Studies from Northwestern
University show these programs are working.

It is also worth noting that, in addition to crime drop-
ping dramatically, arrests are also way down compared to
the pre-pandemic era, which affirms that we are not solely
arresting and incarcerating our way to greater safety. The
only logical conclusion is that thousands of individuals
who were caught up in the street life have begun to change
their behavior for the better — and that clearly points to
CVI.

The article also says we are on track to our lowest crime
levelsin a decade. In fact, the current homicide total for
2025 is the lowest in 60 years.

As Chicago reflects on positive crime trends and looks
ahead to an even better year, let’s salute the contributions
of everyone involved, including staff, outreach workers
and participants in CVI programs. They are a big part of
the solution.

— Peter Cunningham, senior adviser, Chicago CRED,
Chicago

Mayor’s abandonment

Another stunning act of political theater at City Hall.

Mayor Brandon Johnson, the self-anointed “collab-
orator in chief,” refused to sign the 2026 budget that
took effect Jan. 1. By neither signing nor vetoing the City
Council’s $16.6 billion compromise that was created and
approved by aldermen who did collaborate, Johnson has
abandoned his elected leadership role and his responsi-
bility for the plan he labels “immoral” — without a sound
moral or ethical justification for his judgmental character-
ization.

For months, Johnson pushed for a corporate head tax —
arguably a job-killing measure that would punish employ-
ers and stifle growth. When the City Council, representing
every neighborhood and every walk of life, rejected that
tax in favor of a balanced and compromised approach, the
“collaborator” withdrew from action. The mayor’s refusal
to act and sign the budget isn’t principle — it’s aretreat. A
retreat from leading. A retreat from governing. A retreat
from accountability. And a retreat from listening to the
diverse voices of Chicago — including voices of those “who

A
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Violence Interrupters members file into the Sox-35th Street
CTA station on Dec. 23. EILEEN T.MESLAR/TRIBUNE

look like me and my family” — as he likes to say — as well
as those who don’t look like him and his family.

Following the presentation of the collaboratively
proposed 2026 budget, rather than leading through action,
our mayor sat back, preached and pushed rhetoric that
deepens division and leaves Chicago drifting into 2026
under a budget without a mayor’s leadership and stamp of
accountability.

Johnson has chosen his own ideological purity over
practical leadership — proving once again that his version
of “collaboration” applies only to those who agree with
him.

The mayor’s style of governance isn’t collaboration. It’s
abdication. All Chicago residents deserve better.

— Joe Bonaccorsi, Chicago

Chicago schools’ levy

Never missing a chance to burden Chicago taxpayers,
the Chicago Board of Education voted to further increase
its property tax levy. Instead of doing the hard work of
seeking out difficult budget cuts, the board took the easy
route and simply voted to increase its levy to the maximum
allowed. There are at least 47 schools in Chicago Public
Schools with enrollment at less than 30% capacity.

No one enjoys closing schools, and such measures
should be considered only in dire circumstances. But given
the budget problems facing CPS and the city, could anyone
not consider our financial picture dire? It’s high time we
address our spending problem and stop increasing prop-
erty taxes.

— Dean Gerber, Chicago

Jackson, Pritzker deal

The Dec. 21 report “Political ties come to light” about
U.S. Rep. Jonathan Jackson is shocking but not surprising.
For decades, the Jacksons have presented themselves
as civil rights leaders and advocates for racial equity and
justice. However, time and again, they have shown them-
selves to be opportunistic, publicity-seeking, egotistical,

and morally and ethically corrupt.

Jonathan Jackson’s endorsement of JB Pritzker for
governor, after receiving a lucrative consulting contract,
has not resulted in any substantive, verifiable legislative
outcomes for African American residents, in the areas of
economic opportunity, education, criminal justice and
health care.

Indeed, Ilinois ranks last in matters of racial equity and
justice, according to a WalletHub study.

— Audrey L. Davis, Niles

Clemency from governor

M.K. Pritzker, Illinois’ first lady, recently delivered a
drawing I made to Pope Leo XIV in Rome, which was a
great honor for me. Half of my drawing was in black and
white, showing a woman walking away from barbed wire
and a prison tower. The other half of the drawing was in
bright colors, showing her walking toward flowers and a
butterfly.

The pope, who has made the rights of prisoners a prior-
ity, told the Pritzkers that when he looked at my drawing,
he saw a woman walking toward God.

I am serving a 33-year sentence in the Illinois Depart-
ment of Corrections. I am 38 years old.

Last August, MLK. Pritzker sent word to women in
prison in Illinois that we could submit artwork about
how we relate to nature. She showed many pieces of the
artwork at the Illinois State Fair. This was the second call
for art submissions to those of us incarcerated over the
past year. The other show was sponsored by the Women’s
Justice Institute and focused on art created by incarcer-
ated survivors of domestic violence and human trafficking.

Ihad the privilege of going around to the women who
were submitting art to pick up their submissions, and
I talked with many of them. I did not know most of the
women, although we are housed in the same prison. Many
told me that although they do not feel ready to talk about
the abuse they suffered, they experienced a breakthrough
in healing while creating their artwork. In many cases,
there was a direct link between the violence they experi-
enced and the crimes they were convicted of — in some
cases, they acted in self-defense, and, in other cases, they
were coerced into committing crimes by their abusers.

The first lady has said that she and Gov. JB Pritzker
support programs and policies for incarcerated people.
Many of the artists who submitted work to the first lady
and to the justice institute have petitions for executive
clemency pending before the governor.

Itis my prayer in 2026 that the governor will show
mercy in these cases and grant clemency, as many Illinois
governors before him have done in similar cases.

— Yesenia Diaz, Logan Correctional Center

For online-exclusive letters, go to www.chicagotribune.
com/letters. Email your letter submissions, 400 words or
less, to letters@chicagotribune.com. Include your full name,
address and phone number.
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Solidarity and cooperation needed to
uphold intl law in face of lawless US

he United States’ forcible seizure of Venez-
uelan President Nicolas Maduro and his
wife, followed by the US administration’s
brazen threats against five other coun-
tries, marks a deeply alarming escalation of its uni-
lateralism and militarism that strikes at the very
foundations of the postwar international order.

Having launched what Washington dubbed
“Operation Absolute Resolve” against Venezuela,
US President Donald Trump went on to warn that
further military action could be taken against
Colombia, Mexico, Cuba, Iran and even Denmark,
an ally and NATO member, over Greenland. Such
rhetoric, coming immediately after a military oper-
ation that openly violated another country’s sover-
eignty, raises profound concerns about where the
limits of US power now lie.

Beijing is “deeply shocked by and strongly con-
demns” the US’ blatant use of force and its seizure of
the Venezuelan leader and his wife. The move is a
clear violation of international law, the basic norms
governing international relations, and the purposes
and principles of the UN Charter. China has called
on Washington to ensure the personal safety of
Maduro and his wife, release them immediately,
stop toppling the Venezuelan government, and
resolve disputes through dialogue and negotiation.

In calling the operation in Venezuela “special
law enforcement™ — so that it does not need the
authorization of Congress — and saying the US
doesn't care about what the UN said about its
actions, US Secretary of State Marco Rubio is actu-
ally declaring to the world that the US administra-
tion believes that it can do anything it wants asitis
not subject to congressional oversight domestical-
Iy or the restraints of international law.

As Sun Lei, charge d’affaires of China’s perma-
nent mission to the United Nations, warned at an
emergency meeting of the UN Security Council on
Monday, the US, by placing its own power above
multilateralism and military action above diploma-
cy, has seriously undermined the cornerstone prin-
ciples of sovereign equality, noninterference and
the peaceful settlement of disputes that are the
foundations of the international order.

History has repeatedly shown that military
force only creates chaos, suffering and long-term
instability. The cost incurred by the US adminis-
tration’s belief that it can act as the global law-
maker, the world policeman and an international
judge will ultimately be paid by the world, includ-
ing the US itself, in the future in various forms.

The implications of allowing the US action to
pass without consequence are far-reaching. If the
abduction of a head of state, the bombing of a sov-
ereign country and open threats of further armed
intervention are normalized, as Venezuela’s UN
ambassador warned, adherence to international
law becomes optional, and force becomes the ulti-
mate arbiter of international relations. The post-
war international order, forged at immense human
cost in the aftermath of two world wars, now
stands at risk of being dismantled, threatening to
usher in a world ruled by the law of the jungle.

The US administration’s renewed threats over
Greenland vividly illustrate the spillover effects of
the risks. To protect Greenland’s security is not a
pretext but an open threat to Denmark’s sovereign-
ty. What truly draws the US to Greenland is the lat-
ter’s resources. No wonder the US leader’s claim
that the US “absolutely” needs Greenland prompt-
ed rare and unusually blunt responses from Euro-
pean leaders. Jens-Frederik Nielsen, Greenland’s
prime minister, called the rhetoric “completely and
utterly unacceptable’, while Danish Prime Minis-
ter Mette Frederiksen warned that any US military
action against another NATO member would
effectively bring the alliance to a halt.

Beyond the immediate international ramifica-
tions, the US’ lawless behavior also exposes troub-
ling questions about the internal governance of the
US itself. The military action against Venezuela was
not authorized by Congress, raising doubts about
the effectiveness of constitutional checks and balan-
ces that are supposed to restrain such use of force.
When a single leader can deploy overwhelming mil-
itary power abroad and threaten multiple countries
in quick succession, what safeguards remain to pre-
vent catastrophic miscalculation?

What if the US chariot — powerful, heavily
armed, vet seemingly without brake pads — is
allowed to race unchecked across the global land-
scape? The international community cannot afford
to look away. Upholding the UN Charter is not a
matter of selective interpretation or political conve-
nience. It requires collective action, clear condem-
nation of violations and concrete steps to ensure
accountability. As China has stated, it stands ready
to work with the international community to
defend international law, fairness and justice.

If the rules-based international order is to survive,
sovereignty must not become a privilege reserved
for the powerful. Respect for law, not fear of force,
must remain the foundation of global governance.

China’s innovation power good for world

he Consumer Electronics Show 2026

being held in Las Vegas from Tuesday to

Saturday shines a spotlight on cutting-

edge innovations, with China’s top robot-
ics and Al tech companies once again creating a
buzz. For instance, Unitree Robotics has unveiled a
new lineup of next-generation humanoid robots
that are designed for greater mobility and interac-
tivity. AgiBot, another big Chinese name in the
field, is showcasing a portfolio of industry-leading
automated solutions for commercial and industri-
al applications. These demonstrations offer a
glimpse into Chinese companies’ ability to trans-
late frontier artificial intelligence capabilities into
useful real-world industrial applications.

China’s embodied Al innovations that leverage
the country’s combined strengths in Al software
and robotics hardware, represented by systems
capable of autonomous operation in the physical
world — such as autonomous vehicles, drones,
industrial manipulators and microbots — are
already well recognized globally.

The prowess of Chinese robotics companies is
due to many factors, such as the country’s huge
talent pool, complete industry chain and broad
manufacturing base and scale that can help bring
down costs drastically, as well as the fierce domes-
tic competition, which means only the best com-
panies survive.

Another factor contributing to the rapid
progress in the sector is top-level policy guidance.
For example, the Central Economic Work Confer-
ence and the 20th Communist Party of China Cen-
tral Committee’s recommendations for the 15th
Five-Year Plan (2026-30) both prioritize the devel-
opment of Al and the expansion of “Al Plus” appli-
cations in key sectors, such as the robotics industry.

As China has become one of the fastest-rising
economies in terms of innovation capability, inno-
vation and creativity have given rise to new quality
productive forces and have made life more colorful.

Indeed, the country has consistently placed
innovation at the core of its overall development
strategy, emphasizing a “dual-engine” approach
that drives both technological and institutional

innovation. This has unleashed a continuous
surge of innovation vitality. The continuity and
stability of policies have provided the much-need-
ed impetus for innovation. For example, China’s
total R&D expenditure increased from 1.03 tril-
lion yuan ($146.8 billion) in 2012 to 3.63 trillion
yuan in 2024, firmly maintaining its position as
the second-highest in the world.

According to the 2025 Global Innovation Index
Report released by the World Intellectual Proper-
tv Organization, China ranks 10th globally, mark-
ing the first time China has entered the global top
10, climbing a total of 25 positions since 2013. The
report also reveals that China now has 24 clusters
among the world’s top 100 innovation clusters,
the highest number globally. Notably, the Shenz-
hen-Hong Kong-Guangzhou cluster ascended to
the top position worldwide in 2025. These innova-
tion clusters have developed into comprehensive
ecosystems, bringing together numerous enter-
prises, universities and research institutions,
thereby facilitating the flow of talent, capital and
other resources.

China’s progress in seeking innovation-driven
growth is a boon to the world. It will enable the
country to offer more public goods to the world
especially the developing countries, while signifi-
cantly enhancing people’s lives.

Unlike certain countries that seek to leverage
technology to impose their will and exert control,
China believes that technology should serve to
foster global connectivity, and enable diverse cul-
tures to share knowledge and collaborate on glob-
al challenges such as climate change.

China hopes to work with other countries to
bridge development gaps and promote under-
standing, making sure technology plays a major
role in helping build a community with a shared
future for humanity.

Instead of focusing on barriers, nations should
Invest in research and education and engage in col-
laboration, fostering environments that encourage
technological growth and competitiveness on a
global scale, rather than relying on knee-jerk pro-
tectionism.
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Cai Meng

Opinion Line

Dangers posed by separatists highlight
DPP lawmakers’ selt-serving petition

The recent attempt by Democratic
Progressive Party lawmaker Lin
I-chin, along with some others, to
push a petition to amend the so-called
“Act Governing Relations Between
the People of the Taiwan Area and the
Mainland Area” of China's Taiwan
region once again exposes the DPP’s
determination to advance “Taiwan
independence” through legislative
manipulation, regardless of the risks
it poses to peace and stability across
the Taiwan Strait.

According to Lin, the petition
seeks to rename the law as the “Tai-
wan and the People’s Republic of Chi-
na Relations Act”, remove the phrase
“before national unification”, and
proposes the use of the term “region”
to refer to cross-Strait relations. She
made no effort to disguise the politi-
cal intention behind the move — to
“legally” define an “equal, nation-to-
nation relationship” between the two
sides of the Strait.

Such rhetorie is a blatant attempt to
hollow out the one-China principle
from the legislative framework and
replace it with a secessionist narrative
tailored to the DPP’s long-cherished
agenda of “Taiwan independence”.

Notably, Lin sought to deflect
growing opposition within the island
by appealing to the DPP’s so-called
“democratic allies™ abroad, urging
them to ignore the strong backlash

the petition has triggered in the
island’s legislature. She went so far as
to claim that the opposition does not
represent the “mainstream opinion”
of the public. This attempt to enlist
external forces to “legitimize” a seces-
sionist proposal only underscores
where the DPP’s political loyalties
truly lie.

Faced with mounting eriticism, Lin
backtracked on Monday, but called
reports that she had withdrawn the
petition fake news spread by the
opposition. Yet her justification —
that no formal petition had been sub-
mitted and therefore none could be
withdrawn — only deepened public
skepticism.

As several legislators of the Chi-
nese Knomintang party have pointed
out, Lin’s actions represent an effort
to “institutionalize” separatism by
reshaping the legal system to serve
the political needs of “pro-independ-
ence” separatist forces.

The resistance Lin's proposal
encountered — both within and
beyond the legislature — clearly
reflects a refusal by Taiwan compatri-
ots to allow a small group of seces-
sionist lawmakers to hijack public
institutions for their cause. That Lin
rushed to seek validation from for-
eign “allies” while dismissing the
local opposition highlights the seces-
sionist-minded lawmakers’ reliance

on external backing to pursue an
agenda that lacks support on the
island.

Chen Binhua, spokesman for the
State Council Taiwan Affairs Office,
rightly described the move as a
naked push for “de jure Taiwan inde-
pendence” that fully exposed the
DPP as “out-and-out saboteurs of
peace, creators of crises, and instiga-
tors of war”.

Recent actions by the Chinese Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army, including the
large-scale “Justice Mission 2025
drills conducted around the island of
Taiwan late last month, have already
demonstrated Beijing’s firm resolve
to thwart any secessionist plan. As
Chen warned, should the separatists
dare to cross the red line, the Chinese
mainland will take resolute measures
in accordance with the Anti-Seces-
sion Law. Those who attempt to split
the country will inevitably be held to
account according to the law.

It is hoped that Taiwan compatri-
ots will clearly recognize the grave
dangers of “Taiwan independence”,
stand on the right side of history, res-
olutely oppose separatist activities,
and work together with the main-
land to safeguard peace and stability
across the Taiwan Strait and protect
the shared homeland of the Chinese
nation.

= LIYANG, CHINA DAILY

What They Say

Smartening public procurement as policy instrument

Editor’s note: Public procurement is a powerful driver of domestic demand. China Daily spoke to Huang Dongru,
director of the Public Procurement Research Center, Guangdong University of Finance and Economics, on the role of
public procurement in economic development. Below are excerpts of the interview. The views don’t necessarily represent

those of China Daily.

The recommendations for formu-
lating the 15th Five-Year Plan (2026-
30) aim to eliminate bottlenecks that
hinder the development of a unified
national market and address long-
standing problems in public procure-
ment. Future reforms will therefore
focus on unifying market rules,
improving the business environment,
breaking administrative monopolies,
strengthening smart regulation,
enhancing project quality and pro-
moting the free flow of production
factors. The goal is to ensure that
public procurement consolidates the
vast domestic market, improves fiscal
efficiency and unleashes the innova-
tive vitality of market players.

Procurement policies should be
more closely aligned with national
industrial strategies. Through meas-
ures such as priority procurement
and innovation-oriented coopera-
tion, public procurement can pro-
vide stable early-stage markets for
emerging industries, such as new
energy, artificial intelligence and
quantum technology. This will help
reduce research and development
risks for enterprises, accelerate tech-
nological iteration and speed up
large-scale application.

This demand-driven model of pub-
lic procurement complements the tra-
ditional supply-side policies. Clear
signals from the public procurement
market will guide social capital and
innovation resources toward key are-

as that are urgently needed by the
country.

The focus on digital development
will sharpen over the next five years. In
the field of public procurement, digi-
talization is not simply about moving
offline processes online, but about a
profound transformation in govern-
ance. The call to accelerate the devel-
opment of the digital economy signals
that the procurement process will be
deeply integrated with new-genera-
tion technologies such as blockehain,
big data and artificial intelligence.

Blockchain-based tamper-proof
traceability will help safeguard integ-
rity in publie procurement, big data
analyses will enable real-time moni-
toring of market dynamies and trig-
ger early warnings against bid rigging
and collusion, while Al-assisted evalu-
ation will help process complex bids
more efficiently and objectively.

A smart public procurement ecosys-
tem featuring end-to-end digitaliza-
tion, data sharing and intelligent
oversight will significantly reduce the
possibility of rent-seeking, lower insti-
tutional transaction costs and build a
robust technological safeguard against
corruption, making the procurement
process transparent and fair.

The central authorities have also
proposed boosting green development
and common prosperity, which will
affect public procurement. Green pro-
curement standards will become
increasingly stringent and widespread,

with mandatory or preferential pur-
chasing of energy-saving and environ-
mentally friendly products, and a
larger share of procurement allocated
to new energy and circular economy
products. This will promote coordinat-
ed carbon reduction across both pro-
duction and consumption, guiding the
green and low-carbon transformation
of the industrial structure.

Meanwhile, the social policy role of
public procurement will be further
strengthened. An array of new meas-
ures will greatly support enterprises
from less-developed regions, organi-
zations employing people with disa-
bilities, businesses founded by
veterans and micro and small enter-
prises. In this way, public procure-
ment can serve as an effective tool for
promoting balanced regional devel-
opment, protecting the rights and
interests of specific groups, and
enhancing social inclusion. It will
thus evolve into a policy instrument
for fulfilling social responsibility and
advancing shared development.

In areas involving national security
and core technologies, China will
firmly uphold the principle of self-re-
liance and strengthen relevant man-
agement mechanisms. By striking a
balance between high-level opening-
up and security-oriented develop-
ment, the aim is to build a
procurement and supply chain sys-
tem that is both globally integrated
and resilient.
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From visa-free access to smart travel

hina’s decision to grant visa-
free entry to visitors from
the Republic of Korea has
opened a new chapter in
people-to-people exchanges
between the two countries and
stimulated demand for travel to
China among tourists.

Visa waiver is a powerful tool for
revitalizing tourism. It lowers the
psychological, financial, digital and
administrative barriers and makes
travel easier and more spontaneous.
In the short term, this drives a surge
in tourist spending. Over the longer
term, it can nurture deeper business
ties, cultural familiarity and even
trade and industrial cooperation.

That said,
visa-free
policies are
never a sim-
ple policy
lever but
are closely
tied to economic, political and cul-
tural considerations. They are sig-
nificant because they reflect the
level of trust between countries.

Against this backdrop, the visa-
free policy for ROK visitors has been
a spectacular success since its intro-
duection in November 2024. More-
over, according to the Shenzhen
border inspection authorities, for
the first time in five years, passen-
ger traffic at Shenzhen Airport
crossed 6 million by November
2025, marking a vear-on-vear
increase of more than 23.4 percent.
Notably, visa-free travelers made up
nearly 60 percent of all inbound for-
eign visitors in 2025, up sharply
from about 26 percent in the previ-
Ous year.

A combination of geographical
proximity, good air connectivity and
diverse experience options makes
China particularly well-suited to
short-term travel from the ROK.
These trips require minimal plan-
ning and lower financial and psy-
chological costs, allowing travelers
to enjoy spontaneous short breaks
close to home.

Industry observers say Korean
tourists see China as both a “nearby,
low-burden overseas destination”
and a place for quick weekend trips.

MA XUEJNING / CHINA DAILY

“first-time visits” into “satisfied
return visits”. Instead of headline
growth figures, the focus should
shift from providing easy access to
improving the visitor experience.
That means understanding who the
visitors are, what frustrates them,
and what delights them — and then
tailoring the tourism environment

even come back.

For travelers from the ROK, long-
standing barriers to visiting China
have included language barriers,
payment systems and destination
image. These issues are now being
tackled under the umbrella of
“smart tourism 2.0". Powered by arti-
ficial intelligence, this new phase

and give travelers real-time, context-
aware support.

The results are already visible.
Automatic translation services
like DeepSeek have reduced anxi-
ety over language barriers. Pay-
ment friction has eased as Kakao
Pay of the ROK links seamlessly
with China’s Alipay and WeChat
Pay, allowing travelers to make
QR-code payments without cur-
rency exchange. Social media is
amplifyving the effect: as positive
travel experiences circulate
online, perceptions of China
among younger Koreans have
begun to change.

Tourism has entered an era in
which technology directly shapes

the journey. During a trip from

Seoul to Beijing and Shanghai in

August 2024, I relied almost

entirely on China’s smart tour-
ism ecosystem. By linking Ali-
pay, using WeChat and DiDi,
booking trains, navigating sub-
ways and shared bicycles, and
paying for meals and museum
visits through my smartphone, 1
realized that with just a little
preparation, traveling independ-
ently in China was entirely feasi-
ble. What once felt distant and
complicated now feels like a near-
by, do-it-yourself destination.

What makes these changes par-
ticularly promising is the genera-
tional character. Young Koreans
now “visit” Chinese cities on Red-
Note and Douyin before they book
a flight; Chinese millennials
explore Seoul’s coffee shops and
vintage stores through Korean
travel vlogs. This digital-native
generation travels not as passive
sightseers but as cultural partici-
pants. Their shared language is curi-
osity, aestheties and lifestyle, an
ideal foundation for deeper mutual
understanding.

The visa waiver is only a starting
point. Its true sueccess will be deter-
mined not by number of visitors
alone, but by what those visitors
experience once they arrive — and
whether they choose to return.

The author is a professor in the Col-
lege of Hotel & Tourism Management

While visa-free access allows sponta- accordingly. Enhancing tourism uses data to personalize services, cut  at Kyung Hee University, South

neous travel, the ultra-short stays experiences and bundling content costs for tourism businesses, help Korea.

highlight room for improvement. more creatively will encourage tour-  destination management organiza- The views don’t necessarily reflect
The next challenge is turning ists to stay longer, see more and tions allocate resources optimally those of China Daily.

Marc Weller

US attacks on Venezuela violate international law

he capture of Venezuelan

President Nicolas Maduro

and his wife by US forces

operating in Venezuela, and
his forced transfer to the US for trial,
pose a significant challenge for inter-
national law.

The US has described the opera-
tion as a judicial “extraction mis-
sion” undertaken by law
enforcement operatives supported
by the military. Yet this was a mili-
tary operation of considerable scale,
involving strikes on military targets
in and around Caracas, the capital,
and the foreible abduction of a sit-
ting president by US special forces.
It is clearly a significant violation of
Venezuelan sovereignty and the UN
Charter.

This fact
is com-
pounded by
President
Donald
Trump’s
announce-
ment during his news conference of
Jan 3 that the US will “run” Venez-
uela and administer a political transi-
tion, or regime change, under the
threat of further, more massive uses
of force. In addition, there seems to
be a determination to use the threat
of foree to extract funds and resour-
ces in compensation for supposed
“stolen” or nationalized US assets
and oil.

It is difficult to conceive of possible
legal justifications for transporting
Maduro to the US, or for the attacks.
There is no UN Security Council
mandate that might authorize force.
Clearly, this was not an instance of a
US act of self-defense triggered bva
prior or ongoing armed attack by
Venezuela.

The White House asserts that it is
defending the American people from
the devastating consequences of the
illegal importation of drugs by “nar-
co-terrorists” — consequences that
could be compared to an armed

Overall, this episode fur-
ther erodes international
confidence in the princi-
ple, agreed after the hor-
rors of the 20th century’s
world wars, that states
must not enforce their
legal claims or political
demands through the
use of force.

attack against the US.

However, in international law, only
a kinetic assault with military or sim-
ilar means qualifies as a trigger for
self-defense.

This leaves the argument of “pro-
democratic intervention”. Notably,
the US did not use “pro-democratic”
action as a “formal legal justification
when it invaded Grenada in 1983 and
displaced its government. Neither
did it do so when it invaded Panama
in 1989 and captured the then presi-
dent Manuel A. Noriega, with a view
to putting him on trial for drugs
offenses.

Washington avoided doing so
because it feared creating a prece-
dent that would justify “pro-demo-
cratic” interventions by other
countries which it might oppose.
Instead, it relied on an unconvineing
claim to self-defense.

In the case of Venezuela, the US
alleges that Maduro “stole” the presi-
dential poll of 2024, that opposition
candidate Edmundo Gonzalez Urru-
tia was the true victor, and that Ven-
ezuelan authorities falsified the
result of 2025 parliamentary elec-
tions.

But in classical international prac-
tice, those who exercise effective con-
trol over a country’s population and
territory will be treated as the gov-
ernment. Considerations of legal or
political legitimacy matter less.

”

Accordingly, most governments have
abandoned the practice of formally
recognizing newly established gov-
ernments, however they come to
power. If they are effective, they are
the government.

However, in the 1990s, with the
end of the Cold War, the doctrine
articulated by the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights gained in cur-
rency.

In 1990, Jean-Bertrand Aristide
was elected president of Haiti. But he
was soon displaced in a coup mount-
ed by a military junta. In 1994, after
many failed diplomatic attempts to
restore the democratic outcome of
the elections, the UN Security Coun-
cil formally authorized a US-led force
to facilitate the departure of the gen-
erals. Faced with the imminent US
invasion, they gave in and power was
restored to Aristide.

This doctrine cannot be invoked in
cases of creeping authoritarianism or
in response to claims that elections
have not been free and fair. It only
applies in cases of counter-constitu-
tional coups or where there is an
election result that remains unimple-
mented by a sitting government.

The doctrine is generally only
applied where the UN Security Coun-
cil, or at least a credible regional
organization, has granted a mandate
— to avoid individual states seeking
regime change in pursuit of their
own agendas. Clearly, in this
instance, there was no mandate from
the UN or the Organization of Ameri-
can States.

Maduro and his wife will however
find little comfort in the fact that
they were removed from Venezuela
by way of an internationally unlawful
intervention. US courts consistently
apply the so-called Ker-Frisbie doc-
trine, which holds that they will exer-
cise jurisdiction, irrespective of the
means by which the body of the
defendant was procured for trial.

The US will also refuse to extend
Maduro the immunities that auto-

matically apply to a serving president
when travelling abroad. This too, is
legally controversial. But as Noriega
experienced before him, the US
authorities are unlikely to be
deterred by this fact.

Overall, this episode further erodes
international confidence in the prin-
ciple, agreed after the horrors of the
20th century’s world wars, that states
must not enforce their legal claims or
political demands through the use of
force.

The fact that the US now claims to
“run” Venezuela and to put in place
its future government under the
shadow of the gun, along with the
demand to dominate the oil sector
and extract compensation, will
reawaken uncomfortable memories
of previous US dominance in the
region.

The UN Secretary-General has not-
ed that the rules of international law
have not been met in this instance,
calling it a “dangerous precedent”.
Many other governments and inter-
national institutions are speaking out
in a similar vein, though some others
have expressed support.

It will be interesting to see whether
the UK and other European US allies
will be able to overcome the recently
developed sense of diplomatic defer-
ence to President Trump and stand
up in defense of the international
rule of law. This may well be the
moment when Western Europe real-
izes that the US has decisively aban-
doned the core values that united
them for the past century.

The author is a professor of Interna-
tional Law and International Consti-
tutional Studies in the University of
Cambridge. The original version first
appeared on the website.
hitps:/fwww.chatham-
house.org/2026/01/us-capture-presi-
dent-nicolas-maduro-and-attacks-
venezuela-have-no-justification

The views don’t necessarily represent
those of China Daily.

Zhou Shuchun

The author is chief researcher at the China
Watch Institute, China Daily.

Spirtt of the Long March
guides nation in quest
for socialist modernization

ate in 2025, a symphony concert featuring top Chi-

nese musicians was staged in Beijing to commemo-

rate the 60th anniversary of the premiere of The Long

March Suite — The Red Army Fears Not the Trials of
the Expedition, a classic work of 20th-century Chinese music.
It was a major event in the music scene, but its symbolism
went far beyond music, highlighting the unique historical sig-
nificance of the period from 2025 to 2026 in the journey of the
Chinese nation.

From a historical vantage point, this is a moment to salute
victory. In 2025, China marked the 80th anniversary of victo-
ry in the War of Resistance Against Japanese Aggression
(1931-45) and the World Anti-Fascist War. That war represent-
ed the first complete victory against foreign invasion in mod-
ern Chinese history. In 2026, the country will celebrate the
90th anniversary of the victory of the Chinese Workers’ and
Peasants’ Red Army’s Long March. A monumental feat in war
history, the Long March signified the turning point where the
Communist Party of China transitioned from setbacks to tri-
umphs, symbolizing a rebirth forged through blood and fire.

This period is also a pivotal relay point in China’s develop-
ment planning. In March, the National People’s Congress will
review the recommendations for formulating the 15th Five-
Year Plan (2026-30) for National Economic and Social Devel-
opment, making 2026 the inaugural vear of the new five-year
plan, which holds a special position in the national develop-
ment calendar.

Official assessments have described 2025 as “extraordinari-
ly remarkable” and “of great significance in the process of
Chinese modernization”. The vear witnessed the successful
conclusion of the 14th Five-Year Plan (2021-25), making a
promising start for the journey toward the country’s second
centenary goal — building a modern socialist country in all

aspects.

Supply-demand imbalances, particular-
ly with employment, continue to put
pressure on businesses and individuals.

At the end of 2025, the Political Bureau of the CPC Central
Committee summarized China’s achievements over the past
five years as significant enhancement in hard power encom-
passing economy, technology, defense, and soft power includ-
ing culture, institutions, diplomacy. Such a balanced progress
in both soft and hard power is rare, and 2025 provided a vivid
illustration.

Despite external headwinds unseen in decades, China's
GDP is expected to grow by around 5 percent, with the total
economic volume reaching 140 trillion yuan ($20.02 trillion)
in 2025. A series of mega-projects, including the opening of
the world’s highest bridge in Guizhou, the commissioning of
China’s first electromagnetic catapult aircraft carrier Fujian
and the first asteroid exploration and sample return journey
with the Tianwen-2 mission, showcased the nation’s spectacu-
lar advancements in technology.

The popularity of DeepSeek and the rise of the humanoid
robot industry partly reflect what critics describe as a break-
out phase for tech innovations. In an article widely circulated
in the Chinese media, The Economist asked How China
Became Cool, and found answers in artificial intelligence
models, electric vehicles, drones, and original games. Coinci-
dentally, according to a report by the World Intellectual Prop-
erty Organization, for the first time China ranked among the
top 10 countries in the Global Innovation Index, being one of
the fastest-improving economies in innovation over the past
decade.

Other developments during 2025 were equally significant.
On Dec 18 — exactly 47 years after the epoch-making third
plenary session of the 11th CPC Central Committee — the
Hainan Free Trade Port launched island-wide customs clo-
sure, signaling the Party’s determination to advance reform
and opening-up. And 120 years after China began to build its
first self-designed railway between Beijing and Zhangjiakou,
the Xi'an-Yan’an high-speed railway began operations in the
holy land of the Chinese revolution. With this, China’s high-
speed rail network spans over 50,000 Kilometers, exceeding
the combined length of the rest of the world.

The year 2025 was a landmark for the rise of China’s soft
power. According to Brand Finance Global Soft Power Index
2025, China surpassed the United Kingdom for the first time,
rising to second place during the vear. Concurrently, a US
media outlet proclaimed “The Dawning of the Age of Chinese
Soft Power”. China’s “new trio” of cultural exports — online lit-
erature, games, and dramas — accelerated their global reach.
Ne Zha 2 topped the global box office for animated films, the
AAA game Black Myth: Wukong became a sensation, and the
trendy toy Labubu was a hot seller in the European and US
markets.

Even so, formidable challenges lie ahead. Besides the exter-
nal risks facing the country, the Central Economic Work Con-
ference in December emphasized “stabilizing employment,
enterprises, markets, and expectations”, reminding people of
the difficulties faced by the economy. Supply-demand imbal-
ances, particularly with employment, continue to put pres-
sure on businesses and individuals. In the longer term,
uneven and insufficient development, the transition from old
to new growth drivers and the tasks of overcoming bottle-
necks amid intensifying international competition remain
challenging.

As pointed out by the top leadership, achieving moderni-
zation is a lengthy process of progressive and continuous
development. Therefore, the Long March must continue,
enduring new hardships and overcoming new challenges to
achieve new heights and reach new horizons. Seventy-five
vears ago, China drafted its first five-year plan, and 10 vears
from now, marking the 100th anniversary of the Long
March, the country would have basically realized socialist
modernization.
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Iran needs to help itself and change course

Facing mounting domestic
protests, the Islamic regime
should seek an off-ramp

Days after protests erupted across Iran,
Donald Trump interjected with a warn-
ing to the Islamic republic’s leaders. If
the regime killed those taking to the
streets, he said, the US was “locked and
loaded” and ready to come to the pro-
testers’ “rescue”. The president
repeated the threat after his extraordi-
nary military operation to capture Ven-
ezuelan leader Nicolas Maduro.

The images of Iran’s main Latin
American ally being seized and shack-
led in a night-time assault should have
proved to the Islamic republic’s leaders
that Trump’s threats cannot be taken
lightly. They underscore the Iranian
regime’s precarious state as it faces
intensifying external and domestic
pressures. [ran should heed Trump’s
warnings, not use force to crush the

protests and work to address the legiti-
mate concerns of its people.

The republic has been gripped by
angst and uncertainty since Israel
launched its devastating 12-day war
against Iran in June, and the US joined
the attack to bomb nuclear facilities.
And Israel is probably not finished. At
thattime, Iranians, shockec by a foreign
assault, rallied around the flag, not out
of support for the regime but because of
a sense of nationalism and patriotism.

The fleeting unity, however, could not
mask the deep fissures in society. Many
[ranians loathe their oppressive leaders
and are intensifying calls for change. A
worsening economic crisis has fuelled
the malaise, with the rial losing about
40 per cent of its value since the war,
pushing runaway inflation ever higher.
The economy’s woes are due partly to
swingeing US sanctions, butalso to gross
mismanagement and corruption.

The protests — the biggest unrest
since the 2022 Women, Life, Freedom
movement — began when storekeepers

in Tehran shuttered their shops over
anger about rising prices 10 days ago.
They have spread to smaller cities and
towns, where inflation bites harder and
people feel they have less to lose. In
some cases they have turned violent,
with at least 14 people killed, according
to Iran’s state media.

It would be premature to predict the
regime’s demise, with no credible organ-
1sed opposition inside or outside Iran. It
has decades of experience in managing
unrest, and no qualms about brutally
crushing it. A regime born of revolution
also understands the risks of protest,
and can be calibrated in its response.

But a decaying system is facing a
highly unpredictable environment as
domestic and foreign pressures con-
verge like never before. The parlous
state of the economy, and subdued oil
prices, means it has fewer tools to ease
the social pressures.

This should be a moment for the
regime to bite the bullet and genuinely
pursue a nuclear deal with Trump,

An agreement
that brings
sanctions relief
and eases
hostility is the
only strategy
that will enable
the country to
hegin to address
Its external and
internal crises

without preconditions. An agreement
that brings sanctions relief and eases
hostility is the only strategy that will
enable Iran to begin to address its exter-
nal and internal crises. Trump has
repeatedly said he is ready for an agree-
ment; Tehran should appeal to his
penchant for deals.

For their part, the US and Israel would
be misguided to try to force regime
change. Ilranians are a proud society
that recoils from the notion of foreign
intervention — as their reaction to
Israel’s June war showed. Iranians also
witnessed the carnage wrought by civil
war in Syria and the US-led invasions of
Iraq and Afghanistan, and many fear
the dangers of their 90mn-strong nation
descending into civil conflict.

The regime must realise it has to
change course — starting by managing
the protests peacefully and convincing
Trump it can be a credible negotiating
partner. Its instinct is always to project
defiance and “resistance”. The prag-
matic pathwould be to seek adeal.
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Opinion Technology

No, you cannot tell when
somethings written by Al

Maria Hergueta

t’s casy to tell when somcething
was written by artificial intelli-
gence, isn'tit? The text is so gener-
ically bland. Even if it seems
superficially impressive it lacks
edge. Plus there are the obvious tells —
the em dashes, the “rule of three”
examples and the constant use of
words like “delve” and “underscore”.
The writing, as one machine learning
researcher putit, is “mid”.
Yet every single one of these appar-

ently obvious giveaways can be
applied to human writing. Three con-
secutive examples are a common for-
mulation in storytelling. Words like
“underscore” are used in professional
settings to add emphasis. Journalists
really love em dashes. None of it is
unique to AL

Read the “how to spot undisclosed

AI” guides from the likes of Wikipedia

The idea that we
have an innate ability
to sense human depth in
words is an illusion

and you’ll receive a lot of contradic-
tory advice. Both repetition and varia-
tion are supposed to be indicators.
Even Al dctection tool providers
acknowledge that, because Al models
are evolving and “human writing var-
ies widely”, they cannot guarantee
accuracy. Not that this has stopped a
cottage industry of online “experts”
declaring that they can just tell when
something apparently written by a
person was really generated by Al

The idea that we have an innate abil-
ity tosense humandepthinwordsisan

illusion. I know this because lastyear I
was fooled into spending 15 minutes of
my life talking to a chatbot posing as
an estate agent on WhatsApp. Looking
back, maybe their chirpy interest in
my flat hunt should have been a givea-
way. But therewas nothing unsual in
their words. In fact, the only reason I
know it was a chatbot isbecauseit told
me — something that induced such
rage [immediately blocked them.
Here are a few stats I found tomake
myself feel better about all those
wasted minutes. An Ipsos poll 09,000
people published last month found
that 97 per cent of people couldn’t tell
the difference between an Al-gener-
ated song and a human one. And last
year, a University of Pittsburgh survey
of more than 1,600 people asked to
read poelry written by humans and Al
found they were more likely to guess

the Al-generated poems had been

written by people.
These studies run counter Lo the

idea many of us have that we can insti-
nctively tell when somethingis AL

It’s true that the best writing has a
tangible warmth or strangeness that
would be hard toreplicate. But a lot of
writing is not like this. The world is full
of bland text, much of it used to train
large language models. Generative Al
text is just reflecting that reality back
atus.

This doesn’t mean that LLMs aren’t
writing strangely smooth sentence
lengths and using certain words a lot.
They are. But not enough for these to
be dependable giveaways. An editor at
alocal Canadian newspaper went viral
this year for exposing a freelancer who

apparently used Al to make up arti-
cles. While he claimed their “rote

phrasing” should have been a givea-
way, what actually raised his suspicion
was the fact that someone with New
York media bylines claimed to live in
Toronto. It was context, not content.
Early Al-generated text was far
more obvious. For one thing, it was
often wrong. Now we are at a confusing
point where Al-generated work is
more polished and is encouraged in

workplaces yet has such low status
that its undisclosed use is regarded as

shameful.

Despite this, there is little appetite
for watermarks that would clarify
matters. Tech companies have done
an excellent job of convincing the
world that any sort of restriction
would come at the costof “winning the
race”. The EU has postponed the
implcmentation of part of its Al Act.
President Donald Trump wants to
block state Al laws.

That leaves us in a bind. If you sus-
pect something was written by Al you
can ask “Grok is this real?” on social
media or paste it into Al detection
tools like GPTZero, Copyleaks and
Surfer. Neither is infallible. Surfer

even has a tool that will “humanise”
your Al work. When Ifed Al text into

the humaniser and then back into
Surfer’s Al detector it told me that
the words were 100 per cent written
bya human.

That leaves context. If you know
someone’s communication style is
sparse and they produce 800 words of

florid text, it was probably Al gener-
ated. If a nice estate agent tries to chat
with you on WhatsApp, then ask them
if they’re real. Errors like spelling mis-
takes probably mean something was
human generated, too. But don’t get
complacent. Haven't you noticed that
Al companies pulled back on em
dashes once people started to see
them as a warning sign?If spelling mis-
takes are all it takes to generate trust
in Al text, it'd be easy enough to

program them.
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The scandal is Trump uses force like a raider not a statesman

The editorial board’s view on

Venezuela (“A reckless intervention in
Venezuela”, The FT View, January 5)
reads less like analysis than a sermon
to a self-satisfied congregation. It
mourns the collapse of “rules” as if
they were self-enforcing, not a hard
equilibrium enforced by power. Yes,

allies will be delighted, no doubt. This
kind of soft-power moralising lets them
shrugand get on with power politics.

The FT rightly condemns unilateral
action but offers no account of what
enforcement mechanism remains in a
multi ateral system built around vetoes
and delay. It treats sovereignty as

when someone treats it accordingly.

By reducing the episode to
personality and petroleum, it reaches
for the oldest comforts of commentary
(“it’s all about oil”, “it’s all about one
man”) and dodges the harder question:
in a repeated game, what do serial
violators learn when indignation (we

used force; it’s that it wielded it like a
raider rather than a statesman:
executing the operation, boasting
about the spoils, improvising the peace.
That turns a potentially stabilising act
of deterrence into a signal of predation.
Whatever we tell ourselves about
hearts and minds, we're in a world

enforced selectively, inconsistently, and | sacred while describing the Maduro are reminded of Barack Obama’s “red choosing guns over butter.
sometimes brutally. regime as criminal, corrupt and line”) is the only sanction? Daniel Plant
Vice-president JD Vance and his catastrophic. Should we act surprised The scandal isn’t that Washington Toronto, ON, Canada
Maduro’s get-out-of-jail card gavx | Data delays ought to Shakespeare’s three
fuel bubble worries spectacular investments

The Trump-stacked US Supreme Court
issued a clear (albeit contested)
judgment conceding immunity ona
head of state for actions (however
criminal) taken during their time in
ollice ("US legal case against Maduro Lo
test limits of presidential power”,
Report, FT.com, January 4).

Nicolas Maduro’s counsel are
probably familiar with it. The US
attorney-general’s task is to show that
this immunity does not apply to the
head of state of Venezuela without

undermining the immunity due to the
head of state of the US.

Meanwhile Maduro’s counsel can
apply for a writ of habeas corpus.
Anthony Murray
London KT2, UK

In today’s world, EU can
be a beacon of democracy

The rampant misadventure of
Vladimir Putin’s Russia in Ukraine and
now Donald Trump’s action in
Venezuela, as well as President Xi
Jinpings sabre-rattling against Taiwan,
hold two lessons.

First, as historian Harold James
succinctly put it in an article in
Quillette online magazine “imperialism
is for losers”.

Putin’s revanchist fervour in striving
to undo the collapse of the Soviet
Union, and Trump’s alleged intent to
“make America great again” are both
hapless responses to relative industrial
and economic decline.

Putin and Trump are resorting to the
same “high-handed and botched old-
style exercise in western imperialism”
that, in James’ words, characterised the
Suez crisis of 1956.

The second lesson pertains to
Europe. For in a world marrcd by state
violence and insecurity, the EU can
become a larger version of Switzerland
— or Norway for that matter. A political
and economic confederation marked
by the rule of law, the protection of
civic liberties, and peaceful exchange
with other countries. A beacon of
democracy that cherishes its diversity
and cultural heritage. A somewhat
boring and prosperous place. And, tor
anyone who has visited Florence,
Dubrovnik, Erfurt or Lisbon, clearly
the most beautiful region of the world.

Achieving this requires steadfast
adherence to the rule of law, even
against adversaries — which is why the
EU rightly opted not to confiscate
Russia’s foreign currency reserves.

It requires unequivocal support for
the UN charter. It requires digital
sovereignty, which will entail harshly
taxing and restricting US tech
companies. It also requires establishing
a military autonomy, separate from
that of the US.

The right choices must be made. But
as poet Arthur Rimbaud wrote: “At
dawn, armed with a burning patience,
we shall enter the splendid cities.”
Christian Kopf
Member of the Euro50 Group,

Bad Homburg, Germany

UK should try Swiss model
of European cohabitation

Thank you for a serious report on
Switzerland, a much underrated and
almost completely unreported
European state and nation (The Big

Read, December 22).

I worked there for 15 years before
becoming an MP in 1994 and came to
admire the hidden qualities that other
European nations, especially the UK,
could learn from.

My favourite Swiss saying remains
“what is not compulsory is forbidden”
and the way competing religions,
languages and cultures have found a
modus vivendi over the centuries is
impressive. Mention is made in the
article of Switzerland’s minaret ban,
voted in a referendum in 2009. The
Swiss swerved round this openly
Islamophobic measure by giving
mosques permission to build heating
chimncy turrcts that allowed a call to
prayers for the new Swiss citizens not
of Christian faith.

The share of immigrants in the Swiss
population is twice as high as in Britain
— 31 per cent compared with 16 per
cent per cent — and while the Swiss, in
common with all of Europe, have anti-
immigrant politicians, the debate does
not attain the heights of open hate and
contenpt for immigrants now
promoted in Britain by the party
leading current opinion polls.

Finally, as Britain now accepts that
the near decade-long experiment of
isolation from Europe has made us
poorer and less important in the world,
the difficult but in the end productive
relationship the Swiss have established
with European partners after a
referendum in 1992 rejecting joining
the European Economic Area, the
antechamber to EU membership,
might serve as a model for the UK
government, the ruling Labour party
and o-her parties who realise that the
simplistic anti-European nostrums of
the Brexit era can be dumped in the
dustbin of history.

Denis MacShane

Former Minister of Europe and Former
Chair of the All-Party Swiss-UK
Parliamentary Group, London SW1, UK

The article by Myles McCormick and
Claire Jones (“Delayed data offers

limited clarity on state of US

economy’, Report, December 16)
reminds me ol how Jell Bezos, al a lech

conference in Turin, referred to the
extraordinary rise of Al stocks as a
“good” bubble (“Bezos hails Al as
‘good’ bubble with lasting benefits for
globe”, Report, October 4).

However as Tim Bradshaw noted in
the same article, this bubble has echoes
of the dotcom crash all over it. It is not
just this one sector that is concerning,
but the multiple circles of bloat that
appear linked in ways that mimic
dominoes. So aside from Al there is the
stratospheric levels of cryptocoins,
gold, the stock market and property.

As Katie Martin pointed out in early
October (“Trump’s attacks have a
chilling effect on Wall Street analysis”,
The Long View, October 4) analysts’

reports on everything from
employment to incomes are under the

shadow of threats from the White
House.
Put this in the context of the various

accounting schemes and problems like
that associated with the First Brands

bankruptcy, where it appears assets
were assigned to multiple loan
provisions and the extent of other off-
balance-sheet special purpose entities
(SPEs), could result in massive
liquidity problems (“Chanos highlights
‘red flags’ in private credit boom”,
Interview, October 4).

So we are surrounded by “good”
bubbles, skyrocketing cryptocoins,
metals, commodities and private credit
booms at a time when the data to use
to manoeuvre is locked up or “cooked”.

So it seems like investors are flying
blind.

Niccolo Caldararo
Department of Anthropology,
San Francisco State University,
San Francisco, CA, US

Keats and insomnia

Miranda Green’s column “Insomnia:
the productivity hack for 2026”
(Business Life, January 5) gives various
suggestions for dealing with the
problem.

After a lifetime of insomnia in the
early hours, I have finally found the
perfect remedy — the spoken word.

Lying in the dark, eyes closed,
earbuds in so as not to disturb the
other occupant of the bed, I listento
programmes downloaded from the
radio, BBC Radio Four is a favourite,
podcasts, stories and novels on Spotify,
language tapes.

No matter what, very soon “a drowsy
numbness pains my sense” and makes
me fall asleep.

Try it. You may end up better
informed, entertained, with new
language skills. More likely it will send
you back to sleep as surely “as though
of hemlock [you had] drunk”.

Vidya Borooah
Belfast, Northern Ireland, UK

William Shakespeare was both a stellar
investor and surprisingly focused on
getting rich.

So when Toby Nangle gives him only
a briel word in lis oltherwise excellent
article “Which genius from history
would have been the best investor?”
(I'T Alphaville, December 24) he does
not do him justice.

Shakespeare made three
spectacularly successful purchases: in
shares in his theatrical company, the
Lord Chamberlain’s Men, in 1594; in
the Globe Theatre, in 1599: and in the
Blackfriars Theatre, in 1608.
Shakespeare wisely both invested in
what he knew, and did not lose his
nerve in market setbacks: he stayed the
course when the theatres were closed
down due to the plague, and even when
the Globe lost its lease. As a result, at
his peak, he was probably bringing in
over £200 a year, about 20 times a
teacher’s salary, and was able to buy
New Place, one of the most impressive
houses in his home town of Stratford-
upon-Avon. Meanwhile, Ben Jonson
intermittently wound up in debtors’
prison, and John Lyly eked out extra
pennies in admin.

Once he had built his balance-sheet,
Shakespeare accumulated a portfolio of
hard assets, such as land, tithes and
properties, which provided
diversification. Shakespeare would
truthfully have been able to say, like
Antonio in The Merchant of Venice, “My
ventures are not in one bottom
trusted,/Nor to one place”.

But here’s “the rub”: Shakespeare
had such a marked desire for financial
gain that it occasionally led him to
push the boundaries, drawing him into
actions that seem in the plays to incur
opprobrium. In the 1590s, at Stratford,
he hoarded grain in a time of shortage,
for which he may have been
prosecuted.

Compare the words from Coriolanus:
“They ne'er cared for us yet: suffer us
to famish, and their store-houses
crammed with grain.” In 1604
Shakespeare took Philip Rogers, a

Stratford publican, to court for a little
over a pound, an amount that for

Shakespeare was negligible. Such
inflexibility might perhaps suggest
Egeus’ in A Midsummer Night's Dream,
and Angelo’s in Measure for Measure.
David Crook

CEO, Tail Wind Advisory & Management,
London W2, UK

Who will provide the
musical cheer for Gen-Zers?

With reference to your editorial
“Reasons for youthful cheer” (The FT
View, December 31) Ian Dury and the
Blockheads™ happy anthem “Reasons to
Be Cheerful, Part 3" always brings a
smile to the face of this baby boomer.
Have a listen.

Who is providing the musical cheer
for Gen-Zers?
Andrew McMahon
Pasadena, CA, US
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Dont be fooled — everything has changed for the global economy

Gita
Gopinath

wenty twenty-five was a
year when everything

changed — yet, somehow,

nothing did. The US raised

tariffs to their highest level
in almost a century, China retaliated
and global policy uncertainty intensi-
fied. And still, global growth is projected
at 3.2 per cent, exactly what forecasters
expected a year earlier when none of
this turbulence was on the horizon. It
would be a mistake, however, to think
the global economy is unaffected by tar-
iff fights and policy chaos.

We have seen this movie before.
When the Brexit referendum passed,
despite the sharp increase in uncer-
tainty, the economic impact was ini-

tially minimal. But a decade later,
the UK is estimated to have lost between

6 to 8 per cent of GDP relative to its
pre-Brexit trajectory. The lesson is sim-

ple: structural damage reveals itself
slowly, and always too late to be
reversed.

So why hasn’t the world felt the sting
of tariffs yet? The answer lies partly in
actual tariffs being around half of what
the US announced thanks to numerous
exemptions. Yet at 14 per cent this
remains a sharp escalation, the conse-
quences of which had two offsets. First,
Al spending and the stock market surge
powered by Al optimism have propped
up US growth and buoyed economies
like Taiwan and South Korea that export
Al-related goods. Second, fiscal policy
has been more expansionary, not only in
the US, but even more so in Germany
and China. These forces masked the
drag from Americantariffs and Chinese
retaliation. They also made 2025 look
far more stable than it actually was.

The global economy is more fragile
than headline numbers suggest, starting
with the fragility in the Al sector. Inves-
tors have finally begun to question the
gap between sky-high Al valuations and
actual Al returns. Companies like Meta,
which have signalled massive increases
in Al spending without corresponding

revenue streams, have been punished.
And they are not alone. AI companies
will soon have to confront a harsh chal-
lenge: prompts cost money, which
means subscriptions will need to rise.
$20 a month won’t cover the prompt-
costs or sustain the infrastructure arms
race against new challengers.

This is not a statement about Al’s
potential, which is in all likelihood

Damage from tariffs will
grow more visible as the
resilience afforded by
frontloaded imports fades

transformative. It is a statement about
profitability. With competitive pressure
both seen and unseen, the risk of a dot-
com-style correction isreal.
Meanwhile, the celebrated “resil-
ience” to tariffs is deeply misleading.

Tariffs have been costly, and especially
so for Americans. Roughly 95 per cent of

tariff costs have been absorbed by US
firms, with only some passed on to con-

sumers. That “some” matters: tariffs
alone have added 0.7 percentage points
to inflation. Without them, inflation
could have been 2 per cent this year —
exactly the Federal Reserve’s target.
Instead, tariffs have made the typical US
household $600 poorer.

'T'he damage from tariffs will grow
more visible in 2026 as the resilience
afforded by frontloaded imports fades
and companies pass through a higher
share of costs to consumers.

China also needs to face up to some
uncomfortable truths. Continued reli-
ance on export-led growth is untenable,
and Beijing’s new five-year plan, which
prioritises allocating resources to
technology sectors over shoring up
social safety nets and boosting con-
sumption, risks deepening structural
imbalances.

Europe, for its part, has played the
adultin the room by defending a rules-
based global system, but it still needs to
pursue internal reforms on its own
account. The EU must deepen its single
market, raise productivity and position
itself as an attractive destination for glo-
bal capital seeking diversification.

And the US is not helping. Unfriend- :
ing the EU — its largest economic part-
ner — is poor economic strategy. While :
nothing catastrophic happens over- :
night, Europeans are trying quietly :
and gradually to decouple from US :
financial infrastructure, as they jques- :
tion their reliance on Visa and Master- :
card. Just a year ago this would have :

been unthinkable.

The reality is that 2025 was a year :
when everything changed. The question
now is whether 2026 will be the yearwe :
correct course. There is an opportunity: :
the US holds the G20 presidency and :
France the G7 presidency. Togetherthey :
can spur action to restore stabilitytoan :
uncertain and increasingly fragmented :

global system.

If we fail to act, living standards eve-
rywhere will decline and the inward-

support today will become unpopular.
But by then it may be too late.

The writer isthe Gregory and Ania Coffey

Professor of Economics at Harvard Univer-
sity and formerly First Deputy Managing
Director and Chief Economist of the INF
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Greenland
could be next
for Trump

POLITICS

hough a teetotaller, Donald

Trump has an “alcoholic’s

personality”, according to

Susie Wiles, his chief of

staff. Addictive personali-
ties tend to be compulsive risk-takers.
Doing what makes you feel good sus-
pends the pain.

In Trump’s case, that pain is increas-
ingly domesticand the cure foreign. The
more dire his situation at home — his
poll numbers are bad and show no sign
of improving — the greater the tempta-
tion of getting a fix abroad.

That almost every US president shifts
to foreign policy as their time wears on
offers little guidance on Trump. He has
learned that it is far easier to skirt the
polite fiction of international law than
US court rulings. In explaining why he
ordered the abduction of Venezuela’s
Nicolas Maduro last Saturday, Trump
cited a US warrant. He sent the sheriff
into the jungleto retrieve a fugitive from
American justice. It worked like a
charm. As long as the target is out-
gunned, success is assured.

Trump is increasingly confident of his
unchecked control over America’s war
machine. Denmark’s anxiety is thus jus-
tified. Without prompting, he raised

Tymofiy
Mylovanov

hether our war with the

Russian empire ends in

weeks, months or years,

all Ukrainians know

that the big question for
our future is this: how do we build a new
Ukraine that is stronger, freer and more
prosperous than the one that Vladimir
Putin invaded in 2014 and 20227 How
do we avoid the pitfalls of corruption
and cronyism, bureaucracy and ineffi-
ciency, that made us vulnerable to a
tyrant’s aggression?

The answer is simple to describe but
will be difficult to deliver. We will need
to harness the same approaches that
have enabled the Ukrainian armed
forces to resist a full-scale invasion by
one of the largest and best-equipped
armies in the world over the past couple
of years.

First, we need to spread a start-up cul-

Greenland at his post-Maduro appear-

ance last Sunday. He has several times
since then affirmed that “we need”

Greenland. Denmark’s prime minister,

Mette Frederiksen, says “it makes abso-
lulely no sense Lo lal< aboul Lhe need Lo

take over Greenland”. To which Trump
simply repeats that Greenland is essen-
tial to US security.

“You know what Denmark did

recently to boost up security in Green-
land?” he asked. “They added one more

dogsled.”

Such is Trump’s fixation that he
appointed a Green and envoy — the

Republican governor of Louisiana, Jeff

Landry — just before Christmas. “It’s an
honour to serve you in this volunteer

position to make Gre2nland a part of the
US,” Landry said. Last year Trump dis-
patched his vice-president, JD Vance,
uninvited to Greenland to survey the
territory. Anyone who is confident that

Trump is merely trolling should book a
holiday in Caracas.

But why Greenland? First, because it
would be easy. Much like “Operation
Absolute Resolve” in Venezuela, Trump
could annex Greenland from the perfor-
mative comfort of the situation room
(he created a look-alike in Mar-a-Lago).
It would take an hour or two and risk
no US casualties. That way Trump
can keep emulating Barack Obama,
those iconic pictures of whom watching

the 2011 killing of Osama bin Laden he
so envies. Though Danes are no paci-

fists, resisting the superpower would

be suicidal.
Second, adding Greenland to his col-

umn would be lucrative. Trump’s liber-

tarian friends have been eyeing it for
some time. Peter Thiel, who wantsto set
up crypto-empowered “network states”
on undeveloped territory, has invested
in Praxis, a start-up that aims to do just
that and which has scouted Greenland.
Trump’s ambassador to Denmark, Ken
Howery, was a co-founder with Thiel
and Elon Musk of PayPal. Silicon Valley
is awash with billionaires invested in
one kind of networked venture or
another. Greenland is high on most lists.
Unlike Mars, occupying Greenland is
doable.

On top of pleasing the libertarians,
taking Greenland would go down well
with Maga ideologues, since it would
kill Nato in one swoop. Denmark could
invoke article V in which an attack on

The president is
increasingly confident of
his unchecked control over
Americas war machine

one is an attack on all. Since America

leads Nato, the treaty would be void.
No ally would come to Denmark’s
defence. Were Denmark to accept the
fait accompli, the result would be the
same. Either way, geography, not law,
would do Trump’s explaining. Though
a slice of Greenland sits in the eastern
hemisphere, most of it lies in the
western.

It is plausible that developments in

Venezuela could keep Trump’s focus on
the Caribbean rather than the Arctic.
A strike on a Colombian coca planta-
tion, or a Mexican fentanyl site, would
not be a shock. Cuba, likewise, should
watch its back. Though Trump also
covets Canada as America’s 51st state,
he has largely stopped airing that ambi-
tion since Mark Carney replaced Justin
Trudeau as prime minister last year.
On the spectrum of Trump’s public
musiags, Canada is at the trolling

end. The stars and stripes, on the other
hand, could rise over Greenland at any

time.
The betting among Trump’s domestic
opponents is that he will risk more as his

Ukraines military holds lessons for its postwar future

ture throughout the government and
civilian economy. In wartime, it has
been military units like Khartiia and the
3rd Assault Brigade that have trans-
formed the methods and morale of the
Ukrainian military and made it aworld
leader in technological innovation and
tactical agility.

After the war, government depart-
ments and state-owned businesses
must institutionalise the same
approach. They should create small and
agile teams with the authority to bypass
bureaucracy and deliver quick but
effective fixes to problems. We need
ministers to follow the example of
defence minister Mykhailo Fedorov,
former minister of digital transforma-
tion, and treat policy challenges like
engineering, adopting “tech” methods
of decomposition — breaking down a
problem into smaller parts — prototyp-
ing and rapid testing.

Second, we need to copy the armed
forces’ relentless focus on results. Com-
manders in Ukraine’s best battalions are
assessed against a range of measures —
the value of enemy equipment
destroyed per mission and the effi-

ciency of strikes by type of equipment
used. The results are translated into
electronic scores which are then used to
support procurement, resource alloca-
tion and personnel promotions.
Afterthe war, the government should
adopt aset ot deliverables (energy resil-
ience, defence output, investment
inflows, school recovery, anti-corrup-
tion enforcement) and publish regular
progress reports on each measure. Min-

Government too should
create small and agile
teams with the authority to
bypass bureaucracy

isters and officials should be promoted
and rewarded based on the outcomes
they deliver. Budgets and procurement
should be open and subject to independ-
ent audit. A focus on results combined
with intense accountability and radical
transparency can apply the shock treat-
ment that lethargic bureaucracies need
to become dynamic and productive.

Third, we need to invest in our natural
strengths: people and innovation. We
didn’t hold off the invaders because we
had bigger tanks or more artillery. We
did so by being cleverer and more crea-
tive. We designed new drones for both
airborne and maritime deployment,
developed experimental methods and
tactics in applied laboratories and
trained our troops to exploit the possi-
bilities offered by artificial intelligence
and big data.

After the war, we need to increase the
amount we spend on the education of
the maths, science and engineering stu-
dentswho will become the authors and
enablers of the technologies of the
future. At the Kyiv School of Economics,
we spend $10,000 per student while
most publicly funded Ukrainian univer-
sities spend far less than $3,000 by my
estimation.

We need to accompany increased
spending on students’ education
with investment in laboratories and
research infrastructure to underpin our
burgeoning military, health and
agrilech sectors.

There are few places in the world

fortunes decline. Trump’s lawlessress is
: cars.
Democrats are expected to retake the
: robotaxis? Driverless cars are often
The pressure to release the unredacted :
: tion and their developers have long
Trump has done so, which he has made
. vehicles more safely than humans. They
can come from theimpression thathe is
hell-bent on suppressing what he is :

inversely related to his political woes.
House of Representatives in November.
Jetfrey Epstein files will not abate until

clear he never will. No good publicity

legally obliged to make public.

Even the normally pliant US Supreme
: still too scon to know whether robot

strikes down the bulk of Trump’s tariffs. :
Courts regularly block his deployment :
: the US, where the death count rose by
over 25 per cent between 2010 and
: 2023. An American is more than twice
: aslikely todie in a crash as a Canadian
of the US military overseas. Nor, asinhis :

. likely asanIsraeli or Spaniard.

Court could deliver bad news soon if it

of the US military in American cities. So
far Trump has largely complied with

judicial rulings. By contrast, there isno
court that can realistically check his use

first term, are there any voices around
him counselling restraint.
As a source of shock value, mission

accomplished and moneymaking,
Trump always has Greenland. His

temptation is only likely to grow.

edward.luce@ft.com

Europe
does not
need
driverless cars

David
Zipper

et ready, Europe. The
robotaxis are coming. This
year, Londoners could see
driverless cars from China’s
Baidu and Waymo, the self-

. driving subsidiary of Google’s Alphabet.
: Tensor Auto and GreenMobility are
looking policies that command popular :
: Copenhagen while Stellantis and
: Pony.ai want to do the same in Luxem-
. bourg. European Commission President
: Ursula von der Leyen has voiced her
i support: “Self-driving cars are already a
. reality in the United States and China.
: The same should be true here in
. Lurope.”

planning to launch autonomous carsin

She is right about the first part.

: Autonomous rides are available in Chi-
. nese cities like Beijing and Wuhan and
in the US, where I live, driverless cars
: from Waymo, Zoox and Tesla navigate
. the streets of cities like San Francisco,

Los Angeles, Phoenix and Austin.

: 'Waymo is reported to provide 450,000
. paid trips per week.

Driverless journeys can be pleasantly

. private, albeit too expensive for most
. people to take them regularly (Waymo
: rides often cost around a third more
. than Uber taxis). But to win over regula-
. tors and the general public, American
. robotaxi companieshave also presented
. themselves as an urgently needed solu-

. tion to the country’s abysmal record of
: crash deaths.

Such messaging is of dubious rele-

. vance to Europe, however, where road-
. ways are already much safer than those
: in the US. Furthermore, Europeans

. are more likely to bike and ride public
: transportation — travel modes that

By inviting robotaxis into
their narrow, busy streets,
continental cities risk
worsening congestion
are vulnerable to a deluge of self-driving

So why, exactly, does Europe want

perceived as an embodiment of innova-
claimed that computers can operate
will not drive inebriated, exhausted
ordistracted.

Unaffiliated experts, such as Phil

Koopman at Carnegie Mellon, say it is

drivers arereally safer. But a technologi-
cal fix for crashes would be agodsend in

or Korean and more than three times as

Europe is in a different situation.

. Smaller cars, higher transit use and

. more pedestrianised areas make roads
: safer. In 2023, the European Union aver-

: aged roughly 4.5 crash deaths per
: 100,000 residents, less than half the
. American equivalent. Roads in non-EU
. member states like Britain and Norway

. i were even safer. A handful of Nordic cit-

vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv

where the new possibilities of Al have
been put to faster or more practical use
than in Ukraine’s fight against Russia.
We must make our country a centre for

purposes too.

Like the people of West Germany after
1945, and the people of South Korea
after 1953, like our neighbours in Poland
after 1989, we can become an example
to the free world. As a member of the

partner of the United Kingdom ard the
United States, we can build a fortress of

rubble of war.
In 2022 the Ukrainian people discov-

ered within themselves the capacity for

cando it again.

ture in Ukraine

. ies like Helsinki have almost eliminated
. fatal crashes by slowing cars down.

This means the upside of robotaxisin

. Europc is lower. And there arc consider
. able downsides to introducing autono-
: mous cars into transportation networks
. that do not revolve around motor vehi-
. cles. Robotaxis have caused relatively
. few problems in car-centric American
: cities like Phoenix. But in San Francisco
. they have blocked bike lanes and
the rapid application of Al to civilian :
. haps should be a warning for European
It we tear up the old Soviet ways ot :
doing things and embrace aculturz that :
values people who innovate and achieve :
results, we can build a new Ukraine. :
. uniquely inefficient means of moving
. large numbers of people when space is
: ata premium. By inviting robotaxis into
. their narrow, busy streets, European cit-
. ies risk worsening congestion. In Cali-
European Union, and a close ally and :
: almost half their time “deadheading™ —
: driving around empty — which
freedom and prosperity out of the :
. would undermine the quality of life and
: economic productivity that European
leaders like von der Leyen want.
greatness and astonished the world. We :
. pared to arace — one European carmak-
ers have yet to start. If so, this is a race
The writer is president of the Kyiv School
of Economics and a former minister of :
economic development, trade and agricul-
. Mobility Initiative

obstructed transit vehicles. Such mis-

leaders not to let their cities become
beholden to the automobile.

Technological marvels they may be,
but robotaxis are still cars and cars are a

fornia, data shows that Waymos spend

increases trattic. Gridlocked cities

Robotaxi deployment has been com-

Europeansshould skip altogether.

The wriler is a senior fellow at the MIT



