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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 o� 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 justi�es 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 con�dence 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 su�ering 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.

Letter against spirit
The Election Commission’s mandate is
to ensure no Indian is disenfranchised 

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 �scal prudence.
Apart from nearly two lakh employees under the
OPS, there are around six lakh government sta�
under the Contributory Pension Scheme (CPS)
since April 2003. It is this section that has been
urging the DMK to ful�l its electoral assurance —
OPS restoration. The new scheme, which blends
the OPS and the Uni�ed Pension Scheme (UPS)
that is in force for central government sta� 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 �ve 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 sta� covered under the OPS is expect-
ed to retire, the State government will have to
provide for the retirement of OPS sta� as well as
its share of contribution for TAPS employees. The
current �nancial 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 �rst 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 �ngers crossed over the likely
impact of the restructuring of GST (from Septem-
ber 22) on its �nances. After the “successful” Bi-
har example where the ruling dispensation hand-
ed out election-eve doles, the managers of State
�nances 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 �nancial position.

The middle path
The Assured Pension Scheme of

Tamil Nadu is a good compromise 

W
e tend to quantify the tragedy of
the terror attack in Mumbai 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
o�ered 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 speci�ed central
agencies to query databases across 21 categories,
routed through provider organisations spanning
identity and assets, travel and movement,
�nancial intelligence and telecommunications.

Even in its early days, the unease was visible.
NATGRID was �rst 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
�rst-phase allocation of ₹1,002.97 crore branded
“Horizon–I”.

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

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 �rst
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 o�cers 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 �ltering.
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 di�erent
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
a�uent, 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
misidenti�cation may carry a blood price.

Second, the tyranny of scale. The danger of
modern analytics is not omniscience, but
ubiquity. NATGRID reportedly classi�es queries
by sensitivity, and o�cials maintain that every
access is logged and justi�ed. 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 �rearms 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.

‘Natgrid’, the search engine of digital authoritarianism

Apar Gupta

is a lawyer and the
Founder Director of
the Internet 
Freedom Foundation

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

W
ill Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
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 e�ective 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 di�erence, coaxing AMR out of the
rare�ed 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

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 �rst
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 su�cient, 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 e�ectively. 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 di�erent 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 �ve
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

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

Ramya Kannan

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

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,

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

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, e�ectively sidelines
international norms. The
inability of the UN, the ICJ
and the wider international
community to respond

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.

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

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
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STATE OF PLAY

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

er in West Bengal triggered a
political row by asking hus-
bands to “lock up their wives”
who are bene�ciaries 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
the BJP’s “anti-women” mind-
set. The BJP State committee
leader Kalipada Sengupta was
made to apologise for his
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
bene�ciaries — 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 reserved categories.

Electoral edge
The political impact has been
unmistakable. The scheme
has helped keep large sections
of the women electorate �rm-
ly aligned with the Trinamool
Congress despite serious inci-
dents of violence against wo-
men — including the rape and
murder of a doctor at Kolka-
ta’s R.G Kar Medical College
and Hospital in August 2025.

Data from the 2021 Assemb-

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
of how cash incentive
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-
ne�t of ₹10,000 announced in
Bihar before elections, the Tri-
namool chairperson argued
that her government delivers
sustained annual support
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 welfare
schemes catering to di�erent
social groups has become a
de�ning feature of the Baner-
jee administration. By her
own count, the State now runs
95 welfare schemes, with
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

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.

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
bene�ciaries 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.

Cash politics, development paradox
Lakshmir Bhandar scheme has proved electorally transformative 

Shiv Sahay Singh
shivsahay.s@thehindu.co.in
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MADRAS, Jan. 7: The Food Corporation of India,
which is to build up a sizable bu�er 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
bu�er 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.

FIFTY YEARS AGO JANUARY 8, 1976

World Bank aid for food
godowns

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

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. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JANUARY 8, 1926

Indian Birds to Fiji Islands

I
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 �elds,
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 in�uence 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 A�airs
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 rea�rm a simple truth:
when young people are trusted
and given space, they do not

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-�owing
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
purpose.

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 re�ned through dialogue
and exchange, not �ltered out by
geography, language or
background. In doing so, the
Dialogue ensures that every young
person who participates has both
a voice and a platform to amplify
it.

India’s youth have always been
at the heart of the nation’s
de�ning 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
�rst 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 �rst 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 con�dence to
lead and the commitment to
serve. India’s youth are ready. The
nation must be ready to walk with
them.

Youth leadership is key to Viksit Bharat

Mansukh
Mandaviya 

is the Union Minister

of Youth A�airs and

Sports, and Labour

and Employment,

Government of India

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

T
he Household Consump-
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 �ve
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 �rst
comprehensive update to MPCE
data in over a decade, o�ering va-
luable insights into India’s shifting
consumption landscape. These
�ndings 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 ₹39 per ₹100) and ru-
ral areas (from ₹59 to ₹47 per ₹100)
con�rms 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, �sh, 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-

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

The reduction in per capita fuel
spending re�ects policy successes,
such as Saubhagya (rural electri�-
cation) and PM Ujjwala Yojana
(LPG access). Lower urban spend-
ing may also re�ect the use of
energy-e�cient 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 signi�cantly (₹4.46 to ₹6.58
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 ₹21.87
to ₹35.82 per ₹100), re�ects 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-
�ect 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.

How every ₹100 is spent by Indian households
Indians are shifting from subsistence needs to aspirational and service-oriented spending

K. Chandrasekar
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Number of public
health facilities
certi�ed under NQAS

50,373
More than

50,000

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. PTI

NEWS IN NUMBERS

Vehicles which were
involved in illegal
mining seized 

631
Police seized 631 vehicles

involved in illegal mining,

and imposed fines

amounting to nearly ₹1 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. PTI

Applications received
with suggestions for
the 2025 Seeds Bill 

9,000
The

government

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. PTI

Villagers evacuated in
the Philippines due to
volcanic eruptions

3,000
A series of

mild

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. PTI

Electors removed from
draft list of 12 States,
UTs in SIR Phase 2

6.5
In crore. The names of 6.5

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). 

COMPILED BY THE HINDU DATA TEAM

T
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 quanti�ed climate
targets, grounded in the principle of
“common but di�erentiated
responsibilities” — a position that re�ects
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
e�ciency 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
MtCO2e 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

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
tari� 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 di�er 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 �rst 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

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 �gure 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 o�cial �gures do not
capture the de�nition’s elasticity. The
Forest Survey of India’s de�nition 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 A�orestation Fund Act
(2016), approximately ₹95,000 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 �ve 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

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 speci�c 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 e�ort 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 in�ux will now no
longer su�ce. 

The upcoming �ve 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 quanti�ed 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.

India’s 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

Deepanshu Mohan
Nagappan Arun
Saksham Raj
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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.

�

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 o�icial
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.

�

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 di�er sharply due
to limitations in renewable
integration and intermittency
patterns.
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with the subject ‘Text & Context’

X

QUESTION 1

Name her
groundbreaking critique
of patriarchy, often
regarded a foundational
feminist literature, which
was listed on the
Vatican’s ‘index of
forbidden books’. 
X

QUESTION 2

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

Goncourt.
X

QUESTION 3

Name the only play written
by Simone de Beauvoir. 
X

QUESTION 4

Name her treatise published
in 1947 which deals with
themes including freedom,
oppression, and
responsibility, expounding
on the idea that ‘human
freedom requires the
freedom of others for it to be
actualised’. 
X

QUESTION 5

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

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

THE DAILY QUIZ

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

X

Visual question: 

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

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

Vighnesh P. Venkitesh

What is the di�erence 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 e�ort. 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 o�ces 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 o�cials 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 �xed. 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 di�erence between “sink”
and “drown”? (P. Velayudham,
Chowdepalle, Chittoor District)
Only living things can drown. When you
drown, you die because your lungs
become �lled 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
a�oat. 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 �oating.

Published in The Hindu on March 30,
1999.

Know your
English
S. Upendran

FROM THE ARCHIVES

R
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 �xed
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,
uni�ed 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 re�ects 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 �rst-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) re�ects on
the journey of television in India from its
humble beginnings in 1959 to a
�ourishing sector; how Doordarshan
started o� 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, �nancing 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 e�ect
IAS o�cer 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
�rst live broadcast of the cricket World
Cup; the advent of satellite transmission;
the �rst live election coverage; building
Doordarshan’s international presence;
and the onslaught of private networks.

Ghose’s attempts at reforming
Doordarshan put him in con�ict 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 �rst 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 ful�l its public
service mandate, re�ecting diversity and
inclusivity. 

But does it? Its existence today is no
less important, but perhaps di�erent.

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

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Shaping discourse: The Minister of Information and Broadcasting, Vasanth Sathe, laying the foundation for Doordarshan Kendra in Bangalore in 1981. HINDU PHOTO ARCHIVES
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DIGITAL EXPERIENCE 

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 I 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.
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tributing pamphlets in various mosques in
Delhi against the verdict of this Court in the
Babri Masjid matter, which pamphlets were
allegedly aimed at mobilising students of
Jamia Millia Islamia University to participate
in a protest proposed to be held on 06.12.2019
at 4:30 pm at the Polytechnic Lawn, JMI,
against the introduction of the CAB.

Umar Khalid, along with Nadeem Khan, is
alleged to have directed one Amanullah to
visit Muslim-dominated localities and
mobilise residents for protests, while also
encouraging greater participation of women
and children, with the purported intent
that their presence would
deter the police from disman-
tling protest sites.

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

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

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
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
`2,00,000 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.

Editor’s

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.

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: An electoral 
test for Gen Z

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 for years, 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 naïve 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 façade.

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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RAJYOGI BRAHMA
KUMAR NIKUNJ JI

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).

It is 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,
warrants their enlargement on bail notwith-
standing the statutory embargo contained in
Section 43D(5) of the UAPA, as the right to a
speedy trial is recognised as an essential facet
under Article 21 of the Constitution of India.

The Supreme Court pointed out that the
common counter-affidavit and the Trial Court’s
order record that, at various stages, the pros-
ecution expressed readiness to proceed,
including preparedness to commence argu-
ments on charge, while objections, requests
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
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
contact with a radical communal group
known as Students of Jamia. According to the
charge-sheet, the group was engaged in dis-
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Kindness, meditation and the courage to heal

A worker prepares colourful kite strings ahead of the Lohri festival,
in Amritsar. PHOTO: PTI
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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

August 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

liberty: a promise by the convict

to return after the permitted

period. In India, the Prisons Act,

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

in the fairness of punishment for

everyone across India.

GANAPATHI | AKOLA
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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
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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
of the world, with Africa,
Southeast Asia, and Latin
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,
the impact has been closer to 10 per cent.

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
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 AI 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 AI 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
defeat in 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

with partner countries.
India faced turbulence due to higher

US tariffs, record foreign portfolio out-
flows, and the rupee sliding past 91 to 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 r isk  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 AI, 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.

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-
ing experience. For many institutions,
exposure to industry is limited to a
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.

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
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.

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 AI 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 AI 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
a media 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-

racy. Modern AI 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
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-

es recommend 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
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.
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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,
lutet ium,  scandium,  and yttr ium
(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.

Tariffs and triumph: India outpaces the global economy
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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

India’s employability crisis:
Industry-integrated learning
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Translating trust into action: Communication
is central to AI governance
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T
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
rea�rmed 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 a trust in the British Virgin Islands,
not for a Ledger Nano X sitting in a
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 from a
custodial exchange to a self-hosted
wallet frequently marks the end of the
reporting trail. From the perspective of
the tax authority, the asset e�ectively
vanishes. Monitoring crypto through
CRS is 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

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.

CARF 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

register as reporting entities under the
Prevention of Money Laundering Act.
Yet without international
interoperability, these measures remain
domestically bounded in a borderless
market.

Illicit actors exploit this mismatch,
moving value across chains, platforms,
and jurisdictions to evade siloed
oversight. While blockchain analytics
can o�er 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 e�ective in taxing
outcomes but o�er 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 a vital 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
a tested 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 e�ectively
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
crypto is not legitimising it. It is the
minimum condition for governing a
modern financial system.

The writers are respectively Assistant Professor and
former Distinguished Professor at National Law
University Delhi

Closing India’s crypto blind spot

The Crypto-Asset
Reporting Framework
does not eliminate
opacity, but it materially
reduces it by standardising
data collection and exchange
across jurisdictions
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T
he year-end gig workers’ strike may not have
dented platform balance sheets or a�ected
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.

This situation invokes a larger
demographic context. The World Bank and
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. It is in
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 snu�ng 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
a share 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,
o�ers 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. E�ective 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 su�ocated, even as it activates
welfare mechanisms for workers.

Gig realities
Regulate the platform sector, without suffocating it 
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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
e�ective 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

in the 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
this end. 
Kosaraju Chandramouli
Hyderabad

Cover co-op banks, too
This refers to ‘PSB’s geared to move
to weekly reporting of credit data

from July 1’ (January 7). This is a
welcome step in the process of
transparency in bank transactions.
However, the RBI 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
among a large section of teachers,
many of whom remain unconvinced
about its long-term value. Their
concern is 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
o�ers 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 o�ering 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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I
ndian Railways (IR) recently sprung
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
by km 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
tra�c. At best, the revenue increase
would be about ₹1,200 crore from the
former and ₹300 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

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 tra�c 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 ₹800
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 a revamped reservation system
with advanced anti-bot technology,

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.

If IR’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 I and AC II classes,
chosen for comfort rather than

a�ordability, subsidised? If AC III and
Chair Car services are the only ones that
break even, why the persistent emphasis
on non-AC coaches? It is entirely
feasible to introduce AC Chair Cars with
more than 100 seats at a�ordable 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 di�erential
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
a respectable 80-100 kmph?

On every ticket, IR proudly proclaims
a 43 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

Ways to reform railway finances

Sudhanshu Mani

REQUIRED. Imaginative initiatives to
boost revenues GETTY IMAGES

Besides fare hikes, Indian Railways should focus on innovative pricing, and exit from suburban services
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T
he Production Linked
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
to about 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
PLI years, 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

sector ensued mainly due to the
PLI nudge. Electronics output
nearly doubled from ₹554,461
crore in 2020-21 to ₹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
a firm rise before the PLI era,
increasing from $1,868.05 million
to $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. 

PLI has increased 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 e�ective 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

PLI push is paying off

Biplab Kumar Guru
Suryasnata Das

POST PLI. Steel sector witnesses
turnaround ISTOCK

Marked output gains in steel, electronics, pharma
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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. SBI 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. 

thehindubusinessline.

TWENTY YEARS AGO TODAY.

ACROSS

01. Wedding (8)

04. Forehead (4)

08. Indicate agreement (3)

09. Throttle (5)

10. Spirit (3)

11. Rain-bringing wind in Asia (7)

12. Bury (5)

13. Unable to see anything

(5,2,1,3)

17. Recess in wall (5)

18. Pull faces (7)

20. Misery (3)

21. The mind (5)

22. Mineral aggregate (3)

23. Over; cheated (4)

24. Helpless, futile (8)

DOWN

01. Notes equalling two

crotchets (6)

02. Fieldwork, two faces

forming salient (5)

03. Low cry of pain (5)

05. Boating event (7)

06. Bleak, like January (6)

07. A piece for 

declaiming (10)

09. Make of 

porcelain (5,5)

14. Reading-desk (7)

15. Chewed as at bone (6)

16. Cuts o� (6)

18. Final resting-place (5)

19. Unaccompanied (5)

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)

10. It must be set to catch mother's ruin (3)

11. A wind, but not here, Scotsman will get shortly (7)

12. Put one under at home, Michaelmas being endless (5)

13. Venetian, cricketer-like, can't see a thing (5,2,1,3)

17. In Munich eventually space was found to put statue (5)

18. Forbidding winning service, pull a face (7)

20. You and I have swallowed nothing but misery (3)

21. Thinking power comes from one taking bran about (5)

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)

DOWN

01. In the chemist's, drops the notes (6)

02. Bit of fortification for revolutionary with an

afterpart (5)

03. Unhappy sound proceeding from organ (5)

05. For instance, in desert Terriers find occasion

for boaters (7)

06. Gain the attempt like in January (6)

07. A telling performance? (10)

09. China had five bob on a classic (5,5)

14. Read here and learn of a loss, etc,

unfortunately in it (7)

15. Used molars, for example, dawn breaking (6)

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

one (5)

EASY

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

BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2593

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2592

NOT SO EASY

T
he idea that economic
growth leads to more
employment is at one level
so obvious that it has
become axiomatic among

economists and policymakers. After all,
higher production will require more
inputs, and presumably labour is a
crucial input for many, if not most,
activities. Therefore, it is 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 typically a
policy goal. So it is also assumed that
within sectors and activities, per unit
labour requirements may (and should)
decrease, but overall economic
expansion will ensure that — until full
employment or full capacity utilisation is
achieved — aggregate output increases
will generate additional employment.

It is recognised that the response of
job creation to output growth (or the
employment elasticity of output growth)
will vary, especially with more
labour-saving technological change.
Estimates of the employment elasticity
of output growth, and how that changes
over time, are therefore important. Even
so, it is generally accepted that even if
such elasticities are low or declining,
they will 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
employment has played out in the
decade 2014-2024. Chart 1 shows how
the aggregate relationship has changed
for the world as a whole and across the
major regions. Chart 2 shows the
employment elasticities of output
growth based on these indicators.

While the relationship between
aggregate GDP growth and total
employment (covering also
self-employment, informal employment,
part-time employment, etc.) was
positive, two features stand out. The first
is the quite stark di�erence in growth
rates of GDP and of employment for the
world as a whole, explained by labour
productivity growth which seems to
have been very rapid over this period. 

But the second — and possibly more
startling — feature is the significant
variation across regions, not only in
aggregate changes but in employment
elasticities.

Thus, the Arab States and the Asia and
Pacific region are outliers in opposite
directions. In the Arab States, GDP grew
more slowly than employment, resulting
in employment elasticities significantly
greater than one and negative changes in
labour productivity. In the Asia and
Pacific region, GDP increased very
substantially, mostly associated with
significant increases in labour
productivity, such that the employment
elasticity of output was extremely low. 

In Africa, employment elasticities
were also high, close to unity. In the
Americas and 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 su�cient
understanding of actual economic
processes within the regions. In
addition, lumping together aggregate
changes over a decade can obscure
short-term relationships — and that
between output and employment
obviously must operate over the short
term.

Another approach could be to
examine the changes in GDP and in the
active worker population ratio in each
year, to see if 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 capita income (see Table),
using data from the World Bank’s World
Development Indicators.

Chart 3 shows the trends for the world

as a whole since 2000, and it suggests a
very di�erent relationship — almost a
non-relationship — between GDP
growth and employment. It is true that
GDP growth has been 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 slightly in
most of the years of this quarter century. 

Certainly, there is little evidence of a
short-term positive relationship with
GDP growth. The lags, where they are
evident, also do not appear to have much

economic rationale.
The picture changes slightly according

to income groups. The high income
countries (HICs) shown in the Table do
indeed show a positive relationship, with
changes in employment to population
ratios closely tracking GDP growth. The
changes in the employment-GDP ratio
are much lower than those in GDP, but
they are generally in the same direction.
Therefore, in high income countries,
employment appears to follow the
business cycle, as expected.

But the same cannot be said for the
other country groupings. Indeed, the
lack of correlation between the two
variables that can be observed for the
world as a whole is really because of these
other country groupings.

The Table shows that in both upper
and lower middle income countries,
employment-population ratios have
been mostly stagnant (with the
exception of the pandemic year 2020
which showed a significant decline and
then a recovery in the following year).
But even more notably, the changes in
the ratio have been negative throughout
this period, barring a few most recent
years.

JOBLESS GROWTH

What is clear is that the more rapid GDP
growth in these middle income countries
(which as a group have the highest GDP
growth rates) did not lead to increases in
the employment-population ratio either
in that year or the following year, or
through the period as a whole. In other
words, the employment-population
ratio has not only been inelastic with
respect to income growth, but has in
many years 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.

Such a pattern definitely calls into
question any positive relationship
between output and employment in
most countries in the world. Clearly, the
factors determining employment
generation are more complex and
deserve to be analysed carefully to put in
place the appropriate strategies.

But first, governments and those who
advise them have to stop assuming the
GDP increases will be enough to create
more jobs.

Growth need not generate jobs
The tenuous link between growth and employment has broken down in some parts of the world 

CP CHANDRASHEKHAR, JAYATI GHOSH

MACROSCAN.

e2213679

e2213679



Impressive growth

The first advance estimates (FAEs) of gross domestic product (GDP) for this 

financial year, released on Wednesday by the National Statistics Oice (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 

in the 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 

of ~357.14 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 diicult 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

India is urbanising at an unprecedented speed and scale, with nearly 60 per cent of 

Indians, close to 800 million citizens, expected to live 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. 

It has 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 rolls if 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 disempowerment of local bodies is compounded by lack of finan-

cial autonomy. 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 to citizens, and can be 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. 

They are best-positioned to provide basic services

Maintaining the momentum will be challenging   

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-
mercially imprudent 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 actors who 
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-
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 so long 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 

with massive defaults to non-bank creditors over dec-
ades remains eligible. By treating all de jure 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. If bank-
ruptcy law fails to distinguish honest 
failure from fraud, affording a second 
chance to the former while sanction-
ing the latter, it risks chilling entrepre-
neurship and, in turn, undermining 
the economy’s growth trajectory. 

Business cycles rarely conform to 
a one-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. 
Acknowledging its 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 
deepest institutional 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. It extends to persons acting in concert and 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 
a promoter who was eligible 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-
tion 29A, which operates globally.  Once disqualified, a 
person and all its connected persons are excluded from 
every insolvency proceeding, irrespective of the asset, 
the sector, or the circumstances. This materially 
shrinks the 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, is arbitrarily 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-
ive and 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 a final 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 is real, 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 
realise its 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. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The authors are, respectively, a former distinguished 
professor and an assistant professor at the National 
Law University, Delhi

Innovative activity is widely recognised as a key driver 
of competitiveness and economic growth. Its impor-
tance has only 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 — present a more encouraging pic-
ture. Patents filed in India have also 
surged, from 24,326 in 2020-21 to 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 
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, but in 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 organisations such as the 
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-

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 
developing its innovative electric vehicles. 

Advanced countries also built an 
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.  

In India, until 2017, R&D activities in industry were 
encouraged mainly through weighted tax deductions 
at the rate 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 ~50,000 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 AI, 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 an audited 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. This will ensure that tax benefits 
are not claimed as routine and that they actually lead 
to innovative activity. 

Another policy to promote local innovation could 
be to 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.  

To sum up, 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.     
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
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  

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 oicer 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 ~55.2 
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 ~600 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 

Murugappa group leadership 
was on trial” by stakeholders 
for taking a “bold” diversifica-
tion call after being in 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 
it: “The holistic word was 
‘regain’; regain production, 
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 

which is elaborately described 
in the book is the multiple 
investigations. While this 
demanded considerable effort 
on the part of key oicials, the 
company invoked the prin-
ciples in Section 32 of IBC, 
which protects the acquirer 
in any form of resolution 
whether it is through a debt 
recovery tribunal, or under 
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 oicer, 
Ramesh Kumar N, president of the 

motors and drives business, and Mukul 
Shrivastava, president, power systems. 
Besides, there are also notes from Dinesh 
Khara, former chairman, State Bank of 
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 do it, 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. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer is a former journalist
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gives up some of its credibility as a rule 
enforcer. If blame is to be assigned, it should 
be borne as much by faltering businesses as 
a government that selectively enforces its 
own rules, 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, a rules-based organiza-
tion that has unfortunately been stripped of 
its enforcement power by the US, rendering 
it toothless as a body.

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 
opens the door, private enterprise rushes in, 
competition flourishes and then market con-
centration, ironically often as a result of 
rivalry, creates new fragilities. Markets, as I 
wrote earlier for Mint, need boundaries; they 
rarely set limits on their own. In that sense, 
market self-regulation is a myth propounded 
by oligarchies in their self-interest.

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 in recent years 
has been 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 
a minute in 1999 fell below ₹1 by 2010. Eight 
years later, it merged with Idea Cellular, 
another success. Tele-density rose from 
2.3% in 1999 to nearly 86% by 2024, though 
this was aided by the 2016 entry of a low-cost 
player, Reliance Jio. Vodafone was not the 
largest telecom operator, but it was part of a 
competitive market equilibrium that deliv-
ered the consumer significant value.

Sustaining success, though, is not easy. 
And institutions often play a major role, 

U
nlike Charles Dickens’ fabled expres-
sion, it isn’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 a bang, 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 
to respond. And then, as so often happens in 
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 

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. As in 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 this is 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, 
Upendra joined us and said, “No oxy-
gen, no doctors, only the mercy of God 
if you get infected here.” He added, 
“Imagine the edge of Hata. There you 
are not even a death statistic. So, let’s go 
there.” So, on we went another 25km. 
We reached that rocky terrain on the 
edge of a wildlife sanctuary. How could 
covid have reached here? 

It was 4pm. 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 1am. 

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, I 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. 

Covid merely brought into sharp 
relief an 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 ho jaati (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 a 10-minute chat? 
Why do I keep returning to Barmer?

Barmer and Hata are luminescent 
metaphors for me. Where the terrain 
is so 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. 

W
hy are you going to Barmer? 
Carrying the risk 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. 

As the 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’s right 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 to isolation and quarantine cen-
tres to oxygen plants and villages with 
no food. 

Disbelief dripping at my folly, on 
returning, I 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 

We see unsung examples of empathy everywhere but this arid part of India is special in many ways

ANURAG BEHAR
is CEO of Azim Premji Foundation.

Indian aviation and telecom: A tale of two disruptions
RAJAT KATHURIA

T
he recent decision of Indian Rail-
ways (IR) to raise fares on all classes 
of travel, other than suburban rail, 
season passes and short-distance 
second-class ordinary, reflects a 
dilemma that has long dogged IR 

and underpinned its fare decisions: Should IR 
be run as a commercial 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 is now 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 is no 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 
₹600 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 a rupee 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 its role in 
transporting both freight and people at afforda-
ble rates, IR has also been a powerful force for 
national integration. Moreover, we cannot 
overlook its role 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 
OR is under 100%, 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 
as a guide on how to proceed. Reforms might 
be difficult to sell politically, but IR needs to be 
financially sound. 

Railway finances: Let us 
get them firmly on track 
The deregulation of India’s oil sector offers a useful precedent on how to slowly move away 

from subsidies for rail travel. This is a must for Indian Railways to get its finances in shape 
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India’s benchmark equity
index—the 30-share BSE
Sensex—tumbled to a

19-month low on Thursday after
China pegged the yuan lower for
the eighth day in a row, trigger-
ing a global markets rout.

The People’s Bank of China
pegged the yuan lower against
the dollar, by half a percent and
at a five-year low, sparking wor-
ries that tepid economic growth
is prompting Chinese authorities
to guide the currency lower. In
response, Chinese equities fell
7%, leading to the second trad-
ing halt this week. The rupee
settled at a three-week low of
66.93 against the dollar.

Risk aversion sparked by con-
cerns over China’s worsening
economic outlook, its currency
and the fallout on global com-
modity markets could lead to
more selling by foreign investors
and exert pressure on Indian
markets, analysts warned. The
impact may be more widespread
and may not restricted to short-
term selling pressure, they said.

During the day, the Sensex
slumped as much as 580.63
points, or 2.29%, to 24,825.70
points, the lowest level since 5
June 2014. The National Stock
Exchange’s 50-share Nifty
dropped 184.40 points, or 2.38%,
to 7,556.60 points, a level last
seen on 14 December 2015.

The indices pared some losses
at the close. The Sensex closed
554.50 points, or 2.18%, lower at
24,851.83. The Nifty closed
172.70 points, or 2.23%, down at
7,568.30 points. It was the lowest
close since 4 June 2014 and 7
September 2015 for the Sensex
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Quikr buys 
CommonFloor 
in match made 
by Tiger Global
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Online classifieds firm Quikr
India Pvt. Ltd, one of India’s

most valuable start-ups, bought
real estate portal CommonFloor
in a distress sale orchestrated by
Tiger Global Management Llc,
the influential US-based hedge
fund that is an investor in both. 

Quikr, valued at an estimated
$1 billion, and CommonFloor
(maxHeap Technologies Pvt.
Ltd) didn’t disclose the terms of
the transaction, but two people
familiar with the matter said
Quickr paid $120 million in an
all-stock deal. The people spoke
on condition of anonymity. 

CommonFloor was valued at
more than $150 million when it
last raised `60 crore from Goo-
gle Capital in December 2014.
The company raised a total of
`321 crore from Tiger, Accel
Partners and Google Capital
since 2011. 

Quikr and CommonFloor have
valuations that seem dispropor-
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Th e re  w i l l  b e  n o  m o re
droughts in India. 

Since it can’t control the
weather but can control lan-
guage, the state forecaster India
Meteorological Department
(IMD) has decided to simply
replace the word “drought” to
describe poor rainfall with “defi-
cient year” and “large deficient
year”.

What appears to be an exer-
cise in euphemism is actually
part of an effort to help people
better understand the terms
used in weather forecasts,
claimed IMD director general

L.S. Rathore. 
In a circular issued on Thurs-

day, IMD also changed several
terms used by the forecaster
based on the recommendation
of a committee that was set up
by the director general. 

While drought is definitely an
easier term to understand than
“deficient year” and “large defi-
cient year”, the latter two better
express nuances and differences.
After all, there are droughts and
droughts. 

Over recent years, Numerical
Weather Prediction models have
improved IMD’s ability to pre-
dict weather and rainfall across
various regions. Forecasters also

TURN TO PAGE 2®

TERMINOLOGY MATTERS

IMD declares an end 
to droughts in India

RIPPLE EFFECT

Sensex shudders as 
China stocks plunge
Risk aversion may 
lead to more selling 
by foreign investors 
and exert pressure 
on Indian markets

CHINESE CONTAGION

Source: BloombergGraphics by Paras Jain/Mint
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lowest close since 4 June 2014.
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earnings across most divisions.
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Ground reality: The decision to tweak the terminology comes at a time 
when India is facing the fallout of its worst monsoon in six years.
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Fear emanating from 
China has painted 

financial markets the world 
over red. The Chinese 
stock market hit the newly 
introduced circuit-breaker 
for the second time in a 
week on Thursday. It 
appears that the 
instrument introduced to 
curb volatility has in fact 
increased it. Investors now 
want to get out of the 
market before trading is 
halted next. This scramble 
for the exit can be 
dangerous. 

But the fall in the stock
market is not the only 
worry. The slide in the 
renminbi and the 
reluctance of the central 
bank to intervene is 
fuelling all kinds of 
speculation in the 
marketplace. If the 
renminbi is allowed to 
weaken in order to support 
flagging economic activity, 
which is a strong 
possibility, the fear of 
capital flight will only 
strengthen, resulting in 
more trouble for the 
financial market. Increased 
volatility will make 
economic management 
even more difficult in a 
slowing economy.
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In a surprise development, the
National Democratic Alliance

(NDA) on Thursday reached out
afresh to the Congress to strike a
compromise to enable the pas-
sage of the constitutional bill to
implement the goods and servi-
ces tax (GST) and to advance the
upcoming budget session, if
required. 

The government has also
sought the party’s support to
pass the real estate bill.  Accord-
ing to senior ministers, the gov-
ernment is ready to accept most
of the suggestions made by the
Congress on the real estate bill. 

Not only does the outreach
reflect a more conciliatory
approach by the government, it
also signals a recalibration by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
in his engagement with the
opposition, which so far has
been acrimonious. 

Unlike in the past, the Con-
gress, too, did not reject the gov-
ernment’s offer outright. Instead,
it signalled its willingness to
compromise, provided the gov-
ernment offers  middle ground.

Union parliamentary affairs
minister M. Venkaiah Naidu met
Congress president Sonia Gan-
dhi on Thursday morning at her
residence, where he sought the
party’s support to pass the GST
and real estate bills.

“We had (earlier) met the
Congress president and Manmo-
han Singh on GST and several
other issues. In the same regard I
met Congress president Sonia
Gandhi today and reminded her
that the Congress party should
take a stand depending on what
we talked last time,” Naidu told
reporters. 

“I told her that a quick deci-
sion should be taken and we
should move forward on both
GST and real estate bills. She
said they will discuss it and take
a stand on it,” he added.

He also told Gandhi that the
government was willing to
advance the budget session of
Parliament. 

A senior leader of the Con-
gress, who did not wish to be
identified, said that while the
meeting could not be seen as
“forward movement” on the leg-
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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.
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Nadar University.
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ued with  its tight-schedule model that relied 
on maximizing 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 not ignorance of the 

new rules, but possibly a 
strategic response that 
assumed accommodation 
by the regulator. 

Vodafone’s decline is 
inseparable from India’s 
policy and regulatory weak-
nesses. In 2019, the  telecom 
firm  was called upon to pay 
the government massive 
dues on the basis of a wider 
definition of ‘adjusted gross 
revenues’ than it had been 
operating on; so heavy was 
the burden that Vodafone 
never recovered. 

At the other extreme sits IndiGo, which is 
alleged to have bet that our need for aviation 
market stability would let it carry on the way 
it had 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 

especially in licensed market categories. At 
the heart of IndiGo’s recent regulatory 
run-in lies a 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 
1990s and such was the 
market’s attraction that by 
that decade’s end, many 
firms were bidding com-
mercially unrealistic sums 
for licences to enter it. 
When they predictably 
failed to meet their obliga-
tions, pressure on the reg-
ulator to bail them out led 
to a 1999 grand deal that 
converted fixed licence 
fees into a revenue 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-

The IndiGo 

and Vodafone 

nosedives both 

underscore 

regulatory 

weaknesses we 

are familiar with

Barmer is a crucible of humanity 
that radiates hope for everyone
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A
n amusing ritual happens in 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 
(2014), 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 AI 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 it in its shortlist but it ended up selecting 67, 
which is not really a word, 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 a new phenomenon 
that created a new term and affected the lives of 
millions had simply never happened. As if 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-
cess is 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. Pandemic in 2020, tariff in 2025. 
Gaza is an honourable mention, but I nominate 
tariff as the global word of the year.

We also need an Indian word of the year—not 
Hindi or English, but Indian. Earlier, I had men-
tioned Oxford’s brief colonial excursion into 

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’s up to us 
to plant our flag on this now unoccupied land.

Following my own arbitrary methodology 
(which is roughly in line with the standards of this 
game and pretty much all ranking games of beauty, 
colleges, restaurants, movies, et al), I nominate 
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, 
it is in the early running for word of the year in 
2026. This is not SIR’s year. 

Operation Sindoor lasted 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. 

Tariff needs 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, AI slop. 

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

MY VIEW  |  ACUTE ANGLE

SANJOY CHAKRAVORTY
is a professor of geography, environment and 

urban studies and director of global studies at 

Temple University.

M I N T  C U R A T O R

JUAN PABLO SPINETTO
is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering 

Latin American business, economic affairs 

and politics. 

R
emoving Venezuela’s dictator intro-
duced ‘Trump’s Corollary’ in Latin 
America with an exclamation point. 

The White House’s updated take on the 
Monroe Doctrine had its baptism of fire on 
Saturday, when US forces captured Nicolás 
Maduro at his Caracas stronghold, decapi-
tating the Chavista regime responsible for 
bankrupting one of the world’s richest oil 
nations. Less than a month after Washing-
ton unveiled 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 
step in—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 US remotely administering 
a mid-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 leaders in 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 is now likely to follow the path 
of Panama’s Manuel Noriega nearly four 
decades ago: ending his days in an Ameri-
can jail, 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 Lula to Argentina’s Fernández  and 
Mexico’s López Obrador were, at a mini-
mum, complicit as a gangster kleptocracy 
entrenched itself in Venezuela and then 

metastasized into a destabilizing regional 
force. The times Maduro was treated as a 
peer—as Lula did by rolling out a red carpet 
for him in Brasília in 2023—or when gov-
ernments played dumb as millions of Ven-
ezuelans fled across borders, should stand 
as reminders of a region that failed to act in 
its broader interest.

Some will argue that the US risks losing 
legitimacy by assuming control of a sover-
eign nation, echoing its imperialist past. 
That will depend on Trump’s next steps 
and on whether he is committed to forcing 
a democratic transition now that he ‘owns’ 
the problem. That would require respect 
for the will of Venezuelan voters and hon-
ouring the results of the country’s last elec-
tion, which showed opposition candidate 
Edmundo González 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 
is deeply 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.

Chief among the many unknowns is how 
Venezuela will be governed in the coming 
weeks. Latin American governments can 
redeem themselves by helping to shape a 
democratic exit that enables recovery, lim-
its Trump’s influence 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 did not. ©BLOOMBERG

The failure of Latin American 

leaders led to US intervention

Regional leaders should have confronted Venezuela’s dictatorship

That Maduro ‘stole’ Venezuela’s election of 

2024 is widely acknowledged. REUTERS

AP

GUEST VIEW

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 a result, 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 
a mere 10-15% of what’s required, and more 
than 500GW of offshore projects in the EU  
is stuck in the queue.

The next leg of the AI race will be about 
energy. By fostering domestic chip produc-
tion and 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 AI 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 to be a chal-
lenger, it too must direct its energies toward 
energy for AI. ©2025/PROJECT SYNDICATE

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 
of the race? 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 has also 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 
strong local 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 

D
ata-centre investments hint at a shift 
in the AI 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 its industries. In the 
AI ecosystem, the US has been leveraging its 
dominance in chip design by strategically 
limiting exports to 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 AI 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 

The AI 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.

hubs is up to 267% more expensive than it was 
five years ago. To keep its 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-

ica back might represent an 
opportunity for Europe, 
which is running out of 
time to claim a seat at the AI 
table. Europe’s energy infra 
is a potential strategic asset 
in the sense that Hir-
schman identified. Among 
the EU’s core strengths are 
clean energy hardware and 
knowhow. Over one-fifth 
of all clean and sustainable 
technologies globally are 
developed in the EU. The 
bloc also has deep engi-
neering capacity in grid 

equipment and storage, and its electricity 
system is among the world’s most intercon-
nected. Europe’s energy policy cites grids as 
a strategic 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.”

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, OpenAI 
and its partners are plan-
ning to build data centres 
that will require 10GW of 
capacity, which is on the 
order of New York City’s 
summer peak load electric-
ity usage. But, while data 
centres can be built in a 
couple of years, researchers 
at the Deloitte Research 
Center for Energy & Indus-
trials point out that com-
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 

America has 

clearly been 

complacent on 

electricity for 

AI while China 

has taken an 

enviable lead
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EDITORIALS

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

ON THIS DAY 6 YEARS AGO  DCFS — AND THE REST OF US — HAVE TO DO BETTER

After a breathless 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 a referendum 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 
a true 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” García, 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 convinc-
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.

As we 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 

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 

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 

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.

In coming elections, the Tribune Editorial 
Board will be endorsing problem solvers

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.

Illinois should not be punished for fraud in Minnesota

SCOTT STANTIS/FOR THE CHICAGO TRIBUNE

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.
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OPINION

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 
apart is 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: 
If you break the law or commit 
a crime that suits his purposes, 
even a violent 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.”

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 
a house 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 García, who was 
living here without authorization 
and was shipped to a prison in El 
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 
a 2024 law requiring the Chinese 
company ByteDance to sell the 
social media platform TikTok or 
face a U.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 
a war crime, Vice President JD 
Vance replied, “I don’t give a s— 
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 emphasis.) 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.

The lawless president launches a lawless war

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

By Cristina Guevara

The facts, familiar though 
they may be, deserve repeating: 
On Saturday, Venezuelan Pres-
ident Nicolás 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 March 17. 

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 

a necessary condition for demo-
cratic recovery — but it is not a 
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 
jets bombed strategic targets in 
Panama City and Colón, 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. 
A longtime CIA collaborator 
during the Cold War, he simul-
taneously cultivated deep ties 
with narcotrafficking networks, 

including Colombia’s Medellín 
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 
a necessary 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.

Panama’s warning for a post-Maduro Venezuela

Manuel Noriega watches as U.S. Drug Enforcement agents place chains around his waist aboard a C-130 transport 
plane on Jan. 4, 1990. AP
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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-
go’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 
levels in 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 a retreat. 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 

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, Illinois 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, M.K. 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.

I had 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.

It is 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

VOICE OF THE PEOPLE

Violence Interrupters members file into the Sox-35th Street 
CTA station on Dec. 23.  EILEEN T. MESLAR/TRIBUNE
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OPINION

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 

CEO’s blush.
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.

Illinois 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 
a serious 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? 

If Illinois 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. 

Nonprofit hospitals and colleges in Illinois 
should not be exempt from property taxes

The University of Chicago campus is seen June 2 in front of the Chicago skyline. BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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