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Conditional ease

The CDSCO guidelines should not
regress into a ‘pay and pass’ scheme

T he new guidelines to compound minor

drug violations that the Central Drugs
Standard Control Organization (CDSCO)
has released, operationalise a legal change in the
works since 2023. Until recently, many instances
of relatively minor or technical non-compliance
under the Drugs and Cosmetics Act, 1940, in-
voked criminal prosecution. The new guidance
and standard operating procedures are meant to
standardise compounding instead, whereby, at
the regulator’s discretion, firms can settle certain
offences by reporting them and applying to pay a
fine, instead of litigating. The legal backdrop is
the Jan Vishwas (Amendment of Provisions) Act
that was framed as an exercise in “decriminalis-
ing and rationalising offences ... for ease of living
and doing business”. In the 1940 Act, Jan Vishwas
broadened the scope of Section 32B by adding
heads into the group of offences that could be
compounded; this now includes making a drug
to sell or distribute in breach of the 1940 Act but
not covered by its Section 27(a-c) and stocking or
exhibiting such a non-spurious or non-adulterat-
ed drug, among others. If compounding is grant-
ed and paid for, the key benefit is “immunity
from prosecution” for that case, subject to condi-
tions. This change is for the better if the regulato-
ry apparatus implements it in good faith. For of-
fences based on record keeping and disclosure,
compounding prevents needless criminalisation
and lets enforcement focus on direr violations.
The main pitfalls are the guidelines regressing
into a ‘pay and pass’ scheme and the CDSCO’s
transparency. Firms can seek compounding “be-
fore or after” prosecution. If, however, the
CDSCO does not publish (even redacted) com-
pounding orders and the underlying case details,
the public may lose faith in the legal proceedings
and in the regulator. Even if repeat offenders can-
not avail of the benefit, there needs to be a pu-
blicly auditable trail. The guidance’s emphasis on
discretion and conditions cannot substitute for
public reporting that lets independent actors
check whether the same firms are repeat offen-
ders. Similarly, the published process does not
create room for consumer groups or whistle-
blowers to make representations before immuni-
ty is granted. Next, the way the errors that can be
compounded are written is broad enough in
practice to cover a wide range of behaviours,
from lapses in paperwork to more substantive
compliance failures. If the compounding fines
are also set too low, applied inconsistently or
used routinely in place of deterrence, com-
pliance will only falter. Perhaps most of all, the
CDSCO also needs to link compounding to cor-
rective and preventive actions, follow-up inspec-
tions, and, where relevant, public-facing actions
such as issuing alerts or directing firms to recall
products. Otherwise, there may not be a durable
reduction in risk over time.

Shrill reactions
Indias cricket is being held hostage to
political compulsions

aught in a crossfire, India’s cricketing ties

with its subcontinental neighbours are in

a free fall. If border tensions with Pakistan
and the scourge of terrorism affected sporting
links across the Wagah, turbulence within Ban-
gladesh and extreme reactions to it within India,
have turned out to be another stumbling block.
The ghastly lynching of members of the minority
Hindu community in Bangladesh drew rightful
condemnation across the Indian landscape, and
yet the reflexive sporting churn should have been
avoided. In a social media age wherein violence
and insults tend to get amplified, the Board of
Control for Cricket in India (BCCI) responded
prematurely in forcing Kolkata Knight Riders
(KKR) to release its Bangladeshi left-arm seamer
Mustafizur Rahman. That the Indian Premier
League (IPL) is only commencing on March 26
and much water would have flowed down by
then in the Ganges and the Padma, was lost on
the officials. The Bangladesh Cricket Board (BCB)
was quick in its rejoinder. A security threat to its
squad was propped up as an excuse and a missive
was sent to the International Cricket Council
(ICO) to relocate Bangladesh’s games in the forth-
coming ICC T20 World Cup, away from host In-
dia. Bangladesh also proposed a ban on the tele-
cast of the IPL in the country.

With the T20 World Cup launching on Febru-
ary 7 in India and Sri Lanka, a last minute scram-
bling for venues will be difficult. Incidentally, Pa-
kistan’s games are slotted in Sri Lanka and even
its big contest against India will be staged at Co-
lombo on February 15. With Bangladesh set to
play four preliminary league games in India, a
reallocation will affect hosting logistics. This is a
conundrum that could have been avoided had
the BCCI waited for the hostile tide to turn. The
ties that bind India and Bangladesh, a nation
birthed through the assistance of the former in
1971, now stand frayed. Diplomacy is a complex
interplay of adjustment and pragmatism. The de-
posed former Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina sought refuge and was granted one in Del-
hi, while the Indian government also paid its last
respects to her arch-rival and former Prime Mi-
nister, the late Khaleda Zia. The ICC chairman,
Jay Shah, has an unenviable task of maintaining
neutrality while dealing with the present crisis.
The shrill reactions on either side of the border
need to be tempered; sport should not be hand-
cuffed by political compulsions.

GSDP share as criterion for central-State transfers

he central government shares its gross

tax revenues with States based on the

recommendations of successive

Finance Commissions (FCs), which
determine both the overall share to States and the
formula for tax devolution. The Centre also
transfers resources through grants-in aid and
centrally sponsored schemes (CSS). While the
recommendations of 15 FCs have been
implemented, those of the 16th FC have yet to be
tabled in Parliament.

Central transfers have become a subject of
intense debate. Key concerns include the erosion
of the fiscal autonomy of States following the
implementation of Goods and Services Tax (GST),
revenue losses arising from GST rate cuts, the
increasing dominance of CSS that constraint
State-level spending flexibility, the Centre’s
growing cesses and surcharges that are not
shared with States, and declining devolution
shares of high-performing States. Moreover, most
FCs have prioritised equity over efficiency, having
relied heavily on debatable criteria such as
income distance and population, and frequently
altered the weights assigned to these variables.
Significant regional disparities also persist across
States in expenditure needs and fiscal capacity.

Tax collection versus tax contribution
States such as Karnataka, Maharashtra and Tamil
Nadu argue that they contribute
disproportionately to central tax revenues but
receive relatively smaller shares through tax
devolution. This claim, however, is often
contested on the grounds that direct tax figures
reflect the location of collections rather than the
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actual place where income is generated.
Individuals and companies may pay taxes in
locations different from where economic activity
oceurs.

For example, automobile manufacturers in
‘Tamil Nadu may sell vehicles across India, but
their tax payments are recorded in the State
where their registered office is located. Similarly,
plantation companies in Kerala earn profits
nationwide, though taxes are paid in Kerala.

Therefore, jurisdiction based on PAN data fails
to accurately capture State-wise contributions to
direct taxes. This is due to the presence of
multi-State firms, labour migration, temporary or
multi-location work arrangements, and the
absence of detailed data on inter-State
transactions among associated enterprises.
Therefore, an indirect and more reliable proxy is
needed to estimate the accrual of central taxes at
the State level.

GSDP as proxy for State-level tax accrual
Although the Centre levies direct taxes, Gross
State Domestic Product (GSDP) represents the
underlying tax base within each State. If tax
administration efficiency is broadly uniform
across States and the ratio of direct tax revenue to
GSDP does not vary significantly, a State’s share
in national GSDP can reasonably approximate its
contribution to central tax revenues. Since the
GST is destination-based and the principal source
of indirect taxation, its attribution across States is
relatively uncontroversial.

Empirical evidence supports this approach.
Using 2023-24 data, the correlation between

States’ GSDP and direct tax collections is 0.75,

Central tax collections, transfers and GSDP

GSDP, reflecting accrual of central taxes, strikes a
balance between efficiency and equity in tax devolution

State-wise direct tax and gross GST collections, central transfers and GSDP from 2020-21 to 2024-25
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while the correlation between GSDP and GST
collections is as high as 0.91. This strong
relationship suggests that GSDP share is a
meaningful indicator of the accrual of central
taxes at the State level.

From 2020-21 to 2024-25, the Centre devolved
41% of its gross tax revenues to States in line with
the 15th FC’s recommendations, along with
additional transfers through grants-in-aid and
CSS. According to the Ministry of Finance (Rajya
Sabha Unstarred Question No. 236, dated
December 2, 2025), total transfers during this
five-year period amounted to ¥ 75.12 lakh crore
(see Table).

Uttar Pradesh received the largest share of
transfers (15.81%), followed by Bihar (8.65%), and
West Bengal (6.96%). However, these States
accounted for only 4.6%, 0.67% and 3.99%,
respectively, of combined direct tax and GST
collections. In contrast, Maharashtra contributed
the highest share of tax collections (40.3%), but
received only 6.64% of total transfers. Karnataka
and Tamil Nadu contributed 12.65% and 7.61%,
while receiving 3.9% and 4.66%, respectively.
Haryana (1.1%), Himachal Pradesh (1.58%) and
Uttarakhand (1.65%) received low shares of
transfers, despite contributing 5.39%, 0.43% and
0.81%, respectively.

The 15th FC’s devolution shares show an
almost perfect correlation (0.99) with actual
transfers over the five-year period, but a weak
correlation (0.24) with tax collection shares. By
contrast, GSDP shares display a high correlation
with tax collections (0.81) and a moderate
correlation with devolution shares (0.58). This
suggests that GSDP strikes a balance between
efficiency, by reflecting tax contributions, and
equity, by allowing redistribution.

Only in Haryana, Karnataka and Maharashtra,
the GSDP share is less than tax collection share,
likely due to the concentrations of registered
offices of multi-State firms. In Tamil Nadu, GSDP
share exceeds tax collections, reflecting
production activity whose tax payments are

Gainers, losers under a GSDP-based formula
If total central transfers were distributed purely
on the basis of GSDP shares, nine of the 20 major
States would gain. Maharashtra, Gujarat,
Karnataka and Tamil Nadu would benefit the
most, while Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and Madhya
Pradesh would experience the largest reductions.
Importantly, these gains and losses would be
moderate, as GSDP shares differ less sharply from
tax collection shares than current devolution

A higher weight for GSDP share would better
reflect the accrual of central tax revenues,
acknowledge the contributions of States to
national income, and improve the perceived
fairness and the credibility of India’s
inter-governmental fiscal transfer system.

%share | Y%share | (lakh crore) | % share (2 lakh crore) (2 lakh crore)

Andhra Pradesh 332 297 323 430 4.07 64.35 497 374 051 recorded el
Assam 075 0.67 293 3.90 313 24.48 189 142 151
Bihar 0.76 0.68 65 865 10.06 38.48 297 223 427
Chhattisgarh 168 150 236 314 341 23.03 178 134 -1.02
Gujarat 7.69 6.88 2.55 339 348 108.38 837 629 374
Haryana 6.02 539 083 110 1.09 48.82 ERiZ 2.3 2.00
Himachal Pradesh 048 043 119 1.58 0.83 958 074 056 0.63
Jharkhand 158 141 222 296 331 20.69 160 120 -1.02
Karnataka 14.14 1265 293 390 365 113.94 8.80 6.61 368
Kerala 181 162 203 270 193 5119 39 297 094
Madhya Pradesh 217 194 5.56 7.40 7.85 61.26 413 356 -2.00
Maharashtra 403 36.06 4.99 6.64 6.32 179.83 13.90 10.44 5.45
Odisha 261 234 332 442 453 36.40 2.81 211 121
Punjab 147 132 157 2.09 1.81 3471 268 2,02 0.45 outcomes.
Rajasthan 2.83 253 4.57 6.08 6.03 67.96 525 3.94 0.63
Tamil Nadu 85 7.61 35 4.66 4.08 12041 9.30 6.99 3.49
Telangana 432 387 1.84 245 2.10 64.81 5.01 3.76 1.92
Uttar Pradesh 514 4.60 1188 15.81 17.94 11628 898 675 513

L 09 081 124 1.65 112 14.84 115 0.86 038
West Bengal 446 399 523 696 7.52 74.64 5.77 433 0.90

& small States 0.82 073 4.63 6.16 579 20.07 1.55 117 3.46
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Top court’s green governance, cause for uncertainty

ver the last decade, the Supreme Court of
0 India has increasingly moved from
iewing the legality of inistrati
decisions to issuing forward-looking directions
mimicking regulation in important environmental
cases. This shift has emerged in a series of
matters in which regulators have dropped the
ball, pulling the Court into a managerial role. But
the Court has then compounded the problem by
continuing to substitute for the regulator instead
of correcting the regulator’s process and stepping
back.
This tendency to remain involved, especially
within a single continuing mandamus across
d ins, has es for lated actors,
the state, and the people, and needs to be
tempered.

Rulings and shifts

In June 2022, the Court laid down that protected
areas across India should have an eco-sensitive
zone (ESZ) of at least one kilometre from their
boundaries. But in April 2023, the Court modified
the direction and said the rule would not apply
where the Environment Ministry had already
issued ESZ notifications, partly because States
had argued that the blanket rule was hard to
implement.

Earlier, in December 2015, the Court had
banned the registration of private diesel cars and
sport utility vehicles with an engine capacity of
2,000 cc or more in the Delhi-National Capital
Region (NCR). However, by August 2016, it lifted
the embargo and replaced it with a charge to
compensate, reported widely as 1%-2% on the
ex-showroom price. In 2025, the Court again
started with a broad protection that was easy to
articulate, calling for no-coercive action against
owners of diesel or petrol vehicles that were
more than 10 or 15 years old, respectively. Then
the Court narrowed the rule by restricting action
only against those vehicles below the Bharat
Stage-1V standard.

The firecracker matter followed the same
trajectory. The Court sometimes imposed a
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into regulation

near-total ban in the NCR because of air
pollution, only to relax it around specific festivals
and limited categories such as “green crackers”,
in both instances citing enforcement constraints
and public order realities.

While fragmented enforcement, delayed
notifications, poor monitoring and ad hoc
exemptions left gaps that invited judicial
intervention, the Court has often responded by
stepping into the regulator’s shoes rather than by
holding regulators to their statutory duties.

In these matters, the Court’s justification has
often shifted from being rooted in legality to that
in consequences. In May 2025, in Vanashakti vs
Union of India, the Court said ex post facto
environmental clearances run against core
environmental principles. But in November, it
recalled that position in a review, with the
majority judgment expressing concerns about
disrupting ongoing commercial activity. In these
instances, the Court’s impulse to govern caused it
to treat a doctrinal statement as the starting point
and to manage the fallout later.

The issue of expertise

“Expertise’ has also been a source of support as
well as dispute once the Court starts issuing
forward-looking directives. In the Aravalli matter,
for instance, the Court’s November 20 order
adopted a unified definition for “Aravalli hills and
ranges” in the context of controlling mining,
based on a committee’s findings. Within weeks,
however, it placed that order in abeyance and
moved to constitute a new committee after
concerns that the definition would have
unintended legal effects. In the ESZ issue as well,
a uniform buffer sounded decisive at first but
once stakeholders realised that the ecological
basis and feasibility varied considerably across
landscapes, the rule met with resistance. The
Court has used expert inputs to compensate for
its limits but has also contested expertise. This
push-pull relationship, while implicitly not a bad

thing, has also set the stage for U-turns.

Perhaps where the Court conducting itself as
an approving authority has bitten the hardest is
the consequences for public challenge. As
environmental lawyer Ritwick Dutta has argued,
project proponents and governments have been
forced to approach the Court for permissions
even before statutory authorities have finished
examining a project, at the same time conferring
a sense of finality that discourages contestation
later. The bigger problem here is not that the
Court may get a technical detail wrong but that its
early entry into the approval process can smother
meaningful judicial review in other fora. As a
result, when the Court modifies an older rule, it
also reshapes who is heard and on what
evidentiary basis.

Need for stability

Many of these disputes also sit inside continuing
mandamus structures — serial interim directions,
committee reports, affidavits, and modifications
- so it has been easy for the Court to correct
course but often at the expense of stability.
Instead, the Court should consider adopting a
steadier hand, i.e., protecting the environment by
disciplining the state back into regulation. It can
do this by specifying thresholds for when it will
issue managerial directions and insisting on
time-bound regulatory action with reasons and
public data, while retaining its prerogative to
review legality and procedures. It can also reduce
uncertainty by avoiding sweeping rules that also
immediately invite exceptions and by explaining
in advance what kinds of evidence or
implementation constraints would justify
modification.

This way, regulated actors will deal with strict
rather than negotiable rules, governments will
not have to contend with parallel
decision-making, and the people will know where
and how to contest activities that render
environmental harm.

mukunth.v@thehindu.co.in
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Trump and his actions

U.S. President Donald
Trump’s classifications of
foreign relations fall into
‘Very Happy, ‘Very
Unhappy’ and ‘Others’.
National leaders of the first
category are escorted with
great ceremony to be his

last category are his

guests in the U.S. for as long
as he wants. They attain
their nirvana. Those in the

playmates in games such as
hide and seek or boxing
practice. Here only Ukraine’s
Zelenskyy finds himself in
switched classifications and

neither he nor Mr. Trump is
clear on this, while the rest
seem to be enjoying it all till
it lasts. It is those in Mr.
Trump’s ‘Very Unhappy’
group who find themselves
free of the passing fancies
of a President who is yet to
learn separating business

from pastime. It enables
them to go about their own
business and, in the
process, clock enviable GDP.
R. Narayanan,

Navi Mumbai

The actions by the United
States under President

Trump are totally against
international law and the
United Nations charter. Mr.
Trump’s ‘claim’ over
Greenland exposes the
‘Hitler in Trump’. One
wonders what more lies
ahead in his strange
expansionist plans. It is time

that like-minded nations

joined hands, and under the

auspices of the UN, to end

the evil designs of America.

S.V. Venkatakrishnan,

Singapore
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Is the 10-minute delivery model necessary?

I PARLEY I

n December 31, more than a lakh gig

and platform workers held a strike.

1In a memorandum to Union Labour

Minister Mansukh Mandaviya, their
unions demanded that the 10 to 20-minute
service delivery system be immediately
‘withdrawn to prioritise worker safety. The
Union government sees the four Labour Codes,
which were implemented recently, as a solution
to the problems of gig workers, especially for
bringing them into the ambit of social security.
Kamal Karanth and Prashant Kamal discuss
this topic in a conversation moderated by A.M.
Jigeesh. Edited excerpts:

‘What are the major concerns over 10 to 20
minutes delivery?

Prashant Kamal: The debate around gig
workers’ plight is not just about 10-minute
delivery. There is so much beyond that. A few
powerful people are deliberately trying to make
ita binary between consumers’ comfort and gig
workers’ misery. The 10-minute delivery is not a
need of consumer, it’s a competition. Zepto
started it, Blinkit, Amazon, Swiggy, Instamart
and others followed it. There is no real difference
between the delivery of groceries in 10 minutes
or say 20-30 minutes. But there is a huge
difference for the person delivering it. I have
three points to make here. First, this is not just
software that runs the system. It only works
because a massive human workforce which is
kept under unstable pay, changing rules, and the
constant threat of getting their IDs blocked by an
app. Second, do we allow these logic in other
industries? Speed is not created by technology. It
is extracted from real people. Third, let’s look at
the economics. Tech costs are considered a given
and they are protected. Marketing budgets are
treated as a given and are protected. So, why
only labour is treated as adjustable? Who is really
paying here for the 10-minute delivery?

Kamal Karanth: Going by the volumes and
dependency, it seems that it’s a model that is
becoming a part of our lives. Given the demand
generated by a few of these companies, I would
like to believe that it has created itself as a
necessity. From 2024 to 2027, quick commerce
has grown threefold — from 50,000 crore in
2025, it’s closing in to 1 lakh crore to 1.5 lakh
crore in the next two years. Industry is growing
at 28%. Online grocery market is expected to
grow at almost 40% to 50%.

From a delivery platform’s point of view,
creating a crore of a jobs requires at least five

Food delivery workers waiting outside a restaurant. B. VELANKANNI RAJ

years. In India, 20 million people are passing out
to make way for the workforce coming in, an

we are hardly able to create two million jobs for
them every year. So, in the context of people
who do not have high skills but need a job, I
think it’s a huge gap that these platforms have
fulfilled. So we should ask the primary question,
is some job better than no job?

‘What ideally should be the regulatory
framework for platforms and gig

ee

Studies have shown that 80% of gig workers
engaged are working full time. They ask for
basic safety cover and data transparency. If
you control work, you must carry obligations
PRASHANT KAMAL

before blocking or punishing workers. So this is
not a radical demand. This is where the world is
going. India cannot keep pretending that
platforms are just like software, and if you can
switch someone’s income off with an algorithm,
you must carry legal responsibility as well.

Are Labour Codes sufficient to create a social
security system for gig workers?

PK: No. They came very late and highly
insufficient. The Code is vague and
non-mandatory in nature. The Code
authorises few welfare programmes like
accident insurance, maternity benefits and all,
but it doesn’t make them mandatory or
enforceable right away. Gig workers have to
register th on e-SHRAM portal, get an

KK: Globally, it's considered that India’s labour
laws are one of the most protected, means that
full-time employees have greater amount of
protection when it comes to the regulation we
had. But when it comes to gig, because it was a
new concept, it was not covered [in regulations]
to a great extent. But now I think the regulators
are getting into the act of saying worker
protection is important. But if you make it like a
full-time employment, then I guess the gig will
lose the shine of it. Considering many of them
work full time in this, there should be possibly
more flexibility provided in the form of any
protection. But making it completely a full-time
employment may actually kill the model

PK: Studies have shown that 80% of workers
engaged with gigs and platforms are working full
time. For millions, this is their primary
livelihood. They are asking for predictable
minimum income, fair pay, protection from
sudden ID blocks and for clear rules for pay and
penalties. They're asking for basic safety

cover. They’re asking for data transparency.
Platforms set prices, they decide who gets work,
they control ratings, they can switch people off
overnight. If you control the work, you must
carry obligations. That means a

minimum earning for accident insurance,
pensions; or at least there should be a process

ID card, but they get no tangible benefits
like covered hospital bills or pensions. They
offer a social security scheme but no broader
labour rights, and explicitly exclude gig workers
from being classified as employees. This means
10 access to minimum wages, regulated working
hours, paid leaves or overtime pay or collective
bargaining under other Labour Codes.

Thirdly, the funding provisions for social
security are inads ere is a on

of 11akh to 1.5 lakh workers who are leaving and
joining somewhere else every month. Instead of
killing the golden goose, which is growing, 1
think what India should focus on is creating
more employment opportunities.. The Labour
Codes are still evolving as of now. I think when
they come up with something stronger, we
possibly can qualify it further.

A NITI Aayog report envisages that about
2.35 crores will join the gig economy by
2029-2030. So, what is the future of these
platforms and gig workers in the background
of everyday changes that Al and the
technological innovations bring?

KK: I think we should protect what are the good
things of it, possibly engage with platforms more
than disrupting their business models and
saying, how can we bring social security and
allow the otherwise unskilled people to get a
job? I think we have no recourse.

Al will come in, Al will work for, I think, more
entry-level repeat tasks which can get
automated. So, I don’t think the current model
of this gig platforms that are employing gig
workers will get disrupted in the short term.
Having said that, manufacturing is a sector that
we are focusing on very strongly as a country.
And manufacturing does not create overnight
jobs like a tech sector did in the past. The faster
movement is in the quick commerce sector, and
we should do everything to protect it.

PK: The huge crisis of unemployment cannot be
addressed without improving our
manufacturing sectors, particularly those
sectors which are

exact rates, enforcements and how funds shall
be allocated. The most important thing is [there
is] no regulation of algorithmic practices. The
actual problem that the workers face here is the
blind spots where they face lack of transparency.
Algorithm controls task assignment, who gets
the work, and incentives, ratings, and even
de-activations. These black boxes cause stress,
unfair penalties, and income instabilities. But
the Code nowhere mandates transparency,
accountability, or appeals against algorithmic
decisions. So workers are at the mercy of
technology that prioritises profit over fairness,
and there is no mechanism for grievance
redressal and dispute resolution.

KK: I think even in a full-time employment in
the private world today, there is no such
guarantee. There is no such transparency. Let us
see how many of the workers will remain if gig
works are made permanent. There is an attrition

labor ive. So, government should make
policies to improve these sectors.

1 think if you don’t change the rules and the
way we think, the future of gig workers is very
brutal. Al will bring more control, less voice,
and more people living one algorithm update
away from losing their income. Today, a delivery
worker can be switched off by an app, or
tomorrow Al will be deciding that faster,
cheaper, and at a larger scale. So, no
conversation, no explanation, no appeal, just a
silent drop in orders, then nothing. So, AT will
make platforms efficient at replacing people,
rotating people, and squeezing more work out
of whoever is still logged in. That means workers
become more disposable, like not more secure.

To listen to the full interview

m Scan the code or go to the link
www.thehindu.com

Reporting from a red light area

An assignment in Sonagachi busted the myth about the place, showing

| NOTEBOOK |
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Standing remnants

the women there as just another section of working members of society

Shrabana Chatterjee

s a resident of Kolkata, 1 always

knew that Sonagachi in north Kol-

kata has the largest red light area
in Asia. But, in my mind it existed only as a
concept, a myth almost. Little did I know
what it amounted to, even though I was
born and brought up in the same city.
were
talked about, the “other neighbour-
hood” as Bengalis put it, which people
either mentioned with a mischievous
smile or with an uncomfortable silence.

When I stepped into an ambitious re- | ing fto be
porting assignment, the myth dissolved
and real people came through in
these densely populated bylanes of Sona-
gachi where over 12,000 sex workers re-
side across 700 buildings and thousands
of single-room homes. Their lives unfold
in one of the busiest parts of the city, so it
is not hidden; it is simply ignored.

As an outsider, 1 was acutely aware of
being watched. As I walked through Sona-
gachi on a rainy day, the smell of alcohol,
cigarettes, fried food, and fresh rain-
water mixed into an unsettling cocktail.
Many doors opened as women exchanged
‘whispers about who I was.

These women have been violated by
many in their lives, by clients, by family
members, by systems meant to protect
them, and often by journalists who arrive
seeking “stories” without consent or
care. So, they are sceptical about sharing
their stories; suspicion has become a sur-
vival instinct. It took me months of trust
building to even get them to speak a few
words with me. Over the years, they have
met so many journalists. They now see
through them and how their stories are
all about headlines, stereotypes, or statis-
tics for many in the media.

Once I did manage to break through the
many layers of walls they have around
themselves to protect their privacy, they
asked me to put my phone away and not
take pictures and respect their personal
space. With my phone inside my bag, 1
had no recording device, so the good old
notebook and pen came to the rescue as
listened, observed, and wrote down bits
and pieces of what I saw.

CM ¢
K =

These

the parts no one

laughter with me.

Over these three months of reporting
on this single story, I was humbled. So-
mewhere in that process, a lesson that
journalism schools repeat but rarely pre-
pare you for-no one owes us their story—
got drilled into my head.

1 interviewed over six sex workers,
went to their homes which is also their
place of business, sat with them, had
tea, and listened to their stories for
hours. Slowly realising, every single one of
themis a very resilient woman, living their
life with honesty and dignity. They are not
looking for sympathy. They are only look-
i treated  as
in society. As they put it, “We work with
our bodies, like every other labourer, why
can’t we have workers’ rights?”

As an outsider and as a journalist, it is
not my duty to pretend and try to look like
an insider and force myself into the story.
It is always best to maintain honesty,
count your own privileges, shed your bias-
es as much as possible, and not look down
upon anyone while reporting. Through-
out the development of this story | wanted
to abandon it. I felt out of depth and un-
sure if T had the emotional range to see the
layered lives they lived. They are not just
sex workers. That is just their occupation,
like every other member of society who is
offering their labour for bread and butter.
They are humans of flesh and blood. They
have families. Many of them go to school,
hold protest marches, run sexual health
awareness drives, win awards,
to god, and buy their favourite make up at
the local stores, much like any of us.

The myth I had about Sonagachi no lon-
ger exists. Now it is the place of the wo-
men who have offered me tea, welcomed
me into their homes, and shared tears and

In the end, the anxiety gave way to the
story. With much apprehension, I got two
copies of the printed piece and went to
the sex workers’ Durga Puja event. They
saw the paper, they read, they smiled. I
shared a sigh of relief. It felt like a remin-
der of why journalism demands patience,
humility, and the willingness to sit with
discomfort long before it delivers clarity.

shrabana.chatterjee@thehindu.co.in
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Reduced to debris: A structure which was brought down by the Municipal Corporation of Delhi near the
Faiz-e-Elahi mosque, Turkman Gate, in the Ramlila Maidan area, on Thursday. The Corporation carried out a drive
to demolish alleged encroachments near the mosque on Tuesday night. SHASHI SHEKHAR KASHYAP

FROM THE ARCHIVES
o) 74.)‘ >
@he Pandu,
FIFTY YEARS AGO JANUARY 9, 1976

Chinese PM En-lai dead

Tokyo, Jan. 9: Chou En-lai, Prime Minister of the
People’s Republic of China since its creation in
1949 and its leading force for moderation and
detente with the United States, died yesterday
(Thursday) in Peking after a long illness.

The 78-year-old descendent of Mandarin
forbears who turned a communist revolutionary
in his youth, had been confined to a hospital for
much of the time since the spring of 1974 when
he was stricken with a heart ailment.

Mr. Chou’s death was announced by the
official Hsinhua news agency. Mr. Chou did not
see President Ford on his visit to China in
December. He talked in the hospital with visiting
foreign leaders over the last year and a half.

During Mr. Chou’s illness, his duties had been
taken over by Mr. Teng Hsiao-ping, who also has
been mentioned as a possible successor to the
ageing and ailing Chairman Mao Tse-tung.

‘Throughout his illness, Mr. Chou continued to
interest himself in political affairs. He met
important foreign visitors in his hospital suite
and kept a finger on the pulse of Chinese life.

He presided over a national people’s congress
session which filled in many government gaps
left by the cultural purge and laid down the
blueprint for a massive new economic effort
aimed at bringing China into the front rank of
industrial nations by the end of the century.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JANUARY 9, 1926

National memorial to
Queen Alexandra

Leafield (Oxford), Mid., Jan. 7: It is proposed that
the national memorial to late Queen Alexandra
shall take the form of a further endowment to
Queen Victoria’s Jubilee Institute for Nurses,
which ministers to sick poor in their own
homes. An appeal for subscriptions for this
object is made today in a letter signed by the
Lord Chancellor, the Lord Mayor of London, the
Archbishops of Canterbury and York, Cardinal
Vaughans, Archbishop of Westminster, and
Doctor Hertz, Chief Rabbi. The letter concludes,
“We feel sure that this work for the suffering
poor, presided over first by Queen Victoria, then
by Queen Alexandra, and now by our present
gracious Queen, will appeal to our countrymen
and countrywomen as a splendid and
appropriate object of memorial of the nation’s
love for Queen Alexandra.”
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Number of typhoid Value of Uttar Pradesh  Quantity of high-grade Increase in average Total amount locked
fever cases in India government allocation heroin seized near assets of MPs between  in customs duty
in 2023 for school events Indo-Myanmar border 2014 and 2024 disputes

in lakh. Delhi, Maharashtra
49 and Karnataka accounted for

nearly 30% of the national
burden. Findings published in The Lancet

Regional Health Southeast Asia also show

In % crore. The Uttar
Pradesh government
OLF pas allocated Rs 19.8

crore to organise Annual Day and Sports
Day programmes. The initiative aims to

that six lakh of the 7.3 lakh
across the country were attributable to
fluoroquinolone-resistance, a type of
antibiotic, or antimicrobial, resistance. en

promote and along
with the all-round development of children
by linking academics with culture, sports
and community participation. eri

In kilograms. The Narcotics

7 3 Control Bureau seized 7.3 kg

L4 of high-grade heroin during
an operation near the Indo-Myanmar
border in Manipur and arrested two
alleged traffickers. The contraband,
concealed in over 600 soap cases, was
recovered from a vehicle intercepted by
NCB teams. ani

in per cent. Between 2014
110 and 2024, 102 MPs who

got re-elected to the Lok
Sabha recorded an over 100% average
growth in their assets, said a report
released by the Association for Democratic
Reforms. It said average asset growth for
the MPs between the Lok Sabha elections
0f 2014 to 2024 is ¥17.36 crore. n

In % lakh crore. With

l 2 over X152 lakh crore of

® customs duty locked in
litigations, the government could look at
the possibility of an amnesty scheme in
the Budget for 2026-27, Price Waterhouse &
Co said on Thursday. As of March 2024,
38,014 cases are locked in litigation. en
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ISRO and the next big challenge

ISRO’s past accomplishments raise the bar for future missions as it prepares in parallel for more complex programmes; the next phase depends less on individual

feats and more on sustained institutional performance, clearer legal structures, and the capacity to execute ambitious missions in a routine way

FULL CONTEXT
Vasudevan Mukunth

he record of the Indian Space

Research Organisation (ISRO)

over the last decade has been

remarkably broad for an
agency of its size and budget.

Its rockets, especially the Polar Satellite
Launch Vehicle (PSLV), have sustained
reliable access to orbit, rendering
operations with multiple satellite classes
almost a matter of routine today. And
ISRO is attempting even more technically
demanding missions. The soft landing of
the Chandrayaan-3 lander on the moon
on August 23, 2023, placed India in a
coterie of countries with demonstrated
lunar-landing capability.

The Aditya-L1 probe reached its
intended halo orbit around the first
sun-earth Lagrange point on January 6,
2024, adding a dedicated solar
observatory mission to ISRO’s portfolio.
In July 2025, ISRO executed a prominent
international collaboration by launching
the billion-dollar NASA-ISRO Synthetic
Aperture Radar (NISAR) mission, an
earth-observation platform for climate
and hazard monitoring.

Preparing in parallel

The thing about succeeding in such a
consistent way is that it also raises the bar
for future accomplishments. It no longer
matters that ISRO had humble beginnings
or that it transported parts of its first
rocket on a bullock cart. Even launching
the PSLV or the GSLV flawlessly the first
dozen or so times is awesome, but being
able to do that also changes what comes
next. And it will be good for ISRO to be
able to access that new opportunity
space, and without taking too long to do
so0. Otherwise, it will have some difficult
questions to answer.

Today, on the cusp of Gaganyaan,
Chandrayaan-4, and the Next-Generation
Launch Vehicle (NGLV), among others,
ISRO’s major challenges can be distilled to
three: (i) its capacity to execute more
complex missions; (i) questions about
how clearly the space programme is and
can be governed in a newly liberalised
sector; and (iii) constraints on ISRO’s
competitiveness that are as industrial and
financial as they're technological.

First, ISRO currently confronts a
deceptively structural prioritisation
problem. Specifically, as the organisation
prepares in parallel for the human
spaceflight mission, complex science
missions, satellite replenishment, and the
development of NGLV, a more powerful
launch vehicle (GSLV may be ‘Bahubali’
but it’s still only in the medium-lift
category), its annual launch cadence and
project timelines have become an
increasingly obvious bottleneck. Experts
have linked its low number of launches in
2025 — only five against the then ISRO
chairman V. Somanath’s projection of an
also-low eight — to project delays and to
the organisation shifting towards
big-ticket programmes. At the same time,
private launch providers still depend
heavily on ISRO facilities and
infrastructure, meaning the system can’t
yet offload work at scale. The implication
is that when a mission suffers an anomaly,
it has cascading effects.

To prevent this ISRO needs more
integration capacity, better access to test
stands, industrial supply chains for
structures and avionics, and a workflow
that can absorb setbacks without freezing
unrelated programmes or cramping their
timelines. Perhaps the first step could be
an internal scheme to help scientists and

¥ - »

engineers determine which mission’s
timelines are allowed to slip and for what
particular reasons, together with separate
resource allocations for R&D vehicles and
operational vehicles and creating new
capacity in the industrial base. The
ultimate aim should be for ISRO to not
simultaneously be the designer, the
integrator, and the bottleneck for all
missions.

ISRO pulled in

Second, ISRO’s role in India’s liberalised
space and spaceflight ecosystem — since
the national government’s 2020 reforms —
is conceptually clear only on paper. The
principal issue here is that India still lacks
a comprehensive national space law. The
Indian Space Policy framework, the
Indian National Space Promotion and
Authorisation Centre (IN-SPACe) and New
Space India Ltd. (NSIL), created in
20192020, were meant to separate
functions. Research and advanced
capability development would lie with
ISRO, authorisation and promotion with
IN-SPACe, and commercialisation with
NSIL.

But for all of them to execute those
functions efficiently, they need statutory
authority and clearer legal allocations of
obligations, especially those pertaining to
authorisation, liability, insurance, and
resolving disputes.

A national space law wouldn’t merely
help startups: it would also protect ISRO
by reducing the ad hoc demands placed
on it because it’s still perceived as a

On track: The LVM-3 launch vehicle at Sriharikota ahead of its M6 mission to launch the BlueBird Block-2 satellite on December 24, 2025. IR0

fallback regulator and technical certifier
for everything. If IN-SPACe is to be the
authorising body, it needs to have legal
authority. If NSIL is to be the commercial
arm, it shouldn’t be in a situation where,
if a commercial mission fails, creates
third-party liabilities or whatever, nobody
can say in advance who is responsible for
what, leaving ISRO to be pulled in by
‘default’ because it’s the most capable
state actor. And if ISRO is to focus on
frontier capabilities, it needs to be
insulated from routine tasks, like booking
and operating test stands or coordinating
spectrum allocation, that actually should
be performed by an industrial and
regulatory ecosystem.

Finally, like most laws, a space law —
and thus the activities it supports — would
also survive political and administrative
changes.

Sustained performance

Third, ISRO’s competitiveness
increasingly resembles an ecosystem
problem. The world is moving towards
more frequent launches by providers,
partially reusable launch vehicles, and
rapid satellite manufacturing, and India
needs to respond with more than by
expanding its engineering ambitions. The
Indian government’s own framing of the
NGLY, linking the space programme’s
future goals to its “high payload
capability” and “reusability”, including a
reusable first stage and the ability to lift
up to 30 tonnes to low-earth orbit,
acknowledges that economic launches

and agility are now central, rather than
optional, features of enterprises that
operate launch vehicles. And building
such systems and operating them in turn
requires more production depth,
advanced manufacturing capabilities,
higher qualification capacity, and much
more capital.

Investment in India’s space sector fell
sharply in 2024, reflecting both global
headwinds and the specific difficulties of
financing hardware that’s developed and
deployed on long horizons. IN-SPACe has
in response launched a technology
adoption fund aimed at helping firms
bridge prototypes with scalable products
and at reducing import dependence,
among other funding instruments.

ISRO’s past accomplishments have
earned it political capital and public trust
but the next phase depends less on
individual feats and more on sustained
institutional performance. The capacity to
execute will determine whether the
Indian space programme will also be able
to deliver ambitious missions in a routine
way. And within this context, governance
and law will say whether the
government’s efforts to liberalise the
sector will reduce ISRO’s burden or,
counterintuitively, expand it. Similarly
ISRO’s ability to compete will depend on
whether the programme can transition
from executing a series of individually
laudable missions to being an industrial
system, and for this engineering,
regulation, manufacturing, and finance
will have to mature together.

THE GIST

v

ISRO’s consistent success
raises the bar for future
accomplishments as it
prepares in parallel for human
spaceflight, complex science
missions, satellite
replenishment, and the
Next-Generation Launch
Vehicle.

v

In a newly liberalised space
sector, the absence of a
comprehensive national space
law leaves ISRO pulled in by
default, even as clearer legal
allocations of authorisation,
liability, and commercial
responsibility are required to
insulate it from routine tasks.

v

The transition from individual
feats to sustained institutional
performance depends on
competitiveness that is as
industrial and financial as it is
technological, requiring
production depth, advanced
manufacturing, and an
ecosystem that allows missions
to become routine.
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‘Avatar: Fire and Ash’: militarised spectacle,
render farms, and the end of awe

A gleaming tech miracle wrapped around a hollow soul, Fire and Ash feels meticulously engineered and spiritually abandoned; characters like

Spider and Kiri become overworked narrative tools, and the film wraps itself in environmental rhetoric while staging obliteration

Ayaan Paul Chowdhury

dragged myself through Delhi’s air,
body frozen, throat stinging,
visibility dropping to philosophical
levels of nothingness; all to arrive at
the earliest screening of Avatar: Fire and
Ash. James Cameron greeted these
Sisyphean efforts by flinging a flaming
monolith of 3D garbage straight at my
face. It's perverse, really, having had to
‘wade through literal poison to sit through
blockbuster poison. One would think
wheezing through dense radioactive smog
could prepare you for anything, but
witnessing this billion-dollar landfill blaze
made me slowly asphyxiate for over three
hours within the confines of my theatre.

Bloated spectacle

For three hours and change, Pandora
feels meticulously engineered and
spiritually abandoned. Cameron once
made films that felt like dispatches from
the future, but this third chapter in his
endlessly self-impressed saga has
lumbered back with renewed conviction,
obsessed with square footage and
intoxicated by its own gigantism. Bloated
with money, myth, technology, and a
palpable fear of irrelevance, everything is
bigger, louder, and longer in Fire and Ash.
Everything is also airless.

The grief that opens the film promises
depth. Eternal marine cosplayer turned
reluctant indigenous patriarch, Jake Sully
(Sam Worthington), mourns his dead son
from the earlier, Way of Water. Zoe
Saldana’s Neytiri rages with an
unquenchable hatred and her entire
emotional architecture is built around the
same loss. Their children orbit between
resentment and devotion. The premise
suggests that the saga is finally ready to sit
in its wounds, but the reality is a parade
of plot machinery, stitched out of guilt,
revenge, an almost voyeuristic
appropriation of indigenous mysticism,
and a mercenary belief in “family” as a
substitute for meaningful ideas. Cameron
gestures toward some semblance of
emotional excavation, only to safely
retreat to the comforts of prolonged
migraine-inducing 3D battles and
sporadic bouts of ritual chanting.

The franchise’s grand metaphor has
always been colonialism refracted
through its luminous fauna and noble
warrior spirituality, but Fire and Ash
strains to deepen that. Humans and Na'vi
entangle across biology, psychology,
loyalty, and trauma. Power wants
resources, power wants bodies, power
wants belonging. There’s still some
genuine material here, especially in the
uneasy bond between Quaritch and Jake,
two military men doomed to reenact their
masculinity as their destiny. Yet, Cameron
seems perfectly satisfied with
surface-level clarities of speechifying
heroes and flattened political spectacle.

Characters speak as if locked inside a
studio focus test, ripe with the contrasts
of mystical platitudes and dudebro
catchphrases. It's evident that the
performers were labouring under digital
lacquer, capable of nuance but trapped
inside dramaturgy designed for blunt
interpretation.

Plot machinery

Jack Champion’s Spider is the film’s most
overworked narrative utility tool. The film
continuously positions him as the
emotional hinge between species — the
biological son of Quaritch, the adopted

Astill from Avatar: Fire and Ash. AP

son of Jake’s family, and the human
permanently out of place on Pandora.
Instead of developing him as a
psychologically coherent being, Cameron
keeps repurposing him as whatever the
plot needs in that moment, whether it’s a
hostage, bargaining chip, test subject,
guilt trigger or even the occasional oxygen
hazard. His literal dependence on a
breathing apparatus becomes a metaphor
in the most on-the-nose way possible,
until the film simply decides to rewrite
biology and grants him a miraculous,
lore-breaking evolutionary upgrade via
Eywa and mycelial plant magic.

Kiri (Sigourney Weaver), meanwhile,
stands at the intersection of Cameron’s
heady ambitions and clumsy storytelling.
As the inexplicable child of Grace
Augustine’s avatar body, she is supposed
to embody Pandora’s spiritual mystery
and ecological theology. The mythology
frames her as the living bridge between
Eywa’s consciousness and Na'vi’s
existence, but the writing reduces that
enormity to soft-focus mysticism and
conveniently-timed deus ex machinas.

Both Spider and Kiri are built to carry
the trilogy’s salvageable themes of
hybridity and mutated identity, and both
ultimately reveal how Cameron prefers
shortcuts and gimmicks over any nuance.

There’s also the new Mangkwan, the
heretic Ash People. The film practically
shivers with pleasure when they arrive,

and Oona Chapman’s electrifying turn as
their Tsahik Varang storms the screen
with an erotic sense of authority —
perhaps the film’s sole saving grace.
Though she should be the great new
engine of chaos and ideology, she’s soon
drafted into Cameron’s preferred function
as a catalyst for more setpieces.

Violent bond

The most interesting dynamic in the film
is her seductively violent bond with
Quaritch. There are traces of Sean Penn’s
oily Colonel Lockjaw from One Battle After
Another in how briskly this emblem of
military-industrial cruelty turns his
genocidal obsession into a fetish for the
people his ideology defines as target
practice. Cameron frames him as a
creature of rage discovering kink through
ethnocide, and the film feels bizarrely
exhilarated by the revelation. Stephen
Lang chews into the role with a feral
gleam.

Cameron has spent the better part of
the last decade selling the world on how
his saga explores the tangled braids
between human violence and ecological
reverence, but Fire and Ash is fascinated
with punishment, purification, and
cleansing through violence. The script
keeps genuflecting to Eywa, the Great
Cosmic Mum, while clearly getting its
kicks choreographing annihilation.

‘What's especially hilarious is watching

a billion-dollar “anti-imperialist epic™
manufactured by the world’s most
ruthless entertainment empire try to
moralise. Fire and Ash wraps itself in
environmental preservation rhetoric and
sings hymns to indigenous resilience, only
to settle for exquisitely staged
obliteration. Cameron preaches
sanctimonious balance with one hand
and cranks the industrialised spectacle of
righteous slaughter with the other. This is
cinema as an absolution ritual of sorts,
and I think we are supposed to feel
spiritually clean after witnessing three
hours of eco-friendly carnage, ethically
sourced through cutting-edge VFX.

The immaculacy of the technology
admires itself so endlessly, while any
meaningful pulses are pulverised under a
stack of a million render farms. The
relentless rhythm of the spectacle
numbed me into an unskippable lull
instead of enrapturing me with its
excesses.

Cameron remains a virtuoso of
large-scale movement, yet the splendours
of ships buckling, creatures convulsing
and landscapes shimmering with
impossible light rarely translate into any
palpable sense of awe. Action came in
waves so frequent and so structurally
similar that the sense of escalation
dissolved completely into repetition.
There is always another chase, ambush,
or noble sacrifice rendered with
military-grade solemnity, and the
franchise’s devotion to the ‘Avatar
experience’ has curdled into obligation.

Avatar has always sold itself as the
populist four-quadrant morality play
where extraction capitalism gets an
easy-to-read villain and indigeneity
becomes an all-purpose spiritual solvent,
all pre-packaged to clap to in IMAX. The
20089 film worked with a familiar
“outsider becomes native messiah” trope
ala Dune, in a supposedly anti-imperial
allegory, then spent the next decade
witnessing it collapse into the very
paternalism it claims to expose. The Way
of Water tried to update the critique by
widening the map and swapping jungle
romanticism for ocean ethnography, yet
the same ideological “difference” gets
aestheticised, and the films’ faith in
innocence-through-nature keeps edging
into a romantic primitivism that simply
cannot be isolated from the white colonial
lens through which it is conceived.

It’s quite frankly nauseating watching a
billionaire filmmaker sermonise on
indigenous self-determination from
within a studio apparatus lubricated by
public subsidies and global capital; a
system that, in the same historical breath,
bankrolls military dominance and
ongoing ethnic erasures while his films
launder extraction and conquest into a
smug, export-ready moral fantasy.

The larger-than-life theatricality of a
blockbuster once promised wonder,
provocation, communion, or at the very
least a lingering aftertaste, but Fire and
Ash is a resignation to the fact that a
beautiful void, scaled up to planetary size,
is now enough.

The spectacle is nothing more than a
sedative, and Cameron’s lofty ambitions
had long stopped growing somewhere
between the second and third billion
dollars. Not even Eywa herself could
resurrect my will to live after inhaling this
premium Na’avi sludge. There’s a more
fitting alternative title here, involving fire
and a crude homophonic body part best
left implied.
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Here is a quiz on influential figures and key events that happened on January 9

Sindhu Nagaraj

A
QUESTION 1
This American President was born on this day in 19

His second term ended early when he had to resign from
office as a result of the Watergate scandal. Who was he?

A

QUESTION 2

This American actor is considered one of the most
prolific and well-established character actors of his
generation. He won the Academy Award for Best

Supporting Actor for playing an abusive jazz instructor in

Whiplash. Who is he?
S

QUESTION 3

Mahmoud Abbas, who was born on this day, was els
President of this country in 2005. He is still serving
President of the country. Name the country.

[ S

‘QUESTION 4

In 2001, Apple introduced this digital media player
application that revolutionised the way music was
listened to across the world. Which was this?
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Visual Question:

Identify this New Zealand writer who was an important figure in the
modernist movement. She died on this day in 1923. WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

ambiguity

Questions and Answers to the previous day’s daily quiz: 1.
Name her groundbreaking critique of patriarchy, often regarded
as foundational feminist literature, which was listed on the
Vatican’s ‘index of forbidden books'. Ans: The Second Sex

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. Ans: The Mandarins

3. What is the only play written by Beauvoir? Ans: The Useless
Mouths (or Who Shall Die)

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’ Ans: The ethics of

5. Name her novel, which opens with the quote: “Each
conscience seeks the death of the other” from another
philosopher, Hegel. Ans: She came to stay

Visual: Name this American philosopher who claims to have
based her theory of gender performance on Beauvoir’s idea
that one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman. Ans:
Judith Butler

Early Birds: Dodo Jayaditya | Sadia Najam | Neil Lall | Sunil
Madhavan | Mohan Lal Patel
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“You look really happy. What’s the
reason?”

“Sujatha paid me a compliment today.
She said that the Principal likes me very
much because 1 am his yes-man.”

Being somebody’s yes-man is no
compliment.”

“Itisn't?”

“No. A yes-man is someone who says
yes to everything his leader/boss says.”

“In other words, he agrees with
everything that the person says?”

“That’s right.”

“Idon’t think I'm that kind of person.”

“Ihope you’re not. Politicians
surround themselves with yes-men.”

“Are you your boss’s yes-man?”

“No.”

“Can I say Tony Blair is Bill Clinton’s
yes-man?”

“That’s a very good example. I don’t
know if everyone will agree with you
though.”

“Isn’t it sad what’s happening in
Yugoslavia? First Clinton bombs Sudan,
then Iraq and now Yugoslavia.”

“And if we are not careful, he might
poke his nose into our affairs as well.”

“What does it mean?”

“When you poke your nose into
something, you interfere in something
that is no concern of yours. Of late, Bill
Clinton has been poking his nose into
everything”

“After all, for nearly four years,
Kenneth Starr has been poking his nose
into Clinton’s affairs.”

“That’s true. By the way, poke your
nose into something is an informal
expression.”

“And what do I call people who poke
their noses into other people’s business?”
“People who are over inquisitive or
very curious about other people are often
called nosey’. The word can be spelt

0..0..5..€..y OI N..0..8..y.”

“My uncle becomes unbearably nosey
at times.”

“Nosey people are sometimes referred
to as nosey parkers. I don’t want Gayathri
in my department. She is a real nosy
parker.”

“When Surendran walked into the
office, people stopped talking. He has a
reputation for being a nosey parker.”

“Do you think I am a nosey parker?”

“Of course you are!”

“Why you....."

“...just joking. But NATO seems to be
full of nosey parkers.”

“I'm not so sure about that. You see
right now there is no NATO. America is
NATO. The remaining countries are
merely yes-men. May be the name should
be changed from North Atlantic Treaty
Organisation to Nosey American Tin God
Organisation.”

“Tin God?”

“Look it up in the dictionary.”

“I'will. Do you think Clinton will poke
his nose into China’s affairs?”

“Clinton will keep his nose clean as far
as China is concerned.”

“Keep his nose clean?”

“When someone tells you to keep your
nose clean, it means they want you to stay
out of trouble.”

“My coupes keeps warning her son
Dinesh that if he doesn’t keep his nose
clean, he is going to end up in jail. Does
that sound ok?”

“It certainly does. Now tell me, what
else did Sujatha tell you?”

“...look who is being a nosey parker
now!”

Published in The Hindu on April 6, 1999

Word of the day

Clampdown:

sudden restriction on an activity

Synonyms: curb, quash, suppress

Usage: There was a clampdown on illegal
activities.

Pronunciation: newsth.live/
clampdownrpo

International Phonetic
Alphabet: /kizmpdaun/
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Busting
myths about

Standing firm

First cut GDP estimate affirms economy’s resilience

he Indian economy looks good to weather
upcoming global turbulence in FY27. It has
seen through the tariff storm of this fiscal;

Re weakness |\

the first advance estimates of 7.4 per cent growth for
FY26 would pass off as robust even in saner times. It
suggests that 6.5 per cent growthin FY25 wasa
cyclical blip, from which the economy has recovered,
despite global headwinds.

POCKET

The current growth is broad-based, as
even exports are estimated to grow 6.4 per
cent. Clearly, exports diversification has
begun; May-November exports to the US
(which account for alittle under a fifth of
total exports) dropped 21 per cent, but
exports to other destinations rose 5.5 per
cent. Amidst the threat of more
preposterous tariffs coming our way, this
shift is an encouraging sign. The growth this
fiscal has been propelled by 7.8 per cent
increase in gross fixed capital formation (7.1
per cent last year) and a 5.2 per centrise in
government spending (2.3 per cent in FY25)
— besides 7 per cent growth in private
consumption. Economists have observed
that a squeeze in revenue spending by the
government, coinciding with a rise in capex,
can have beneficial growth effects. There has
been an increase in private investment
interest in recent times; efforts to promote
ease of doing business, including direct and
indirect tax cuts are perhaps yielding results.
Government capex (about 15 per cent of
total capex) could also be creatinga
‘crowd-in’ effect.

Arecent compilation by Bank of Baroda
oninvestment intentions in the first nine
months of this fiscal bears this out. New
investments announced during this period
amount to ¥26.62 lakh crore, against ¥23.88
lakh crore in the same period in FY25. The
investment interest is pronounced in
electricity, chemicals, metals and
information technology. With protectionism
on the rise, India must focus on
consolidating domestic demand and value
chains. Its production linked incentives are
appropriate for building domestic resilience,
but the Budget could review these packages
and improve upon them. However, this
perception of robustness should not lead to
complacency. The impact of the Trump
administration’s actions on financial
markets remains an area of concern, as the
Reserve Bank of India has observed. A
scenario of choppy capital flows and
widening trade deficit implies that both the
currency as well as interest rates could come
under stress. On the brighter side, trade
deals with the USand EU could ease up
sentiment.

Since monetary policy has done its bit to
push credit (relaxing the repo rate by 125
basis points in 2025 and slashing the cash
reserve ratio), the onus would lie more with
the government to keep growth going,
amidst an emerging revenue constraint and
stiff 10-year G Sec rates. A shift to targeting
the debt-to-GDP ratio (from the fiscal deficit
ratio) from FY27 will allow the Centre some
space to frame Budgets with a medium-term
view. It should spend prudently to create
long-term physical and human assets.

RAVIKANTH

Over dosa, idli and filter coffee, three friends
weigh the prospects for the rupee

POINT
BLANK.

LOKESHWARRI SK

twasa cool December morning

in Chennai. There wasa nipin

theairbut the three friends

sitting on the terrace of the

restaurant, overlooking the sea,
did not seem to mind.

Theywere deep in conversation, even
as the wintry sun sent sparking lights on
the waves.

Soumya, Vishyand Vasu, close
buddies through school and college, had
moved apart as their careers took them
todifferent cities. Soumya had stayed
back in Chennai to manage her family’s
print media business. Vishy, was a
successful investment manager working
out of New York. Vasu, who had the
nickname of ‘prof” even in school, had
completed a doctorate in economics and
was working with a think-tank in Delhi.

‘Taking a large bite of the Mysore
masala dosa, Vishy said, “How I have
missed this authentic South-Indian food
in New York. So, what’s up with you
guys? How’s business, Soumya?”

Soumya put down her glass of orange
juice. “I'wish I could tell you that
everything is great. But that wouldn’t be
true. We are going through a rough patch
right now with the cost of imported
newsprint shooting higher, thanks to
this rupee, which keeps sliding. Our
margins are under great pressure.”

“Yeah, I am aware that the Indian
rupee put up adismal show in 2025,”
said Vishy, “I read thatit’s down around
4.5 per cent against the US dollar and is
one of the worst performing emerging
market currencies. Importers like you
must be feeling the pinch.”

Soumya reached fora golden fried
medu vada. “Yeah, the government’s
inability to push through the trade deal

with the US has hurt our exports and
economy. No wonder foreign investors
like you are fleeing the country, taking
the rupee down with them”.

“The worst partis, [ don’t see any
light at the end of the tunnel. The rupee
is continuing to look weak in 2026 too,”
she added with a glum look.

Vasu, who had been engrossed in
watching the waves while sipping his
filter coffee, smiled. “I think the

imism about the rupee i
gu\,s In fact, I think the rupee should
not be depreciatingatall. It should
actuallybe appreciating.”

“How can you say that? The FPIs are
continuing to sell. Isn’t that bad,”
Soumya asked.

“FPIs have net sold equities worth
%1.66 lakh crore in 2025, but this is based
on perception that the absence of atrade
deal with the US will hurt Indian
companies and stocks,” said Vasu. “The
realityis thata very small part of the
listed stock universe is impacted by
higher tariffs. Indian companies have
reported strong revenue and profit
growth in the first six months of
2025-26. The correction in stock prices
last year has also moderated the
valuation in many pockets of the stock
market.”

“True. Foreign investors were rushing
to China, South Korea, Taiwan, etc., last
‘year,” said Vishy, busy with his bowl of

Weak US dollar and
declining crude oil
prices, along with a
resilient economy,
declining inflation and
buoyant consumption
should have made the
rupee appreciate in 2025

is floating in sambhar,
with ghee on top. “The lure of AT stocks
led them there. But if the Al bubble
bursts, Indian stocks will be a good
hedge.”

“Once they realise their folly, they can
return. Let’s not forget that FPIs had
purchased Indian debt worth ¥58,348
crore last year,,” added Vasu.

“But what about the impact of the
additional tariff on the economy,
exports, trade balance? Isn’t thata
negative for the rupee,” asked Soumya.

“Once again, it’s a matter of false
perception,” said Vasu. “Total exports
between April and November 2025 are
up around S per centand the exports to

‘GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

typically helped in strengthening the
rupee.”

“Finally, the domestic economy is in
fine fettle, growing at over 7 per cent,
inflation is cooling down, consumption
has been buoyant thanks to fiscal
‘measures such as income taxand GST
rate cuts, corporate earnings are good.
These factors should draw both FDI as
wellas foreign portfolio investors, when
the tide turns,” concluded Vasu.

“Going by what you are saying, the
rupee should not have been weak atall.
Then why s it sliding like this? This is
very confusing,” Soumya lamented.

“There is one final factor that is
influencing the rupee — forex trading in
the dollar-ruj racts. Traders look

the US jumped 29 per cent in
The impact of tariff is unlikely to be
‘material for two reasons. One, exports
tothe US account for only 18 per cent of
India’s total exports. Two, major items
such as mobile handsets and drugs and
pharmaceuticals are not subject to the
additional tariff.”

Having finished their breakfast, the
friends decided totake a stroll on the
beach.

“What do you mean by saying that the
rupee ought to be appreciatingand not
depreciating,” asked Vishy, turnin;
towards Vasu, as they walked along the

“Well, there are several factors that
are supportive to the rupee at this
point,” said Vasu. The dollar has been
very weak since 2025 with the dollar
index down 10 per cent last year due to
the aggressive rate cuts by the US Fed.
This has resulted in all the other
currencies appreciating against the
dollar. The rupee should have done the
same.”

“Another factor that influences the
rupee’s movement is crude oil prices,
since India meets over 80 per cent of its
domestic requirements through
imports. Crude oil prices are down over
27 per cent in 2025. This would have

for currency pairs which appear weak
and take short positions or sell positions
in them. They will keep pushing the
prices lower because their short
positions become profitable as the
currency declines. Many of these traders
are operating out of other countries
such as Singapore, Dubai, Luxembourg
etc,” explained Vasu.

“But why is the RBI not selling dollar
and helping the rupee?” asked Soumya.

“Well, the RBI is intervening at
regular intervals. But it appears to be
allowing the rupee to slide intentionally,
to help exporters hurt by the US tariffs?”

“That is so unfair! What about us
importers? Why do the government and
the RBI not care about us,” continued
Soumya.

“The government perhaps wants you
to become atmanirbhar and start
sourcing newsprint from domestic
sources,” said Vishy, joining in the
banter. “Well anyway, thanks for all the
gpaan on the rupee, prof.”

“Atleast you have assured me that
there is nothing drastically wrong with

the rupee and have given me hope that it =

will begin appreciating soon. Thanks so
much for that,” said Soumya, waving
goodbye.

Fostering innovation through experimentation

While knowledge is crucial for making informed decisions, experimentation helps assess and improve ideas

—
Sanjeev Malhotra

glance at the most valuable firms
A in the world shows that an

emphasis on innovation is a
common trait they share. Apple, the
world’s most valuable company, has a
history of innovations that have
impacted daily life. Moderna, aleader in
drug development and vaccines, has
used technology to pave the way for
medical innovation. Larger companies
have access to bigger budgets, greater
resources, brand awareness, an
networks that allow more extensive
R&D investments, the creation of new
goods and services in short intervals,
and market expansion.

On the other hand, startups are
nimble, focused, and driven by
disruptive ideas. The lean structure of
most startups allows for the freedom of
creativity, resulting in u-umvatlve

an intricate dance between knowledge
and experimentation. Knowledge is
crucial for making informed decisions,
effectivelyallocating resources,
increasing efficiency, and maximising
return on investment. Experimentation,
through systematic testing of ideas,
offers a methodical way to assess and
improve ideas and determine their
potential for further development and
funding. Organisations can thoroughly
grasp and improve their innovation
capabilities by focusing on these two
facets: knowledge and experimentation.

GENERATION OF QUALITY IDEAS
Continuous learning promotes
creativityand critical thinking, leading
toinnovative solutions and deeper
insights. An organisation’s capacity to
adapt and launch novel products is
largely dependent onits knowledge
base. Various forms of knowledge
mvolved in innovation include technical

CATALYST. Experif

transforms

for initiatives including innovation,
market growth, and investment
validation. Marketers may optimise
product suggestions and pricing
strategies, while marketing teams can
enhance the customer journey for
retention and lifetime value. Finance
teams can monitor and assess ROI for
various pro]ects Encor
experimentation promotes better
customer experiences and data-driven
decisi ki

ideas into tangible innovations cerrvmases

process improvement being researched,
developed, or adopted worldwide. The
knowledge base should regularly be
expanded by exploring diverse domains.
Experimentation fuels innovation by
providing a structured way to test and
refine ideas, gauging their potential. It
helps prioritise concepts, involve
customers, define target markets,
optimise marketing, and build internal

g.
Failure and mistakes are inevitable
parts of experimentation, offering
learning opportunities and eliminating
poorideas. Itis critical to recognise that
failure is a normal part of the learning
process, providing vital feedback and
pportunities. Refr
appmach to failure involves viewing 1[ as
an essential step towards successful
innovation. For instance, lessons
learned from the failure of
Chandrayaan-2 contributed to the

solutions that make asi insights, personal ~ buy-in. Key processes include choosinga  success of India’s third lunar mission.
difference. Therefore, any company, and expenennal knowledge, and testing method, defining testable Innovation thrives on the synergy of
regardless of size, can boost its documented information. assumptions, selecting the target knowledge and experimentation. As
innovation quotient with i Thede and discovery of audience, crafting objective questions, knowledge fuels creative

impact by adopting the right methods
and using moderate resources.
Innovation and uncertainty go hand
inhand, and the challenge of evaluating
and deciding the right way forward
contributes to some of the confusion
around it. While there isn’t a single,
reliable way to innovate, most agree it is

quality ideas are supported by an
organisation’s knowledge quotient,
which is its ability to access relevant
information, effectively utilise it for
learning purposes, and derive benefits
from it. Companies need to stay at ubreast

planning analysis, and executing the test
and analysis. By following these best
practices, companies can optimise
product development and reduce
xnno\muon risk.

ion benefit:

problem-solving and growth,
experimentation transforms ideas into
tangible innovations. Embracing this
symbiotic relationship enables us to
drive significant progress.

of the latest in

departmenr g teams from all

(3
and its applications or techniques for

areas. CEOs have used experimentation

‘Thewriter is CEO of MeitY Nasscom Center of
Excellence
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GDP growth projecti

Accordingto the first advance
estimates released by the National

fiscal
pmdencewllhnul ‘compromising
growth momentum.

depend less on forecasts and more
on execution — raising productivity,
easing logistics, and supporting small

are temporary in nature. Gigworkers
cannot continue to earn their
livelihood through these means for

algorithms and shifting rules.
Regulation, therefore, cannot be
treated as a brake on innovation

Statistics Office, the Indian economyis M Jeyaram firms that employ most workers. long. The 10 minute delivery thing alone; itis equally a safeguard for
projectedtogrowatahealthy 7.4per  shoavandan, TN Stable public finances are an should be thrown out of thewindow.  fairness and stability. What is missing

centin 2025-26.. However, Algause for

advantage, but they should be used

Gigworkers' welfare cannot be

is credible, shared data on earnings,

concern s the tocrowd in pi and , so it would be better hours, and risks, without which
growth of nominal GDP, projected at The GDP growth projection is not strengthen rural incomes. \frhevrgenulne and modest policymaking remains guesswork.
only8 per cent, which s significantly only reassuring but also revealing. Abbharna Barathi demands are met. Strengthening welfare boards,
lower thanthe 10.1 per cent assumed Growth led by services and Chennai Bal Govind ensuring transparent contributions
in the Union Budget. Thi ingis welcome, yet the Noida by platforms, and enforcing basic
I tisa fast track scheme! We '”u”ug(’d could have seriousimplications forthe  softer outlook for agriculture and Gig workers’ welfare X . protections need not stifle growth.
to cram in 15 monthl y installments ' government’s fiscal position. The modest nominal expansion merit Apropos ‘Gig realities' (January 8), Regulation vital Done carefully, such measures can

per calendar year!”

Union government must initiate timely
corrective measures to strengthen

attention. Headline numbers can
mask uneven demandand job

rationalise

creation. ini will

one cannot deny that these online
platforms have created millions of
jobs across the country, but these

For many workers, gig workis no
longer a side income but a primary
livelihood, shaped by opaque

benefit workers and platforms alike.
M Barathi

Chenrai
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Higher aspirations

Translating intent into action in higher education

—
Jai Mohan Pandit

ndia’s higher education sector

isnolonger short of vision, as

the the National Education
Policy (NEP) 2020 shows.

Butthe success of reforms will
depend less on newregulations
and more onthe capacity to
implement those already in place.

Thereisbroad consensus
among students, faculty
members, researchers,and
administrators that regulatory
clarityis essential.

Butthese regulations are often
announced before institutionsare
prepared toimplement them.
Curriculum redesign, credit
mapping, student advising
systems, digital platforms,
assessment reform,and data
reportingare not procedural
adjustments. Theyare complex,
resource-intensive exercises
requiring time, trained personnel,
coordinzted S stabl

HIGHER EDUCATION.
Implementation holds the key
stockeHoT

management, placements, alumni
relations, accreditationand

, research,
communicationand outreach,
student and staff well-being,
sports,and CSRand community
engagement.

Discussions on mental health
often focus primarily on students.
While student well-being is
critical h dstafftoo face

internal systems.

Higher education institutions
need to shift from compliance (the
checklistapproach) to capability.

With global universities
expanding physical campuses,
partnerships, and online offerings,
domesticinstitutions are

comparable levels of stress,
tension, and emotio!
exhaustion.
Arecurringaspirational
expectation is that the next phase
of reform must be anchoredin
performance-and merit-based
systems. Whether in faculty

competing on academic quality, recruitment, promotions,
research ecosystems, student research funding, institutional
services, global and oradministrative
institutional professionalism. In leadersl'up, aspirants seek

this context, weak transparent criteria, fair

implementationis notmerelyan

evaluation, and predictable

internal i itbecomesa
strategic disadvantage. The government haslargely
Indian institutions must also delivered onpolicyarticulation

professionalise placementand
career devel functions for

and regulatorv direction. The next

whether

credibleand equitable institutions can deliver on
employability outcomes. execution, governance maturity,
professional capacity-building,

RESEARCH PUSH and performance management.
Akeyaspirational expectationisto At the same time, effective
augment faculty with i ion requires
researchstaff, allowmg, racademics govemmcnt support through
tofocusonintellectual leadership ~ transition funding, training
while trained professionals programmes, model frameworks,
support proposal development, and realistic timelines,
fundingacquisition, project particularly for public and state
execution, reporting, and impact institutions facing financial and
dissemination. capacity constraints.

Reliance on contractual faculty India’s higher education

affects thelong-termacademic
stan

Asregulatory complexity
increases and competition
intensifies, institutions canno
longer rely primarily on faculty to
manage admissions,
examinations, accreditation,
rankings, funding proposals,
compliance reporting, alumni
engagement, and student services.
Thereisaneed to professionalise
keyinstitutional functions, such
asfinance and funding
mobilisation, human resource

reforms have reacheda decisive
stage. Thearchitectureisin place.
The rules have been notified. The
intentisvisible.

‘Whatwill now determine
success isimplementation on the
ground. Ultimately, reform will be
judged bywhether institutions
translate policy into better
learning, stronger research, fairer
careers, merit-based systems,and
healthier, more humane
campuses.

Thewriteriswith|GIDR

CRAJKUMAR

he Government’s end of

year economic review

announced that we have

overtaken Japan to become

the world’s fourth largest
economy. The review noted that India’s
gross domestic product has already
reached about $4.18 trillion (€3.55
trillion), and is projected to reach $7.3
trillion by 2030.

As our aspirations to play aleading
role in the global economy increases, it
is important for us to pay greater
attention towards legal and judicial
capacity building as a central facet of
India’s economic governance.

While 1991 ushered in the opening up
of India’s economy with an expanding
role of the private sector, the last two
decades have dramatically transformed
India’s corporate and commercial sector
with significant impetus on laws relating
10 economic governance.

The pre-1991 economic model was
based upon courts handling mostly civil,
criminal, land, and family-related legal
disputes and not complex commercial
transactions. However, the 1991
economic reforms led toarise in FDI,
infrastructure projects, pnva[e capnal
corporate restructuring, banking and
financial sector issues, and more
recently, the evolution of a digital
economy. transaction
acqulsmon agreements besides newand
emerging areas suchas ESG,
shareholder activism, and di.giral
corporate governance. We need to build
capacity within the State and National
J udicial Academies through the

rankings (rank 63 in ease of doing
business, an impressive jump from 142
in2014).

However, the issue of legal and
judicial capacity building remains a
major challenge as India is still ranked a
poor 163rd on enforcing contracts. Itis

JUDICIAL CAPACITY BUILDING
While we know that 4.78 crore cases are
pending across all levels of the judiciary,
government entities are involved in
nearly 50 per cent of all litigation, a

Building legal
judicial capacity

CASE PILE-UP. Judges need to be well equipped to handle
increasingly complex cases relating to economic and regulatory matters

‘GETTY IMAGES/STOCKPHOTO

an

education programmes sponsored by
the Federal Judicial Centre.
Competition law and market
‘While the

el o

the Competition Commission of India
has created new levels of expertise in

these matters, the core judicial function

requires basic knowledge and
understandmg of market definition,
and i

significant part of which s relating to nota good situation for the of academics, law firm
tax, regulatory, infrastructure, and future of Indiaif it takes nearly 1,500 partners, and industry regulators.
contract-related matters. days on average for a company to resolve Commercial d complex

Undoubtedly, within this broader data

set, 1( needs to be noted that of first instance. The World Bank’s

] cases are signi methodology is centred on time, cost,

The corporate and commercial and the quality of judicial process.
uncertainty is further exacerbated by
the fact that among these cases, more
than one crore are civil cases of which
more than 57 per cent are pending for
overayear.

The institutional expectations have
also arisen significantly because of
‘which commercial cases have grown
exponentially — for example,
IBC-related litigation has consistently
increased over the years, and the
National Company Law Tribunal
(NCLT) alone has over 14,961 cases
pendingas of March 31,2025. The
unfortunate reality is the judiciary s still
structurally designed through the
framework of a 20th century dispute
resolution model while trying to also
deal with 21st century commercial
realities.

‘The World Bank’s Doing Business
2020 indicators demonstrated that with
high-level policy interventions, India
could significantly improve its overall

astandard commercial disputeinacourt  transactions: Today’s judges need to
‘have an understanding of infrastructure
contracts, PPP models, M&A structures,
project finance, and construction
contracts. Theyare called upon to
adjudicate disputes arising out of such
matters. The existing knowledge based
onunderstanding contract risk
allocation, indemnities, warranties, and
financial covenants needs to be
substantially augmented to deal with
domestic, international, and
cross-border disputes that may get
adjudicated in Indian courts. The Dubai
International Financial Centre (DIFC)
isa good example where it trains judges
jointly with financial regulators on
commercial and corporate structures.
Financial, banking, insurance and
insolvency law: Our judges need to
develop understanding of new
insolvency frameworks, restructuring
principles, and even valuation
methodologies. Training and capacity
building for law and economic analysis is
absolutely essential for our judges. For
example, US Bankruptcy Courts
conduct specialised annual judicial

TRAINING THE JUDGES

The five most important and influential
areas of judicial adjudication where
judges need to be intellectually engaged,
their training pedagogically structured
with long-term capacity buildingand
educationare:

Corporate governance and
company law: There is a need for
training modules developed which focus
onunderstanding board structures,
fiduciary duties, related-party

The judiciary is still
structurally designed
through the framework of
a 20th century dispute
resolution model while
trying to also deal with 21st
century commercial realities

Greenland, looking for investments

tools. For example, EU judges receive
training by the European Judicial
Training Network in industrial
economics and market analysis.
Technology, digital economy, and

data governance: The speed with which
issues relating to technology and Al are

beginning to dominate the legal sector
requires a better level of preparedness

on the part of the judges. Understanding

IT contracts, IP agreements, fintech,
crypto-assets, and appreciation of the
interdisciplinary aspects of cyber

securityand Al governance has become

essential. Courts in Singapore and
Estonia have developed structured
training onalgorithmic accountability
and Al-in-contract law.

Chief Justice Surya Kant has already
announced that addressing pendency

will be one of his institutional priorities.

This objective can be met by a
reimagination of the way Indian courts

have dealt with corporate, commercial,

and economic matters.

The writer is the Founding Vice Chancellor of O.P.
Jindal Global University
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EASY NOT SO EASY
ACROSS DOWN ACROSS DOWN
01. Good-humoured 02. Thespian (5) 01. One seeking to lose weight might go in for chaff (6)  02. To him, work may be all play (5)
chaff (6) 03. Walked all over (8) 08. An increase in salary both is and are achievable (5)  03.Man on the road guided one to being walked underfoot (8)
08. Lift (5) 04, Circle (4) 09. Bits of melodies heard as one uses the colander (7) 4. Try to get through, but get the engaged sign (4)
09. Over-exerts (7) 05. Square-bashing (5) 1. Being dashing with ladies, they irritate workers (8) 05. To march up and down a barrack square may create a hole (5)
11, Ladies' men (8) 06, Omen (4) 12. Gets, and holds fast, one’s personal luggage (5) 06, Mark a twelfth part of the Zodiac (4)

12. Ensnares (5)

15. Distance measure (4)

16. Curious, rum (3)

17. Egg-shaped (4)

19. Thrusts home dagger (5)
21. Blue-pencilled (8)

24. Descriptive of coastal
resort (7)

25, Law-breaking (5)

26. Duty list (6)

07. Where sailors eat together (4)
10. They rise by the shore (4,5)
12. Domesticated (4)

13. Competitions (8)

14. Positive symbol (4)

18. Currency (5)

20. Get to move (5)

21. Male bird (4)

22. Pindown (4)

23. Expensive (4)

15. How wide the look of pleasure that hasn't begun! (4)
16.It s not even curious (3)

17. Where duck may be scored before five by a learner (4)
19. Makes the point register the label in craft (5)

21. Vetted and deleted, or seen mistakenly in the

record (8)

24. Team such as Southend, where one may find 10 (7)
25. Credit given to large number that is surrounded by
felony (5)

26, Roll of names showing bird to have lost nothing (6)

SOLUTION: BL TWO-WAY CROSSWORD 2593

ACROSS 1. Marriage 4. Brow 8. Nod 9. Choke 10. Gin 11. Monsoon 12. Inter 13, Blind as a bat 17. Niche 18. Grimace 20. Woe 21. Brain 22. Ore 23. Done 24. Feckless

DOWN 1. Minims 2. Redan 3. Groan 5. Regatta 6. Wintry 7. Recitation 9. Crown Derby 14. Lectern 15.

07. Some old dish of food looking like a dog's dinner! (4)
10. They are formed of many particles raised along the shore (4,5)

12. There's no excitement in being so cultivated (4)

13. Fights the right-wing examinations (8)

14. This factor, being something added, may be positive (4)

18. The necessary unit appears in my holding (5)

20. Move statement of fiscal policy that’s inconclusive (5)

21. Prepare to fire a bird (4)

22. There’s no score about a thing it's handy to have (4)

23. Well-liked, but not easily affordable (4)

Gnawed 16. Severs 18. Grave 19. Alone

AND-NDE
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Why Census 2027 is not
just another headcount

By giving us granular data on a host of variables, it will enable better governance. However,

it also risks roiling the country over delimitation and caste—issues that defy easy solutions

n Wednesday, the same day
that the National Statistics
Office published its first
advance estimate of GDP for
2025-26, the government
announced that India’s long-
overdue census will kick offon 1 April 2026.
The coincidence isapt, even if unintended.
If economic growth is about prosperity, the
censusis about people. And since the aim of any
democracy is to ensure that prosperity reaches
allits people, we need to know more about the
latter. It's here that Census 2027 is expected
to play avital role. For starters, though our
population has overtaken China’s, according to
Worldometer, a website that offers real-time
statistics, our headcount is likely to conclu-
sively show that India is now the world’s most
populous country. But that's not all. As the 16th
ofadecadal series that goes as far back as 1872,
its report will serve as our biggest source of
primary data at the grassroots level. It will offer
information on a host of parameters, such as
housing, religion, language, literacy, business
activity, migration, fertility and so on that can
be sliced for analysis by village, town and ward.
This will aid in planning, policy formulation
and public administration so that welfare
schemes reach their intended beneficiaries.
Notably, this will be our first digital census, to
be conducted by around 3 million enumerators.
Data will be collected using mobile apps that
will be available for both Android and i0S
phones. There will also be an option for self-
enumeration within 15 days just before a 30-day
span scheduled for house-listing operations. In
another first, Census 2027 will digitally capture
caste data. The last comprehensive caste count
was conducted back in 1931 under the British

TULSI JAYAKUMAR

Raj. Census 2027 is important for another big
reason. In accordance with a cabinet decision of
the Vajpayee government, its data will deter-
mine how ‘delimitation’ is done—the process,
that is, of fixing the number of seats in the Lok
Sabha and state legislative assemblies after the
constituencies they represent are redrawn.
Given that southern and western states have
had greater success in population control vis-a-
visstatesin north, central and eastern India, any
remake of our representation map by the latest
headcount is bound to skew political power

in favour of the latter states. Unsurprisingly,
southern states have been particularly vocal in
opposing such an exercise. They argue that it
will effectively penalize states which reduced
theirbirth rates and tilt the composition of
Parliament against the spirit of federalism.
However, the situation we have today, where
theallocation of Lok Sabha seats among states is
based on the 1971 census, also goes against the
spirit of representative democracy in a federal
republic. Consider this. The average Member of
Parliament (MP) from the five southern states of
Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Karnataka, Telangana and
Andhra Pradesh represents 1.94 million voters,
while the average MP from the five populous
states of Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, Bihar, Hary-
ana and Madhya Pradesh speaks for as many as
2.57 million.

Aswe approach this exercise that's slated to
begin next fiscal year, Census 2027 can only be
viewed as a mixed blessing at best. On one hand,
it will give the government a far more granular
and informed picture of the people it governs,
which s crucial from a policy perspective. On
the other, it could stir discontent over regional
representation and caste, both of which need to
be addressed—but defy easy solutions.
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Goldilocks or distress locked in?
Deflation is hurting rural India

Weakening prices may seem good for us but mask inadequate demand and income vulnerabilities

HU
is associate professor at Jawaharlal Nebru
University and visiting fellow at the Centre
de Sciences Humaines, New Delhi

ast month, the Reserve Bank of

India’s (RBI) governor character-

ized the Indian economy as being
ina“Goldilocks phase,” implyinga
fortuitous period of low inflation and
high growth. Factually, he was correct.
India’s GDP estimate for the quarter
ended in September, at 8.2%, exceeded
expectations, while retail inflation
measured by the consumer price index
(CPI) was just 0.25%, with its rural ele-
ment postinga 0.25% decline in prices.

Much of India's unexpected eco-
nomicbuoyancy isattributable to n
deflationary trend, includinga 3
recorded in agricultural output in ¢
stant prices, But our national accounts
also show that growth inagriculture in
current or nominal prices—that is, with
the effect of inflation included—was
only 1.8%. For the broader pri
tor, real growth was 3.1%, while nommal
growth wasjust 1.2%. This gap was seen
insome other sectors too; real growth
exceeded the nominal increase. Thisis
explained by falling prices, which
inflate estimates of real growth. Since
the sectors where this has played out
(agriculture, construction, hotelsand
trade) are largely informal and employ
almost two-thirds of India’s workforce,
itisa worrisome phenomenon.
Deflationary pressure isalsovisible in

inflation measured by the wholesale
price index (WP, with prices postin,
aneven sharper decline; headline WPI

inflation has been negative in four of the
last six months, including the last two.
Prices of food articles have declined
consecutively forseven months. In fact,
almost all major categories of food, from
cereals, pulses and spices to fruits and
vegetables, have shown deflation for
almost six months. As for other items,
prices have been stagnant. The CPI
showsasimilar trend; food inflation has
been negative for sixmonths. This has
now spilt over to non-food categories,
which are seeing prices rise very slowly.
Deflationary pressure has not arisen
fromany single category, norisit due to
seasonal variations. Itis part ofa general
trend. Whilea higher price base last
yearwould have had some impact, it
alone does not explain the sustained
decline in prices. Part of itisalso driven
by a decline in global food prices.
Overall, low inflation may be a boon
for policymakers—specifically India’s
central bank, which reduced its policy
25 basis points last year.
anal stress in sections
some other pieces of

of the eu}mm\)
dataseem to suggest, particularly in
rural India.

Agriculture appears to be the hardest
hit, with prices in wholesale mar] keu for
many major crops now below India’s

official minimum support prices
(MSPs). Wholesale prices of major crops

sEm
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India’s low inflation and high
growthhave been hailedasa
Goldilocks scenario but falling
prices are part of a broader
deflationary trend that reflects
key economic weaknesses

Price deflationiis bad news for
incomes inrural India, which was
already under pressure. Given
today's trade uncertainty, weak
domestic demand needsto be
addressed onan urgent basis.

10 DEARS 360
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Venezuela’s oil shake-up could go either way for India

vacuum in Caracas threaten instability
b

hological leverage for bargains with

Strengthened balance sheets would allow
> & G

nsuppliers. But there

is professor, economics and
executive director, Centre for
Family Business &
Entrepreneurship at Bhavan's
SPJIMR.

he ing crisis in Venezuela draws
intosharp reliefa less-recognized fea-
ture of the modern global economy:

the movement of expectationsoften matters
more than that of physical goods. Venezuela
ically

has long been a distant yet symbolic:
important pillar of India’s energy security
framework. Actual Venezuelan crude-oil
imports into India have been negligible of
late, constrained as they are by US sanctions,
under-investment and systemic decay. Yet,
the current turmoil is already affecting:
not through tankers arriving at our ports,
but via shifts in market psychology and geo-
political signalling.

Global marketsd price lities

beyond W. ashington'sa

ally sensitive to the 5115111951 movement in
the price of oil, expectations of volatility
couldresult ininflationary pressures thatits
central bank may need to guard against,

regardlessof whetherasingle barrel of Ven—

ezuelan oilisimported. Thus, the
factor’ could come toweigh on India’s fiscal
arithmetic and monetary policy not through
trade flows but expectatios
While oil company stock prices in India
have fallen in response to uncertainty, an air
ofanticipation surrounds the private energy
sector. Major refiners such as Reliance and
Nayara have invested in complex secondary
processing units designed to handle heavy,
sour crudes—the type extracted from Ven-
ezuela’s Orinoco Belt. If the US pushes for
India’s Russian oil imports to be replaced
with Vi lansupplies, Maduro'souster

based on today's supply alone, but also on
the perceived risk of tomorrow’s disrup-
tions. After the US *capture’ of Venezuela’s
president Nicolds Maduro, global market
prices have been largely stable, thanks to
over-supply and the country’s low share of
overall output, butan ‘uncertainty premium’
may start getting priced in should a power

could open up more options for them. Mar-
ketsseem toexpect that a post-crisis Venez-
uela, stabilized under US oversight, will
eventually re-enter global markets with di
munted lwa\\ crude toservice its huge sov-
Even without
ply. the mere prospect of its return could act
asa ‘shadow option’ for Indian refiners to use

unpaid dividends,
written offas dead capi-
tal. That could change.
What wasassumed to be
apermanent loss is now
being re-imagined as
potentially recoverable
via debt restructurings,
yswaps or renewed
vidend flows. Equity
markets are re-rating
these companies not on
current output, but on
anticipated political out-
comes in Caracas. If a
transition regime hon-
ours legacy contracts,
India would benefit.

on too: the fear that 1 tic
energy infrastructure isso dilapidated that
any recover will take years. This createsa
: Indian firms must balance the
hope of future gains with an di Tipy
ne(-'d todiversify their sources of crude oil.
i s even more dm—
mmc for India’s public sector
ONGC Videsh Ltd and Indian Oil Corp have
significant Venezuelan exposures, including
stalled projects and assets

purs
| capital inves more

suchas pulses, oilseeds and cotton are
below these state-set levels. Soyabean
prices have fared the worst. On the
other hand, input prices are rising.
Fertilizer prices have risen partly due to
costlierimports, but also due to supply
shortages in the domestic market. This
hashit the income of farmers. Inany
case, farm incomes, when measured in
terms of income per cultivator, have
seenareal declinesince 2016:and there

While there has been some uptickin
rural wages for agricultural work, non-
farm wages have stagnated. Recent
reportsalso suggestan increase inloan

defaultsin the agricultural sector,
another sign of stress.

To put this in perspective, the recent
spell of weakening prices for almost six
months has been the longest in the past
six years. In general, while low inflation
may be driven by many factors, it signals
declining incomes and thus demand in
the e conomy. Domestic demand, he n

orinves

toliftoff.

Unfortunately, government efforts to
boost demand have focused more on
the urban middle class and tax-payers,
who have received concessions. But the
rural economy has largely been left out.
Moreover, with the government now
moving to arestructured rural employ-
ment guarantee programme, even the
modest job cushion that was available to
the rural poor is likely to weaken.

Whether low inflation and apparent
high growth signify a‘Goldilocks’
moment orsignal an impending phase
of stagflation is not an easy distinction
‘tomake at this juncture. But it validates
secondary evidence of ademand crisis
in India's rural economy.

Given the prevailing uncertainty on
the external front, reviving domestic
demand is the only option for India’s
|)011C ymakers. The surest way to do this
raising income levels across the
economy, particularly in rural regions.
This requires the government to raise
fiscal spending aimed at doing just that.

TE'@%W A ?E@U@Eﬂ

Deflation means a
slowdown of income growth.
Markets shrink, new
capital investment and
employment also taper off,
so wages decline.

MICHAEL HUDSON

|

ssions are distribu In that case, the
dtm(menwmcd anticipation of benefits
e

aggressively.
tionsof Indi

This would support expecta-
energy security even before
asingl(‘ rupc(‘ isrealized. Sm‘han economic

D)plnnmn(.{llv Lhe Venezuela cri

-al but powerful.
isa

for Indm; strategic

Asthe US asser
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Expectations around India’s
energy security prospects have
shifted after America's takeover
of Venezuela's administration.
Gains could plausibly be made if
anoptimistic scenario pans out.

While expectations clearly play
amajor role in the global market
for oil, New Delhi now faces a big
test of diplomacy asit's likely to
get caught betweenwhat the US
and Global South expect of it.

ity over the West-

ern Hemisphere, it might expect India, asa
democratic partner in the Indo-Pacific, to
alignits energy diplomacy with its aim:

At
the same time, Russia,
China and much of the
Global South expect
India to uphold its neu-
tral stance. This clash of
expectations  reduces
India’sroom formanoeu-
vre. If India is perceived
as leaning too far in
favour of a US-backed
administration in Cara-
cas, it risks alienating
partners in the Brics+
framework; if it remains
toodetached, it may lose
it atthe table’ when
new Venezuelan oil con-

porate. New Delhi must therefore
take complex considerations into account.

Perhaps the most subtle but undesirable
impact would be an ‘expectation of abun-
dance’ that an optimistic scenario working
outmight foster within Indian policy circles.
A pro-US Venezuela and repaired el l.m(ms
with W
over India’s green-energy transition. If we
begin tocount onan eraof heavy crude sup-
ply from the Americas, the urgency to fund
green hydrogen projects oraccelerate elec-

tric-vehicle adnpuun mlghl diminish. Any
such're
could keep India's economy tethered to
hydrocarbons for longer.

Paradoxically, expectations of future oil
security could undermine the diversifica-
tion that true energy security requires. Ulti-
mately, the Venezuela shock teaches us that
in a hyper-connected world, significant
shifts can take place in the minds of policy-
makersand investorslong before they mani-
fest at the pump. Managing these expecta-
tions and balancing hopes of gain s
the reality of uncertainty
Lhallmgefurlndmn\ tecraft.

These are the author’s personal views.
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id a GST reset boost spending?
onsumer surveys suggest not

Neither RBIs consumer confidence surveys nor Nabard's rural readings point to expenditure buoyancy after Indias rate cuts

is an India economist and executive director at
CLSA India, and also the author of ‘The Eight Per
Cent Solution'

he prices of various items such as foot-
wear, clothing, consumer durables
(suchas air-conditioners and TV sets)
and automobiles (cars, two-wheels
ete) have fallen post-GST rationaliza-
tion. Our calculations suggest that
inflation in India’s GST-basket (weight of 17%)
decelerated to 2.1% year-on-year in October 2025
and further to 1.8% in November from a stable 3%
in the previous 14+ months. Core inflation excluding
gold wasata record low 0f2.5% year-on-year in
November, down from 3% in August-September.

‘The impact of GST rationalization, nonetheless,
expected to go far beyond lower inflation. It
was supposed to put more money in the hands of
consumers, addressing weak income growth,
which was expected to convert into higher con-
sumer spendingand thus economic growth. In the
absence of high-frequency official data on income
and spending, various cons rsurveysactasa
crucial bridge to gauge current perceptions of
these two key variables.

Announced on 3 September 2025, India’s GST
rate cuts went into effect on 22 September.
Accordingto the Reserve Bank of India's (RBI)
bi-monthly urban consumer confidence survey
(UCCS) conducted over the first 10 days of

Such divergent survey results indicate that we
have no clear evidenc et ofhigherspending

expectations, its net response on expected income
during the next quarter was lower in September
and November surveys than in July, while
expected income for the next year increased in

November 2025, the proportion of res
perceiving a (gross) rise in income and spen([mg
declined in comparison with findings of the same
survey carried out from 28 August to 6 Septem-
ber. Ona net basis (the share of respondents
reporting more minus those expecting less, i.e.,
with those reporting ‘no change' left out), while
more respondents reported higher income in

growthafterlast year's GST reset.
\ume readers may argue that one should look at
ber surveys instead of Ni ber’s. But the

r(uu]ls areinconclusive even then. A higher (net)
proportion of respondents under the UCCS contin-
ued toreport higher income in September, but no
major rise was seen in spending perceptions. Like-
wise, the RCCS showed contin-
ued improvement in income but
with only a marginal rise in
spending. Interestingly, the

November (in line with the past trend), the share
of dents perceiving higher di
the lowest in the past eight UCCS rounds.

RBI's Rural Consumer Confidence Survey
(RCCS) also shows that the percentage of respon-
dents perceiving a (gross) rise in income and
spending declined in November vis- 5
ber. Onanet basis, while there was aslight drop in
income perceptionsin November, perceived
spending was the lowest in the last 10 surveys,

National Bank of Agriculture and Rural Devel-
opment (Nabard) h1s also been pubhﬂlnnu
bi-monthly survey since September 2024, its
Rural Economic Conditions & bcntmlcms Sur\ ey
conducted around the same time as
s.In sharp contrast with RBI survey findings,
2% of rural households—the highest on
record—reported an income increase in November
2025, with even more households witnessing
higher consumption. On a net basis, respondents
were the most optimistic on income growth in that

was

in Nabard’s
November rural surv ey were not
visible in September. The net
percentage of respondents
reporting higher consumption
was the lowest in September and
that for income was lower than
found in the July survey.

Others may argue that we
should look at future expecta-
tions rather than the current
perceptions reported by these

. Thisis difficult to agree
with. Since the GST rate cuts
were effective from 22 September 2025, their
largest positive impact on perceptions should have
been in the immediate months rather than aftera
quarter ora year. Even so, net responses on one-
year-ahead spending expectations under RBI's
UCCS and RCCS were lower in the September and

survey, while the net respons
wasalso at s highestlevel inthe last four rounds.

rounds than in July. Further, while
Nabard's survey doesn't provide consumption

aEEnm
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GST rationalization was meant to
put more money in the hands of
consumers, address weak that
income growth and spur retail
spendinginsupport of India's
economic expansion.

Yet, whether we look at RBI's
or Nabard's consumer-level
surveys, we have no conclusive
evidence of higher expenditure  low
driven by GST relief. Optimism E

onincomeis mixed at best.

survey (after falling in September).

Overall, whetherwe look at September or
Novembersurveys, rural or urban, RBI's or Nab-
ard's, current perceptions or e;
no conclusive evidence of higher spending driven
by GST relief. Optimism on
income is mixed at best.

One possible reason could be
that the assumption of “ceteris
paribus’ (all other things being
the same) failed. It is possible
vhile GST changes helped
boost income and spendingin
isolation, it was overshadowed
by a general deterioration. It is
also possible that more money
leftin people’s hands may not
have led to higherspending,
resulting in more savings and
ver borrowings instead.
nce these surveys track per-
ceptionsrather thanactual data,
some observers may dismiss
them. However, rational expectations theory”
underlines the importance of perceptions for an
economy to achieve high growth.

We await hard numbers, buta decline in current
spending perceptions found by RBI's RCCS and
UCCS and only a small rise in Nabard's RECSS go
against the narrative of high buoyancy in consumer
expenditure.
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Wake up: Indian women aren't
in search of Western approval

The West's discovery’ of Indian beauty reflects colonial attitudes

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
Asia politics with a special focus on China.

here’s been a curious phenomenon

onmy social media feeds over the last

few weeks: The internet has sud-

denly discovered Indian women, and
decided that we are... ‘hot.”

Theso-called rise of the Indian ‘baddie”

(Gen-Zslangforawoman whoisattractive

Today's global celebration of Indian
‘women feels patronizing. @LOSTINSFICTIONN/X

like the C Diseases Acts sub-

and stylish) has been fuelled by widely
shared clips on TikTok and Instagram of
young South Asian women dancing and
singingalongat popstar Tyla'srecent con-
cert in Mumbai. This coincided with the
first time an Indian model—25-year-old
Bhavitha Mandava from Hyderabad—
opened aChanel show,amoment W estern
hailed as a breakthrough
l'urlhe world’s most populous nation.
But for many women, both in Indiaand
in the Indian diaspora (like myself), the
tone has felt less celebratory and more
patronizi Tlm lmpll(.dll[)l] seemsto be

jected Indian women suspected of sex

work to invasive medical surveillance,
reinforcinga hierarchy that put menat the
top—a way oflife that survived even after
colonial rule ended. Skin colour wasalsoa
factor. Colonization embedded the idea
that people with fair skin were the ruling
while those with darker skin were
' as inferior (and as subje

The imperial gaze extended far beyond
gender. In lm- book menc/una’ author
Sathnam S: es how racialized
stereoty] posestahlishcd during British rule
mnlmuc toinfluenceattitudes today. Such

thatour y auseit's
finally been nlul.md by international
fashion houses or global pop culture.
This framing i isn’ 't new. For centuries,
Western percej f ininity have

cationsrelied on pseudo-scientific
lhmkmg, but their effects endure.

Women were impacted by a broader

Western dm omfort with their femininity

of fi
beenshaped by the imperial gaze ‘aterm
used to describe how colonizers framed
their subjects as inferior to justify domina
tion—one thatalternately exoticized or di
missed us, When Britain ruled the subcon-
tinent, Victorian morality heavily influ-
enced how citizens were represented.
Womenwereroutinely portrayed aseither

that d between prudisk and
fcushlution. ‘They were cast as exotic or
spiritualized figures, reducing them to
one-dimensional creatures in comparison
with their Western counterparts, notwith-
standing the discrimination British women
faced at home.

Seen in this historical context, today’s
celebration of Indian women as badd
feelslesslikea breakthrough and morelike

dangerously sensual or devoutly chaste,
rarelyasfully indivi ith
desires of their own.

Oneofthec f this dis-

ar of the same gaze under a
llendmr name. That's not to deny that
shifted in the current zeit-

tortion appears in Sir Richard Burton’s
English translation of the Kama Sutra dur-
ingthatera, when the soldierand explorer,
influenced by Victorian moral norms,
omitted or altered passages that hi
lighted women’s autonomy. I‘ummsl

geist. There'sawelcome confidence visible
among some urban young women today,
especially online, often in defiance of con-
servative social mores.

But casting this moment asa discovery
of the Indian baddie erases arich history

scholarslike Wendy Doniger
that colonial translations of Sanskrit texts
often flattened women's sexuality, strip-
pingthemof their complexity while recast-
ing theirsensuality that catered to
Western fascination.
This legacy produced a contradiction
that persists today. None of this is to sug-
gest that these attitudes were imported
wholesale by the British. Hindu scripture:
including texts such as the Manusmriti
(Laws of Manu), contain rigid prescriptiol
about gender that structured social life for
centuries, even though hought the text
dates from circa 1001
Colonial rule didn't invent patriarchy
but codified it, layering Victorian norms on
toanalready unequal system. British laws

of theinter long
before this month’s viral clips. From Aish-
warya Rai's Miss World coronation in
1994, Priyanka Chopra’s Hollywood suc-
cess, Arundhati Roy’s literary prowess and
the Gen-Z pop icon Lara Raj, we have long
had global visibility. Too often, though,
the broader cultural imagination treats
these instances as exceptionsrather than
the norm.

Indian women aren’t troubled by the
attention itself, but by the idea that our
beauty only matters once the West decides
tonotice it. This new year, from one Indi;
baddie—and the mother ofanother—to the
restofus: May this year bring fewer exter-
nal stamps of approval and a lot more self-
definition.

Why do human lives remain so undervalued in India?

SRINATH SRIDHARAN

Itdoesnot takea tragedy to occur for citi-
zens to recognize that their tim "|le\,
health and di; hold limited i
value. Hours lost to unsafe roads, polluted
air, lu\n,hable public servi ices, extractive

butasa tolerated bug. Living costs rise faster
than incomes. Middle-agers wonder how
they will afford healthcare as they age.
Younger citizens confront a different
iety: whether stable jobs will exist at all
and whether they will suffice to support

commitment to everyday life. Strategic
ambition cannot go with civic neglect. Until
every Indian lifeistreated as equal, as envi-
sioned by the Constitution, claims of devel-
opmentwill remain constitutionally hollow.
In practice, the value accorded to an Indian
lifestill seems tov.

Over time, this reshapes our civic culture.
Risksand inconveniences become too rou-
tine to stiroutrage and citizens internalize
the assumption that the system cannot be
relied upon to come to their aid.

If governance is ultimately about stew:

isa corporate advisor and
author of 'Family and
Dhanda’. X : @ssmumbai

t first glance this may see m likea

are
not c\[kncn(e(l as policy failures, but as

fcitizenship.

e normal
a matter of Lumpensalmn
data, dcluandllup,\cmllpohu ks. | newsci

Consider what we have normalized. Fake
1; freely, eroding trust. Adul-

1ti hingofthesort. Itisa |
that we in India must ask ourselves.
Amcm/cnwhoh wdhmmurc fein

terated food and medicines enter supply
chainswith little apparent deterrence. Med-
ical advice is sometimes shaped less by

India cities, from
ameasure of material successand travelled
globally, my conclusion is neither emo-
tional norideological. Across domains, dec-

ades and governments, the actual value of

an Indian life, as encoded in our systems,

patient hanby revenue incenti
Educational institutions extract fees with
limited accountability for long-term out-
comes. Pollution harms our health, but is
treated asjust another inconvenience. Our
cities shorten livesslowly and predictably,

livesofdigni

y. Entry-level salaries paid by
large tech firms have stagnated for nearly

two decades, even

fited from public land, incentivesandinfra-
structure provided in the name of national

development.

Road fatalities are
routine, yet safety rarely
commands attention,
Cities claim to becitizen
friendly while s g
structurally hostile to
pedestrians, the elderly,

appears alarmingly low. In practice, itoften | and thisis de: nbed asthecostofgrowth. | children and persons
feels close tozero. Inasense, citi ipitselfhasbeen hol- ith disabiliti
Thisis not because we lack compassion. | lowed out. The economically weak matter All this points to a
amili ply iti pond liticall; banks, while the wealthy | deep contradiction.
instinctively and individuals routinely com- mutlerdssourceﬁufhmdmg.m(lmﬂuence Even as India seeks
pensate forsystemic gaps. But compassion | Everyone elseis managed administratively. | greaterglobal relevance

attheindividual level seems to coexist with
indifference at the systemic leve

In general, the quality of life remains sec-
ondary, acknowledged in speeches but

rarely in policy design.

Currupu'on persists not asan exception,

as a leading economy
and ecredible voice,
domestic policy choices
reveal a non-existent

Ll
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Inspite of India's economic
emergence, itdoesnot takea
tragedy to occur for citizens to
discover that their time, safety,
health and dignity hold rather
limited institutional value.

Asociety’s well-being requires
systems that are designed to
make life safer and easier to live.
Until we have real accountability
onthis measure, Indian lives will
continue to feel undervalued.

sharply by C|(L\ﬁ caste,
5. A

unfortunate incident and a pedestrian’s as
a traffic disruption. Likewise, a hospital
deathisacapacity issue. Such outcomesare
rarely framed asgovern-
ance failures. They are

treated as externali

What is most reve ealmg
isnot that such fatalities
occur. No society is free

ardship of everyone’s life and dignity
hard 1o avoid the conclusion that de;pne
political and constitutional promises, the
institutional value placed on Indian lives
remainstoo low foracountry that aspires to
‘developed’ status.
India’s persistent undervaluation of lives
imposes an economic cost. When cit;
pelled to deal with avoid: s,
health hazards, unreliable services and
institutional apathy, productivity weakens
and trust erodes in ways that constrain the

of! Itis how little they ]ong-term prospects.
change h whether these c:

Threats to India's
financial stability pro-
voke swift action; mar-

tis
been meaningfully factored into the vi
aViksit Bharat by 2047. A society'swell-he-
ingis measured by how rigorously it designs
I ke life

kets are 1 and
assets protected. Mortal
risks, by comparison,
evoke sympathy but
rarely reform. Capital
seems (o matter most.

Until we have real accountability on this
measure, Indian lives will continue to feel
undervalued. For India to progressina way
thatwe canall welcome, citizens must come
tomatterlong before that deadline.
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Choking on inaction

Judicial censure underscores policy
paralysis on air quality in Delhi

HE SUPREME COURT'S latest rebuke of agovernment body over
hazardousairpollution in Delhiiswarranted,given the persistently
tardyresponse to the crisis. On Tuesday, it pulled up the Commis-
sion for Air Quality Management (CAQM) for its lack of serious-
nessin tackling this perennial problem and gave it twoweeks toidentify the
major sources of pollution and outline long-term action plans to address
each of them. Itis a damning indictment of official inaction that, even after
two decades of judicial intervention, the apex court finds little to show by
wayof durable outcomes.This reflects anadministrative failure toacknowl-
edge the gravity of the problem. That is why measures to curb pollution—
such as the odd-even traffic rationing scheme in the past or cloud seeding
moterecently—haveappeared half-hearted. Recent episodes only reinforce
this impression: the detention of citizens at a rare protest at India Gate last
month, negligence at pollution-monitoring stations, dubious sensors
allegedly generating fudged data,and even the court’sown decision torelax
ablanket ban to allow green crackersall betray inconsistencyand drift.

The Delhi government has claimed that 2025 saw the city record its
cleanest air in eight years due to targeted interventions. While air quality
did improve last year—the first eight months were the cleanest in eight
yearsbarring thelockdown year of 2020—this was largely due to frequent
monsoon rains. More tellingly, Delhi recorded its third-worst December
ina decade. In other words, there has been no meaningful improvement
during the peak pollution months from October to December. In this con-
text, quibbling over marginal differences in source attribution amounts
toa public disservice.

The court’s directions to the CAQM are therefore timely and necessary.
Noting differences among institutions and experts on source apportion-
ment, it has asked the commission to work with domain specialists and
arriveatauniformidentification of major contributors,withareport placed
in the public domain. Elected representatives across the National Capital
Region (NCR) have instead indulged in blame games rather than pursue
long-term solutions. Delhi, for instance, has frequently pointed to stubble
burning in neighbouring states, even as the Chief Justice of India has cau-
tioned against politicising this seasonal practice. Multiple studies have iden-
tified vehicularemissions asadominant contributor,alongsideyear-round
sourcessuch as construction and road dust,and biomass burning in indus-
triesand households.

Thjsxsnot thefirst timethe Supreme Court has taken the CAQM to task—
fori: meetings,alackadaisical approach,and reluctance
toact agalnst errant officials. Even the emergency restrictions triggered
under the Graded Response Action Plan once air quality breaches critical
thresholds are widelyviewed as reactive. It is high time the commission got
its act together. Pollution is not Delhi’s problem alone, nor is the city’s air
qualitydictated solely bylocal factors.A 2025 studyby the Centre forResearch
on Energy and Clean Air found that nearly two-thirds of Delhi’s pollution
originated in other NCR cities. A coordinated, multi-state isthere-
fore urgent. Depoliticising thei darrivingatc root causes
isonlythe first step towards acknowledging the scale of the crisis. Delhi-NCR
can draw lessons from Beijing, once considered the world’s smog capital,
which managed aturnaround through aggressive measures—shutting pol-
luting industries, switching to cleanerenergy,and investing heavily in pub-
lic transport and electric mobility.

JPMorgan, Apple, Goldman
score a rare win-win-win

IFYOU CAN'T get what you want, get what you need. It’s taken the best part of two
years, but JPMorgan Chase & Co. has finally helped Goldman Sachs Group Inc and
AppleIncdojust thatwith the tech giant’s credit card.

It’sagood result forall three firms — Gold.man escapesitserror-strewn forayinto
consumerfinance,App hAmeric bank,and JPMor-
ganwinssomeuseful growthi inthe form ofa $20billion book of card loans. The deal
is far from risk free for JPMorgan, but it helps in the hunt forways to put some of its
roughly $60 billion of excess capital to work — no simple task fora lenderalready so
dominant in the US.

ForGoldman, theexitd: a Itlaunched the
credit card with Apple in 2019, the year after David Solomon took overas CEO. He
wanted i tof consumerbusi toadd more reliable revenue to the ups
and downs of trading and doing deals. It proved a disaster, upsetting senior bankers
and ulhma(ely leadmg tomore than $7 billion in pre-tax losses on several ill-fated

RBC Capital Markets.
By the end of 202! Solomon s consumer ‘mission was in deep trouble; by March
2023,Gold: ghtaspart of the projectwould be

sold, starting with GreenSky,a home memve_ments finance business.It's been try-
ing to find a buyer for the credit card portfolio since the summer of that year and
JPMorgan has been involved in talks since roughly the middle of 2024, per reports.
The extremely long negotiations reflect both Apple’s con-
trolling nature and Goldman’s inexperience in consumer
VA
< form s deslgn, the tmnng of bills, Apple’s control of cusmmer

finance. The investment bank won the contract to runApple’s

card panly becauseitwas oneofthe only ﬁmswﬂhﬂgto meet

dataand its determination not to charge late-payment fees to
P, AU LJ delinquent cardholders.

[PMorgan, already one of America’s leading card issuers
withalmost $240billion of balances,is getting Apple’s portfo-
lioforan exmzmdy unusual $1 billion dxscount to rhevalueof

Bloomberg Tt the o

major consumer compames are valuable to banks and other

cardl theybring| d canbesold

other financial products That’swhy these! bocks of Ioans normally: cbange hands for
atleast face value,and often ata i

itsch he odditi Apple’sset-upwith Goldman

and 1ts rlsklemux of! borrruwers than the bank typically targets. More than one-third

of App are classed as sut nmp—havmgal‘lCOscoreoflessLhanﬁéO
In contrast,: ime borr forjust 15.5% of 's card
businessat theend ofthe third quarter.

Thisis in In Apple’sbook, the total debt of wh

arelate making paymentswasabuut 420 ofbalancesat theendof: September,about
double the rate in JPMorgan’s existing card business. The lack of late fees for Apple
customers removes a compensating stream of revenue that JPMorgan gets fromits
‘reason thebank pushed foradi inthedeal, perreports.
Goldman and [PMorgan will deliver updated fourth-quarternumbers nextweek.

Several other card companies, including Barclays Plc, Synchrony Financial,and
Capital One Financial Corp.,had held talks with Apple at various points, but the deal
with JPMorgan makes most sense—the bank invests more in new technology every
year than most lenders make in total revenue.

There are bound to be wrinkles in the relationship along the way, but combining
two of the biggest consumer brands in the US looks likea slam dunk for investors.
Goldmanisstill buil man-
agementarm, like the two it strucklastyear. But mostly it can get back towhat it does
best — dealing in capital markets, far from the messyworld of ordinary consumers.

R.N.J.Reg. No. 6188/61 Printed for the proprietors, The Indian Express (P) Ltd by Vaidehi Thakar at The Indian Express (P) Ltd Press, Plot No. EL-208, TTC Industrial A

HE LATEST INITIATIVE in
the area of critical miner-
als is Pax Silica (PS). It isa
US-led move which also
includes countries suchas
Japan, South Korea, Singapore, the
Netherlands, the UK, Israel, the UAE,
and Australia. The word “Pax” probably
refers to the Greek goddess of peace
and Silica is obviously a reference to
silicon, which is used extensively in
semiconductor chips and artificial
intelligence (AI) hardware.

Not very long ago, the US had taken
the lead to form the Minerals Security
Partnership (MSP). Today it has about
14 countries including the European
Union (EU) and India, which joined the
MSPin 2023,ayearafterits formation.
The objective of the MSP was to
counter China’s ly in critical
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@ CRITICAL MINERALS
US-LED PAX SILICA MAY NOT SUCCEED IN ANOTHER ATTEMPT TO BREAK CHINESE MONOPOLY

New wine in an old bottle

SOMIT DASGUPTA

Visiting Professor, ICRIER

2030, etc.

Whether its Pax Silica or the MSP,
their objective is similar—initiating a
counter measure to China’s monopoly
on critical minerals and rare earths.
China controls 70% of the mining of
critical minerals and 90% of its pro-
cessing, making its dominance
absolute. Any attempt to break this
would be a Herculean task for both
ical and financial reasons. From

minerals, both in mining and in pro-
cessing. The composition of countries
in the MSP, however, is somewhat
intriguing. Take the case of India. One
does not know its expected function-
ality in the MSP. India is not really
endowed with critical minerals or rare
earths beneath the earth’s crust and
neither does it have access to process-
ing technology.Itissaid that India has
reserves of about eight critical miner-
als, though not all of them are proven.
Recently, there were reports that india
has ample reserves of lithium in
Jammu and Kashmir but here again,
they were inferred and not proven.
Mining them has also elicited a poor
response due tovarious reasons. India,
however, is a big market for critical
minerals given its target to have 500
gigawatts of renewable capacity by
2030, and have 30% production of
electric vehicles at the margin by

the i side, the

ning coupled with intense mining to
theextent of beingindiscriminate,as it
suffered severe environmental issues
in areas of Inner Mongolia. China has
benefitted from having lax environ-
mental norms vis-a-vis the West and
cheap labour too. Countries like the US
sent their mined critical minerals to
China for processing since they did not
want to sully their own environment
given that processing is highly energy-
i ive and enh

time horizon formining of
critical minerals to getting
to the final products may
take 15 years or more.
Given the pace of demand
for critical minerals, this
stiff time period is going
to be a spoilsport. More-
over, the environment
laws in the West are much
more stringent and min-
ing may prove to be an
uphill task. On the economic front,
China produces critical minerals at a
fraction of the cost compared to the
West. Clearly, such a cost difference will
make it very difficult forany enterprise
to counter China and ultimately stand
on its own feet. The head start that
China has in the area of critical miner-
als and rare earth is stupendous. It has
come through years of strategic plan-

The composition of
the Pax Silica
suggests that care
has been taken to
include countries
with an edge in
research initiatives
in Al algorithms
—_————a=

carbon footprints. The
US, for sure, must be
repenting this policy of
the pastsinceitisnotina
position to dictate terms
to China—unlike with
othercountries including
India. China has been
using its dominance to
not only counter the US,
but has also browbeaten
Japan in the past—way
back in 2010—to settle a border dis-
pute by banning exports of some criti-
cal minerals temporarily.

It would be good to compare the
composition of the MSP with that of
the PS.While the PS is a compact body
consisting of about nine countries, the
MSP has 14 member countries. The
new entrants in the PS include Singa-
pore, the Netherlands, Israel, and the

Prime Minister Narendra Modi

Start-ups and Al entrepreneurs are the

co-architects of India's future. The country
has immense capacity for both innovation and
large-scale implementation

UAE. The composition of the PS gives
animpression that care has been taken
to include those countries which have
an edge in research initiatives in Al
algorithms, semiconductordesignand
manufacturing, research and innova-
tion, cybersecurity applications, etc.
The inclusion of the UAE, however, isa
little surprising. India was excluded
from the PSand there wasalot of spec-
ulationas to why this was the case.The
fact is that India is not the lone coun-
try that was dropped. There are others
like Canada, Estonia, Finland, France,
Germany, Italy, Norway, Sweden, and
the EU as well. Therefore, perhaps too
much should not be read into India’s
exclusion. In my view, it is surprising
that India was made a member of the
MSPtobegin withsince it has nothing
to offer in terms of reserves or tech-
nology for processing. India, however,
will be a major market where demand
for critical minerals and rare earths
may grow in leaps and bounds.

The moot point is whether the new
body in the form of PS will be able to
break the monopoly of China, espe-
ciallywhen China is one of the leading
countries in Al technology. Can AL
really help in countering the headstart
China has gained over the last three
decades? Can Al undo the advantage
China has gained today from its rigor-
ous mining and processing of critical
minerals and rare earths? The answer
is perhaps no, at least not in the short
or even medium term. To that extent,
we can safely conclude that the deci-
sion toset up PSisnothingbut acase of
new wine in old bottles. At best, it isa
case of optics.

Views are personal

2025 reset cooperation priorities

MUKESH BUTANI
PRANOY GOSWAMI

Respectively Managing Partner and Senior
Associate; Tax Policy, BMR Legal

FfD4, COP30, and the G20 were opportunities for
India to show its prowess for multilateral negotiations,
while rejuvenating its domestic stance on tax policy

IN AN INCREASINGLY splintered
world mired in geopolitical uncertain-
ties, 2025 was a defining year to syn-
chroniseand reset international prior-
ities on cooperation. The flavour of
multilateralism notwithstanding,
three events in 2025 emerged as bea-
cons of hope for a cohesive and for-
ward-looking global order. The Fourth
International Conference on Financ-
ing for Development (FfD4) in Seville,
the 30th Conference of the Parties
(COP30) in Brazil,and the G20 Summit
in Johannesburg, South Africa, were
not just diplomatic events; they were
arenas where the Global South could
seek better terms in its negotiations
with the rest of the world. These
agglomerations are reminiscent of the
increasingly urgent power an emerg-
ing, priority jurisdiction like India
holds: a drive to foster negotiations
across the domains of tax and macro-
economics to introduce systemic,
meaningful change.

The FfD4, held from June 30 to July
3, was a decisive moment for reform-
inga global financial system that per-
petuates inequalitiesand traditionally
marginalises the Global South. The
stakeholders put forward a transfor-
mative agenda based on support fora
United Nations (UN) Framework Con-
vention on International Tax Cooper-
ation.In essence, members have rallied
support for a convention that elimi-
nates gender bias, combats illicit
financial flows, and ends the race to
the bottom in corporate taxes, includ-
ing a public country-by-country
reporting system and a global register
of ultimate beneficial owners. It led to

amorerefined set of discussionsat the
third session of the UN Intergovern-
mental Negotiating Committee (INC)
in Nairobi, with focus on getting the
draft text of the Convention in line
with the FfD4 mandate. India’s ascent
to influence multilateral policymak-
ing at the behest of the Global South
can be evidenced by its co-chairing
of important discussions at the UN
level in the upcoming cycle next year.
Progressive, gender and climate
responsive tax policies,with an eye on
the universal tenets of justice and
equity, remain high on

mate risk financing have gained
momentumand seen an upward trend
in spending post-Covid. Policymakers
have their task cut out to ensure the
gradual introduction of targeted tax
incentives to boost renewablealterna-
tives.Additionally, Indiawould dowell
to collaborate with its SAARC counter-
parts and design aregional green pact
that leverages synergies and strengths
between countries to create an ecosys-
tem of innovation and regional coop-
eration. Such a pact should extrapolate
the growing importance of tax and

public fi ing as

theagenda.

The 30th UN Climate
Change Conference,
known as COP30, took
place in the Amazon
region, in the city of

India would do well to
collaborate with its
SAARC counterparts  South
and design a regional

dual cornerstones to
lead ebullient climate
justice for the Global

The G20 Summit in
Johannesburg on

Belem in northem green pact that November 22 and 23,
Brazil, from ges synergies &  under the presidency
lpto 21.Despite recorf:l— strengths between of Suu‘th Africa, closed
high investment in < off avital year of mul-
renewable energy last countries to create an tilateral opportunities.
year, emerging and ecosystem of Under the slogan “Sol-
d ping i il ion idarity, Equality, Sus-
face a USD 2.2-trillion ity”, the South

financing gap each year

through 2030 to meet their goals
under the Paris Agreement. The calls
to strengthen National Adaptation
Plans and the Warsaw International
Mechanism for Lossand Damage, with
specific funding for vulnerable com-
munities, grew by the hour with the
COP stakeholders committing toa cli-
mate-robust future. In India, public
expenditure on adaptation in India
related to climate-resilient infrastruc-
ture, disaster management, and cli-

THE EDITOR

Sustaining growth

Apropos of “Resilient India” (FE,
January 8, 2026), the assessment
rightly tempers optimism with
realism. While headline growth
remains respectable, the uneven
recovery in consumption, weak
agriculture, and slowing nominal GDP
deserve closer policy attention.
Rather than relying mainly on fiscal
support, the focus should shift to
improving the quality of public

spending and crowding in private
investment. Faster project execution,
regulatory clarity for exporters, and
targeted support for rural incomes
can help stabilise demand. Equally
important is easing trade frictions
through timely negotiations, as
prolonged uncertainty hurts jobs and
small businesses first. With limited
fiscal space ahead, reforms that raise
productivity—especially in logistics,
skilling, and urban infrastructure—
offer the most credible path to

, Mahape, Navi Mumbai-

African presxdency,
according to its official discussion
paper, identified objectives that com-
plement the demands of FfD4 and
COP30, aligning itself with a call to
action. The summit, much like the
FfD4 forum, has urged the UN INC to
track financial flows, combat corrup-
tion, and strengthen international
cooperation. On the flipside, the highly
abstract and oft-unguarded defini-
tions of “fair allocation of taxing
rights”and “high-net worth individu-

sustaining growth beyond FY26
without stretching public finances.
—M Barathi, Bengaluru

Regulate AT

Elon Musk's artificial intelligence tool
Grok has raised serious concerns
duetoits vast, largely unchecked
capabilities. Its power to generate
convincing content, mimic human
behaviour, and spread misinformation
at scale is deeply disturbing for
democracies and social cohesion.
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als” have been put under the scanner.
India, in its bid to orchestrate tax asa
superpower to ensure equity, should
actively voice its concerns and provide
for prescient alterations to the draft
text of the convention. Access toabur-
geoning marketplace and the need to
realign definitions with global best
practices and fiscal prudence should
be a key determinant for India in the
next round of negotiations.

2026 could be a great year for the
multilateral agenda on economic jus-
tice. FfD4, COP30, and the G20 were
opportunities for India to show its
prowess for multilateral negotiations,
while rejuvenatingits domestic stance
on tax policy. In Seville, although not
with the expected ambition, progress
was made on multilateral commit-
ments toalign financial flows with the
development agenda and protect fis-
cal space for the guarantee of human
rights. In Belém, India pushed for a
greater pie in the climate agenda of
justice and equity under the principle
of shared but differentiated responsi-
bilities, and it could be a numero uno
for South Asia by laying the founda-
tmns for a regional green pact. Post—

b e it must c li
these visions in front of the G7 coun-
tries, advancing a joint vision of the
type of global financial architecture
that can promote sustainable develop-
ment, climate resilience,and the guar-
antee of rights.

India finds itself at a watershed
moment characterised by the “great
power and greater responsibility”
adage, as it charts its ascent to tran-
scendentalism next year.

Such tools can be misused for
manipulation, deepfakes, surveillance,
and targeted propaganda if left
unregulated. Governments must
step in with clear laws mandating
transparency, accountability, and
strict ethical standards. Coordinated
global regulation is vital to ensure
innovation does not undermine
trust, privacy, or public safety.

—N Sadhasiva Reddy, Benagluru

@Write to us at feletters@expressindia.com
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What the GDP
numbers reveal

Data suggests that there is no reason to
suspect a major slippage in the Budget math

ndia’s GDP growth is expected to be 7.4% in

2025-26, the National Statistics Office (NSO) sald in

its firstadvance released on Wed

Thisis pretty much on expected lines given RBI's
forecast of 7.3% growth in its December 2025 monetary
policy resolution. To be sure, we still have almosta
quarter left before the fiscal year gets over on March 3L

The only reason the first advance estimates are
keenlywatched by observers and, perhaps, even the
government, is that they are the last GDP data released
before the presentation of the Union Budget for the
next fiscal year. The suspense was greater this time
because nominal GDP growth was expected to be
underwhelming given the subdued inflation through
most of the ongoing fiscal year. NSO's latest data
expects nominal GDP growth for 2025-26 at 8%, which
is significantly lower than the 10.1% assumed in the
2025-26 Budget.

Nominal GDP serves as the base for revenue
projections, and a significant shortfall in its value can
lead to revenue shortfalls, thereby causing problems
for overall budgetary math including the fiscal deficit.
The good news from the latest GDP numbers, as far as
the budget is concerned, is that, despite a large shortfall
innominal GDP growth rate, the absolute value of
nominal GDP is marginally higher than what was
assumed in the 2025-26 Budget. This means that there
is no reason to suspect a major slippage as far as the
fiscal calculus of the budget is concerned.

Having flagged the most important takeaway from
thelatest GDP numbers, is there anything else to be
said? As inflation inches upwards — which is not
necessarily a bad thing—we should see a revival in
nominal growth rate and, perhaps, a moderation in
real growth rate because of indexation-related issues.
To be sure, given the GDP base revision on the cards,
the changes in future GDP data and growth rate could
be much larger than just inflation driven.

These statistical and fiscal calculations aside, the
key macroeconomic challenge remains what it has
been throughout the year. India’s economy
continues to face a turbulent external environment,
is using its domestic momentum to maintain
resilience, and will have to pump-prime both the
domestic and external to boost future growth on a
sustainable basis. Macroeconomic stability, reforms,
and, given the times, diplomacy too, must work in
tandem to achieve this goal.

Thank you and rest
in peace, Bazball

66 earen’'t here to win or lose, we are here to
entertain.” It was with this audacious
proclamation that England captain Ben

Stokes and coach Brendon McCullum kicked off one of

the more entertaining experiments in Test cricket. The

4-1 Ashes victory by Australia might bring the curtain

down on a tactic that was popularly known as Bazball,

but there is no denying that it was fun while it lasted. It
got people back in the stands, stirred up debate, and
challenged the norms. In that sense, regardless of the
results, it was a success. A new tactic (and it was new in
that it was the way the entire team, not one or two
individuals, played) is often a step into the unknown —
you don'tquite know whether it will actually work out.

However, nothing ventured, nothing gained.

Could anyone have predicted that Total Football, a
fluid tactic where any outfield player can take over
another’s role that was famously employed by Ajax
and the Dutch football teams in the 1970s, would
capture the imagination of the public in the way it did?
In basketball, the Golden State Warriors made a miss-
more-than-hit shot, the three-pointer, the centrepiece
of their domination of the US's National Basketball
Association (NBA). In cricket itself, we saw the West
Indies teams of the late '70s revolutionise the game by
playing four fast bowlers when everyone else thought a
spinner or two was necessary, and closer still, we saw
the great Australian team of the late '90s and early
2000s score ata rate that wasn't quite Bazball but
pretty stunning when viewed in isolation.

Which is why one must say thank you, Bazball. It was
far from perfect, as the tours of India and Australia
showed, but where would sport be without these risk-
takers? Imagine everyone doing the same thing year
after year! It would be boring and monotonous,
without a hint of the unpredictability or awe that
makes sport so watched and loved. Even in Bazball's
failure lies lessons that will perhaps inspire another
generation to do things in their own way, and that may
bea far greater reward than mere wins.

Injecting the DGCA with
expertise at every level is
the pressing need of the
hour, especially to avoid
the tragic blunders of
the past year

he year gone by will go

down in history as a

tragic year for Indian avi-

ation. The question

before us is: Do we as a

nation brood over the
past or look ahead to rectify what's
broken? Resilient India would vote
for the latter.

The June 2025 Air India 171 crash
is something that the nation cannot
erase from memory, not just because
of the lives lost but also because of
how devastating the psychological
impact was for almost anyone who
keenly observed the aftermath of the
crash. That the flying public remains
wary and prays silently before take-
off and during touchdown even today
speaks volumes about the collective
trauma this disaster inflicted — shak-
ing the confidence of many, both
within the airline and outside.
Worse, confidence in the system,
including in those in charge of keep-
ing the skies safe, has taken a severe
beating. As one observer put it, India
was struck by two numbing disasters
in close succession: The crash and
the handling of its aftermath.

So, even as we are still to ascertain
the factors that led to the tragedy,
2026 presents a valuable opportunity
for the Indian civil aviation ecosys-
tem to pause and prepare to take a
mammoth leap. If there is one lesson
the year gone by has taught us, it is
this: India lacks standard operating
procedures (SOPs), systems, and
expertise (to the point of embarrass-
ment) in a highly technical and spe-
cialised field. This, despite
the country producing one
of the largest batches of
engineering  graduates

‘€

Reimagining India’s
civil aviation in 2026

‘What was even more galling was
the mishandling of the retrieval and
decoding of the black box and the
cockpit voice recorder. This was only
matched by the ill-thought-out com-
munication from the authorities
after the recovery and decoding, all
of which came at a sensitive juncture
when the tragedy was still fresh in
the memory of the public and the
families of the victims. So far, most in
the industry or outside of it
cannot tell you where these
devices were first sent to
(the US, some news plat-

annually and being the only forms claimed) or by whom
country to have achieved a these were decoded.
soft-landing on the lunar — Apjylj But perhaps what irked
south pole. It is worth reit- Bh us the mostin the aftermath
erating here that India asa argava

of the accident is the total
f e

nation needs to do this for
its own sake, not to prove a
point to others in the global commu-
nity.

Let me highlight a few gaps that
became glaring after the June crash.
1f the post-crash handling of the vic-
tims’ bodies and their grief-stricken
kinleftalot to be desired, one factor
that seems to have been overlooked
post the accident is that crash sites
(and data recovered) have to be
treated akin to crime scenes and not
contaminated or trampled over by all
and sundry, as it appears to have
happened after the crash in Ahmeda-
bad. Numerous news reports claimed
that the site wasn't cordoned off as
required for a significant length of
time after the crash.

o

tion and lack of transpar-
ency in what was eventually commu-
nicated to the public. Simply arrang-
ing for a top-level press conference
post the tragedy — to outline how
India would be handling the investi-
gation, addressing concerns of the
families of victims including com-
pensation and what would be done to
allay the fears of both the crew and
passengers till a firm cause of the
accident can be arrived at — would
have gone a long way in ending the
endless media speculation that fol-
lowed the event.

Minor by comparison but equally
incomprehensible was a recent
report regarding a dispute between
India’s airport operators and the Air-

‘What irked us the most in th

is the lack of

transparency in what was eventually communicated to the public. HT ARCHIVE

ports Economic Regulatory Author-
ity of India (AERA). It highlighted
how a lack of expertise was leading
to ludicrous judgments by regulatory
and semi-judicial bodies in India.
The report said that a recent judg-
ment by Telecommunications Dis-
putes Settlement And Appellate Tri-
bunal (TDSAT) — the body that looks
into telecom disputes in the country
— suggested that user charges at
Mumbai airport be increased to what
can only be termed “absurd” levels,
given current and prevalent air fares.
Itis a prime example of entrusting a
dispute on a complex subject to an
authority competent to tackle some-
thing radically different!

What is most concerning and
needs immediate attention is the fact
that, though this column and those

across several platforms have high-
lighted the lack of expertise in the
directorate general of civil aviation
(DGCA), the body that is entrusted
with the safety of millions of fliers,
the needle seems to have moved very
little. A recent paper submitted by
the regulator to the civil aviation
ministry raises all the issues that
leave it hamstrung and unable to
address vital aspects of the country's
aviation ecosystem. To avoid a repeat
of what we witnessed in 2025, inject-
ing DGCA with expertise at every
level is the most pressing need of the
hour.

Anjuli Bhargava writes about
governance, infrastructure, and
the social sector. The views
expressed are personal
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Ramanan Laxminarayanan
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Learning from Singapore
to realise Viksit Bharat

ment looks like. At the time of Singa-
pore’s independence in 1965, its per
capita GDP was roughly four times that of
India. Today, that ratio is more than 30 to
one. Differences of scale matter, but scale
alone cannot expldm lhe exlent of diver-

o many Indians, Singapore represents
I the ideal of what successful develop-

The results are visible today. Absolute
incomes have risen sharply across all three
major ethnic groups, and Singapore no longer
resembles the stratified society it inherited in
1965. Income differences have not vanished
entirely — recent census data show that
median household income from work remains
lower on avemge for Malay households than

gence. Sing offers lessons
that run deeper than size or circumstance —
lessons that are especially relevant as India
articulates its ambition of becoming Viksit
Bharat by 2047.

The most common explanation for Singa-
pore’s success focuses on what is visible:
Vibrant capitalism, gleaming skyscrapers, and
world-class infrastructure. In many ways,
India’s recent development push — particu-
larly its emphasis on roads, ports, and physical
capital, and tax-free enclaves like GIFT city in
Gujarat — has sought to emulate this model.
But Singaporeans themselves are quick to
point out that these were not uniquely their
inventions. They were ideas borrowed from
elsewhere but executed with consistency. The
truly distinctive mnovauon lay beneath the

d glass in th OnStruc:
tion and relentless focus on social cohesion.

At the time of independence, Singapore
was a deeply fragile multi-ethnic society. In
the last colonial census before self-govern-
ment, ethnic Chinese made up roughly three-
quarters of the population, while Malays
accounted for about 14% and Indians for
under 10%. This imbalance mattered not only

but also i Colonial

for Chi d Indian evenasall

groups have benefited from sustained growth.

Notably, Indian households today often per-

form on par with, or above, the Chmese aver-
income

stantial upward mobility since independence.

‘This mixed outcome is instructive. Singa-
pore did not attempt to eliminate inequality by
decree, nior did it assume markets alone would
resolve inherited disadvantages. It also delib-
erately kept the government small relative to
the economy and reserved spending on health
and education to remove inequity, rather than
trying to remove inequality through cash
transfers and subsidies.

Instead, it focused relentlessly on prevent-
ing inequality from aligning permanently
with identity, while ensuring that economic
mobility remained visible and credible
across communities. That credibility mat-
tered. When people could plausibly believe
that effort and education offered a path for-
ward trust in msmunons deepened and

for is
likely explains low corruption in Singapore
in contrast to the rest of Asia more than any
other single reason.

1si e

lessons for other coun-

labour and education patterns had already
produced significant differences in income
and opportunity, with the Chinese commu-
nity, on average, better represented in com-
merce, skilled work, and capital ownership.
‘That imbalance could easily have turned into
apermanent advantage. A majoritarian Stam

tries pursuing long-term development, they
lie less in copying specific policies than in
setting the right priorities. Four stand out.
First, treating social cohesion as economic
infrastructure — not as sentiment, but as
something to be deliberately designed and
pm(ected Second, using housing as a tool of

arithmetic alone, would not have been unu-
sual in the post-colonial world. Instead, Singa-
pore’s first President, Lee Kuan Yew, treated
ethnic inequality as an existential threat.
Social cohesion was not framed as a moral
aspiration but as a condition for survival.

The core principles were clear: Prevent eth-
nic segregation, anchor social mobility, and
ensure that every community had a visible
stake in the success of the State.

Housing became one of the most powerful
rools for this. project. Strict nﬂ(s enforced eth-

within hood

not merely shelter: Mixed neigh-
bourhoods, proximity to jobs, schools, and
transport, and a visible stake for all groups in
shared urban spaces. Third, building a credi-
ble escalator of mobility through education
and skills, so that effort and talent are seen to
translate into opportunity. And fourth, sus-
tained investment in public health, ensuring
thatbasic health outcomes do not track iden-
tity or income too closely. Together, these are
not symbolic gestures but structural commit-
ments. They create the trust that allows mar-
kets to function, institutions to endure, and

growth over decades.

limiting the formation of enclaves
of any single ethnicity. Public housing was
designed not merely to shelter citizens, but to
bring them, both physically and psychologi-
cally, into a shared civic space. Over time, this.
reduced the likelihood that economic success
or failure would align too neatly with race or
ethnicity.

Over the subsequent decades, Singapore
invested heavily in policies to prevent early
disparities from becoming destiny. Universal
education widened access to skilled employ-
ment; sustained investments in public health
improved baseline outcomes; social policies
focused on levelling the starting line rather
than guarameemg equa[ outcomes. These
inter did not erase

isnota template to
be copied wholesale, particularly in a country
as large and diverse as India. Its circumstances
were particular, its methods sometimes
severe, and its scale unique. But it does offer a
reminder that development is not built on
infrastructure and growth alone. If Viksit Bha-
rat is to be more than a slogan, economic
ambition must be matched by social architec-
ture.

As Lee Kuan Yew once said, “We were deter-
mined to build a nation where no one would
feel that he had to look after only his own
group.” That focus, more than any single eco-
nomic policy, shaped the Singapore that we
admire and envy today.

overnight, nor were they expected to. But they
fundamentally altered trajectories.

Ramanan Laxminarayan is president, One
Health Trust. The views expressed are personal
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We will unequivocally continue to
support international climate

research
work on international climate
cooperation

HT

We will also continue to

Nature’s spokesperson,
a scientist of the people

his life — bold, unconventional,
swimming against the tide. In my
three-plus decades of knowing and working
with him, I found in him the rare ability to
brid; 1 gaps, between vari
fields, and between academics and activism.
His achievements in the ecological sciences,
as founder of the Centre for Ecological Scien-
ces at the Indian Institute of Science, Benga-
luru, were remarkable. He was among the first
ecologists in modern times to question the
authenticity of the forest department’s “scien-
tific forestry”, showing its ecological unsus-
tainability. He provided a rigorous base of
research for many people’s movements chal-
lenging destructive “development” projects,
among them the iconic struggle against the
Silent Valley Hydel project in the 1970s-80s.
His books on India’s ecological history, co-au-
thored with Ramachandra Guha, have been
essential readings for generations of
students. His contribution to the
drafting of India’s Biological Diver-
sity Act (we were both members of
the drafting committee) was crucial.
Madhav combined rigour in his
research with a deep sensitivity to
issues of people’s concerns and liveli-
hoods, bridging what is often a huge

adhav Gadgil called his memoirs A
M Walk Up the Hill. Itaptly summed up

Ashish
Kothari

siderable time helping villagers in Gadchiroli,
Maharashtra, to prepare detailed plans for
conservation and sustainable use of forests.
His very recent statement that the forest
department should be dissolved and the Wild
Life (Protection) Act repealed, generated huge
contreversy, and would appear to be
“extreme”, especially in a situation where
these can sometimes be a bulwark against the
devastation caused by mining, dams and the
like. But there was also a basis for it in that
lhese have caused irreparable damage o [he
between local an

nature, disabled long-standing local msu(u»
tions and knowledge systems that have sus-
tained forests for long, and displaced or dis-
possessed a large number of forest-dwellers.

In this and other issues, Madhav’s stands
were at times at odds with others in civil
society. At times, his view of traditional com-
munity practices and knowledge could be
criticised as weak on caste and religious
inequities. His championing of Peo-
ple’s Biodiversity Registers as a
means of documenting the ecologi-
cal knowledge of communities chal-
lenged the notion that only
so-called “expert” institutions were
the repository of such knowledge.
But some of us found this still relied
too much on the role of the outside

chasm b the pro-
tection of nature and those of human
rights. If this meant getting out of the laband
classroom, where he already excelled, into the
messy arenas of what nature and people can
teach us outdoors, he never hesitated. If it

expert, who could inad-

vertently become dominating, espe-
cially as part of homogeneous government
programmes, whereas the community biodi-
versity register approach by Dalit women of
the Deccan Development Society was more

meant working in
tural idioms and communicating ng his ﬂndmgs
and thoughts to the general public with mini-
mum academic jargon, he revelled in it. If all
this entailed challenging authority, he was not
shy ofit. He opposed policies and projects that
he felt were ecologically or socially problem-
atic. He was supportive of our attempt to create
a pamclpa(ory holistic vision cutting across
ecological-political-economic-social divides, in
the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action
Plan (NBSAP) process, of which he was on the
national advisory body. His seminal report as
head of Western Ghats Expert Ecology Panel
set up] by the mlmstry cfenwronmenL forests
andcl , was historic in i

He was, however, always willing
to enter into dialogue on such differences
and focus on essential commonalities. The
need to challenge India’s development tra-
jectory and the centralisation of decision-
making power in the State were aspects that
made him a significant ally for ecological
and social justice movements. In this, he
mentored generations of young people into
breaking through the shackles of academia.

In mid-2025, Madhav lost his life partner,
Sulochana, herself an accomplished meteor-
ologist. As so often happens in the case of
such inspirational and long-duration unions,
one partner follows shortly after the other in
search of other domains. I have no doubt

15
to balance environment, development. Tiveli-
hoodsand rights, It that
he stuck to his stand when the same govern-
‘ments that commissioned it rejected the find-
ings and recommendations.

Madhav was one of the few scientists to
support the struggles of Adivasis and other
forest-dwelling communities to reclaim their
rights to govern and use forests. He spent con-

they are fargmg new pathways with the

same of rigourand
human empathy they showed in their earthly
Jjourneys. Meanwhile, the rest of us will con-
tinue learning and being inspired by what
they have left behind.

Ashish Kothari is an environmentalist based
in Pune. The views expressed are personal
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TAKE
Pravasi Bharatiya:
India’s global strength

Pravasi Bharatiya Divas marks the homecoming of
Mahatma Gandhi from South Africa and celebrates
the contrib of the Indian diaspora worldwide

You can take an Indian out of India, but you cannot take India
out of an Indian. That is so true, as Indians have made a mark
across the world in all walks of life, yet they remain rooted in
their Indian ethos and values. Perhaps that is what gives them
resilience and enables them to face the vagaries of life in an
alien land. The Indian diaspora is now over three million strong.
QOver the years, its profile has drastically changed from

ind i lab to swanky IT professionals, doctors,
engineers, entrepreneurs — you name it. The Indians who left
these shores have left an indelible mark on the lands they
adopted as their own, without forgetting their Indian roots —
food, language, clothes, values, and above all, a connection with
their motherland.

As India celebrates the 18th Pravasi Bharatiya Divas (PBD) on
January 9, it s time to acknowledge the contributions made by
Indians to the countries they adopted and to their motherland,
often toiling hard and surviving in the worst of circumstances. It
is a day observed since 2003. Pravasi Bharatiya Divas honours
Overseas Indians who continue to work relentlessly for the
betterment of India's destiny — economically, culturally, and
diplomatically. The day is symbolic, as it marks the return of
Mahatma Gandhi from South Africa in 1915, a homecoming
that gave direction and momentum to India's freedom
movement. Indeed, he is rightly remembered as the greatest
Pravasi Bharatiya. His years abroad sharpened his moral vision
and political resolve, which he later brought back to India. He
was among the pioneers who shed the inhibition of leaving the
country and crossing the seas. In many ways, this journey
mirrors the larger story of the Indian diaspora - individuals who
leave India in search of opportunity, knowledge, and security,
yet carry with them an enduring connection to their roots and
often retum value far greater than what they took with them.

Today, the Indian diaspora stands as one of the largest and
most influential migrant communities in the world. People of
Indian origin everywhere -IT professionals in Silicon Valley,
doctors in the NHS, entrepreneurs and traders on Wall Street,
and workers at Gulf construction sites — have left an indelible
imprint. Indian-origin CEOs head some of the world's most
powerful corporations, and Indian engineers, researchers, and

P drive i ion in cutting-edge fields. Equally
significant are the small business owners, teachers, and
caregivers who quietly uphold India's reputation for diligence
and skill. The advantage the Indian diaspora brings lies not only
in dollar remittances but also in goodwill and strategic
collaboration. The diaspora serves as a powerful ambassador for
India - influencing policies and building bridges between India
and host countries. Indeed, human resources are India's biggest
and most profitable export. Yet there is a sad undercurrent: we
have often brushed their contributions under the carpet,
labelled them opportunists who left the country, and
ioned their patriotic ials. This must end. All Indians

are Indians, no matter where they live and work, and no one
has the right to question their love for the country. Once an
Indian, always an Indian.

Agreat egret walks near a one-horned rhinoceros as migratory birds arrive ata
wetland in Pobitora Wildlife Sanctuary on the outskirts of Guwahati.
PHOTO: PTI
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ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE IS REAL,
NOT SCIENCE FICTION FANTASY

Artificial i i is not
imaginary; it is a real, functional
technology firmly embedded in
daily life. While science fiction
dramatises future possibilities,
present-day Al is already
operating across health care,
finance, education, transport, and
creative work. It powers medical
image analysis, language
translation, fraud detection,
navigation tools, and research
that accelerates scientific
discovery. Systems such as
DeepMind's AlphaGo and
AlphaFold demonstrate
measurable achievements, from
beating champions at complex
games to predicting protein
structures with unprecedented
accuracy.

At the same time, discussion of
"Al imaginaries” has value. These
imaginaries describe the hopes
and fears societies project onto

and they shape
policy, investment, and public
debate. Vet they should not be
confused with the technology
itself. Current Al does not possess
consciousness, intention, or
emotion. It recognises patterns in
data and generates outputs using
statistical models; it does not
imagine in the human sense, nor
does it understand the world as
people do.

Recognising this distinction
helps citizens, policymakers, and
companies make wiser choices:
celebrating genuine advances
while remaining realistic about
risks and limits. In short, Al is real
and useful, but the human-like
general intelligence portrayed in
ains a speculative
y, not today's reality. It
must also be governed with care
and humility.

JAYANTHI SUBRAMANIAM | MUMBAI

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

When power trumps principles

The US action in Venezuela and the seizure of President Maduro to contain narco-terrorism has ignited a fierce debate over sovereignty, intemational law,
and the credibility of the order the United States claims to uphold

€
AMAL

CHANDRA

In the first weeks of January 2026, the United States
executed one of the most audacious extraterri-
torial operations of recent decades. In a surprise
move in Caracas, U.S. forces detained Venezuelan
President Nicolas Maduro and First Lady Cilia Flores
and transported them to New York to face
federal criminal charges. The operation, carried
out without the consent of the Venezuelan state
or authorisation from the United Nations, was
swiftly justified by Washington as a necessary step
against alleged narco-terrorism networks and illicit
trafficking.

Yet the shockwaves from this action have been
felt far beyond Venezuela. By deploying military
force inside a sovereign country to seize its sitting
head of state, the United States has reopened
uncomfortable questions about the nature of
global order. Ifinternational law can be overrid-
den by unilateral power, critics argue, then its
value as a shared framework collapses into
selective rhetoric.

At stake is not merely Venezuela's political future
but America’s own standing as the chief propo-

— ul L - ey
Charter. Mexico's President Claudia Sheinbaum
categorically rejected any precedent that could
justify U.S. military action in the region.
Colombia's President Gustavo Petro ordered
heightened military readiness along the
Venezuelan border, warning that similar actions

nent of a rules-based international system. For THE UNITED against his country would provoke resistance.
decades, Washington has positioned itself as a STATES NOW Brazil, Chile, and others echoed these concerns,
guardian of global norms, urging restraint, legal- CONFRONTS A stressing that unilateral interventions threaten
ity,and ]multil:teralism —eszeci;llywl;]en criticis- PARADOX OF regilor;)allstabilityA ded well b d i
ing rivals such as Russia and China. The Caracas ITS OWN Global unease extended well beyond the
operation, however, appears to contradict those Americas. At an emergency session of the UN
principles. It suggests that the rules apply firmly MAKING. BY Security Council, even close U.S. allies expressed
to others but flexibly to the most powerful. ASSERTING discomfort. France and Denmark criticised the
The United States has a long history of employ- UNILATERAL operation as a breach of international law,
ipgextraprdinarymeasuref{nthenameo{secu- POWER UNDER ll?ough Washington's veto ensqred rl-}ar no
rity and justice. From the "kill or capture” cam- THE GUISE OF binding resolution followed. This hesitation
paigns in Iraq to drone strikes across West Asia among European partners revealed
and South Asia, Washington has often argued that LAW deeper anxieties within the Western
exceptional threats require exceptional respons- ENFORCEMENT,
es. Even the invasion of Afghanistan after IT WEAKENS eral United States and the erosion of
September 11, initially framed as self-defence, grad- THE LEGAL collective decision-making.
ually expanded into a prolonged occupation jus- The episode also exposed a strik-
tified under counter-terrorismimperatives. Over FRAMEWORKS ing double standard. European capitals have con-
time, the line between legitimate self-defence and UNDERPINNING sistently condemned Russia's invasion of Ukraine
interventionism became increasingly blurred. GLOBAL and warned against China's coercive posture
The Venezuelan case represents a sharper STABILITY towards Taiwan. Yet had Moscow abducted

departure. This was not a non-state militant leader
oraninsurgent commander operating beyond any
recognised authority. Maduro, however contest-
ed his legitimacy, remained the de facto head of
state, recognised by several U.S. offi-

Ukraine's president under the pretext of crimi-
nal prosecution, or Beijing seized Taiwan's lead-
ership citing domestic law, the Western response
would almost certainly have been swift and
severe. In the Venezuelan case, reactions were

cials pointed to sealed indictments and alleged
ties to the so-called Cartel of the Suns - designat-
ed by Washington as a terrorist organisation in

The writeris an author,
political analyst, and

notably restrained, reflecting Europe’s depen-
dence on U.S. security guarantees and its diffi-
culty in confronting American overreach.

late 2025 - to defend their actions. Critics counter SR Russia and China were quick to exploit this
that criminal charges issued under domestic law @© celtpioncer contradiction. Moscow denounced the U.S.
cannot legitimise the use of force on foreign soil, action as unlawful even as it continues its own
especially against a sitting president. ‘ @ens_socialls war in Ukraine, while Beijing framed it as hege-

Across Latin America, the response was swift
and unusually unified. Governments from Mexico
to Argentina condemned the operation as a
blatant violation of sovereignty and the UN

@ e Pioneer

monic aggression despite its assertiveness in the
South China Sea. Their criticism may ring hollow,
butitunderscores a deeper truth: major powers
increasingly invoke international law selective-

[ p

ly, discarding it when it constrains their interests.
Indoing so, they collectively weaken the system
they claim to defend.

The broader implications are troubling. By
sidelining established norms, Washington risks
creating precedents others may follow. China
could cite the Venezuelan operation to justify
coercive actions in the Indo-Pacific, while Russia
may use it to further erode U.S. moral authori-
ty. What was once a cynical observation - that
power ultimately dictates outcomes - now
appears increasingly descriptive of internation-
al politics.

The United Nations, conceived to restrain uni-
lateral aggression, has repeatedly been margin-
alised by its most powerful members, from Iraq
in 2003 to Venezuela today. The selective appli-

cation of international law has
*~. _ hollowed outthe post-war order,
powers vulnerable to coercion.
{ETXYFM  ror countries like India, the

Venezuelan episode is a sober-
ing reminder of the fragility of global norms. As
New Delhi navigates strategic autonomy amid
intensifying great-power rivalry, it highlights the
risks of relying on any single power to uphold
international law consistently. It also underscores
the urgency of strengthening multilateral insti-
tutions and reviving non-aligned diplomacy that
prioritises dialogue over force.

Ultimately, the United States faces a paradox
ofits own making. By asserting unilateral power
under the banner of law enforcement, it under-
mines the very legal frameworks that sustain
global stability. If international law continues to
be treated as an instrument rather than an oblig-
ation, the world risks sliding towards an order
where force prevails over principle -and sover-
eignty becomes conditional. Whether nations
can reverse this drift and rebuild a genuinely
rules-based system remains one of the defining
challenges of our time.
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When trust becomes the new economic currency

SANJAY
CHANDRA

2ND OPINION
THE PIONEER
Afew days ago, my phone rang with an unsettling author-
ity. The man on the other end claimed to be from the
police department and alleged that my number was
linked to unlawful activities in Kashmir. The accusation
was absurd — I was attending a wedding in another city
atthe time — yet the confidence in his voice was enough
to momentarily unnerve me. He instructed me to move
to a quieter room to continue the conversation. In hind-
sight, | should have challenged him outright. Instead,
instinct took over: | ended the call and blocked the
number, shaken but unharmed.
This was not my first brush with deception. A few
months earlier, an acquaintance sent me an urgent
message requesting money, assuring repayment by

evening. The amount she asked for was strikingly similar
to what | had recently paid her for filing my income tax
returns. The request might have succeeded had several
other neighbours not received identical appeals around
the same time. It later emerged that she had fallen victim
to a scam herself. A so-called courier
service had asked her to contact a delivery

scams? Increasingly, they appear to be tech-savvy young

individuals who have identified deception as an effort-
less route to income.

These encounters forced me to reflect on a broader

transformation. In earlier times, livelihoods were built

on visible, honest exchanges. Letter writers

outside post offices helped the illiterate com-

2 T
agent who claimed he could not find her E[be C]Jlontgr municate. Utensil traders went door to
C

address. Expecting a genuine parcel, she
called back —only for her phone to be com-
promised. I narrowly escaped a similar fate
days later, having learned to pause before reacting.

Another episode unfolded closer to home. An Amazon
package addressed to my daughter was delivered to my
father on a cash-on-delivery basis. Unable to reach her
and considering the small sum involved, he paid for it.
My daughter, however, had ordered nothing. Inside the
package were generic face creams, devoid of any man-
ufacturer's details. The transaction was minor, but the
intrusion felt deeply personal.

What binds these experiences togetheris the disturb-
ing precision with which fraudsters operate. They
possess intimate personal information —names, relation-
ships, recent transactions — details not easily accessible
in the public domain. Such incidents regularly make head-
lines, yet the list of victims continues to grow. This raises
an unsettling question: who are these people behind the

door. Barbers worked under trees, and cob-

{BK XT3 blers repaired shoes on pavements. These

modest professions sustained families and
communities through trust and labour.

Fraud existed, no doubt, but it was peripheral - con-
fined to cautionary tales in old films or occasional local
villains. The digital age has altered that balance. The rapid
expansion of technology and data networks has enabled
a new breed of organised fraud, driven not by skill or
service but by the exploitation of trust. The pursuit of
easy money has been severed from any notion of effort
or value creation.

As society races ahead technologically, it must also
reckon with the ethical void this progress can leave
behind. Otherwise, deception risks becoming not an
exception, but a defining feature of our times.

The writer, founder of Kala - Krazy About Literature and Arts,
is an author, speaker, coach, arbitrator, and strategy consultant

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Dilemma over precious metals

With the arrival of 2026, prices of gold and silver are
touching new, unbelievable heights. As of January 7,
silver is quoted at 2.71 lakh per kilogram, while gold has
touched 1.40 lakh per ten grams. Given the spiralling
global uncertainty, it seems unlikely that prices will fall
meaningfully in the near term. With demand for both
metals rising steeply, the Government of India has
approved the sale of 14-carat gold as hallmarked, and
similar approval for 9-carat jewellery may not be far
away. In such a climate, consumers should think care-
fully about reuse and redesign of old ornaments
rather than constant fresh purchases. Sensible recycling
reduces waste and financial strain.

Another policy option is to consider reasonable pur-
chase limits per person, which could calm speculation
and temper demand without hurting genuine needs.
Ultimately, stability in the precious-metals market
will depend on prudent behaviour by both households
and regulators, working together to avoid bubbles and
panic buying.

Clear communication, fair pricing, steady supply
chains, and careful investment choices can help com-
munities face volatility with confidence rather than fear
or unchecked speculation over time.

KIRTI WADHAWAN | KANPUR
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I rolls needs gi vigilance

Publication of the draft electoral roll in Uttar Pradesh
has surprised many citizens and raised serious concern.
The volume of deletions reported from several districts
warrants close scrutiny, even if officials insist that pro-
cedures were followed.

The contrast with Tamil Nadu, where similar exer-
cises have produced fewer disputes, shows that careful
verification and local outreach can make a real differ-
ence. Errors in rolls weaken trust, especially for
migrants, daily-wage workers, the urban poor, and
elderly voters who lack time or digital
access to correct records quickly. For some, the
problem becomes visible only on polling day, effective-
ly denying the franchise.

The claims-and-objections window is therefore
crucial. It should be widely publicised through media
campaigns, door-to-door visits, and responsive commu-
nication from election officials, supported by simple pro-
cedures and help desks at ward or panchayat level.
Learning from states that manage smoother revisions
can strengthen future drives. Above all, accuracy must
outrank speed. Protecting the integrity of voter lists is
a democratic responsibility that safeguards every
citizen's right to vote in every election.

AMYILSAMI | COIMBATORE

Politics, nationalism and cricket

The backlash against Shah Rukh Khan for bidding on
a Bangladeshi player in the IPL has sparked a debate
over nationalism and standards. The league has long
positioned itselfas a unifying stage where talent matters
more than nationality or religion. Yet Khan was quickly
branded a ‘traitor’ by some right-wing voices, even
though his action sat squarely within the rules of the
game. The reaction coincides with electoral politics in
West Bengal, where anti-Bangladeshi rhetoric is being
cultivated for advantage.

The irony is hard to miss. India maintains deep diplo-
matic and commercial ties with Bangladesh. Trade runs
to tens of thousands of crores each year, and major
Indian companies supply power and other services
across the border with governmental support. Senior
leaders continue formal engagement, highlighting
cooperation rather than hostility.

Singling out one film star, while applauding official
p ips, exposes inconsi y. The episode is less
about cricket than about how nationalism is being
weaponised. If unity is truly our objective, public debate
must resist selective outrage and reaffirm fairness,
respect and coexistence as the real markers of shared
national pride.

BHAGWAN THADANI | MUMBAI
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Pollution has a solution — if we have the vision

The scale of vehicular growth is staggering. In 2023 alone, Delhi registered 6.5 lakh new vehicles — an average of 1,800 every day. Between January and November 2024, another 6.42 lakh

vehicles were added. Roads, already choked, have been transformed into informal parking lots, eroding public space and worsening congestion.

HASAN
KHURSHID

William Wordsworth, the poet who
beli nature to be ity's greatest
teacher, once wrote that a single impulse
from the natural world could reveal more
about moral good and evil than all the
wisdom of sages. His lament that "the
world is too much with us" feels prophet-
ic today. Despite unprecedented materi-
al progress, humanity remains restless and
dissatisfied, increasingly alienated from
nature. Nowhere is this rupture more
visible than in the accelerating crisis of
environmental degradation.

Across the globe, pollution has triggered
alarming climatic changes — rising sea
levels, floods and droughts, declining
crop yields, the spread of tropical diseases,
energy insecurity, and the steady extinc-
tion of wildlife, both terrestrial and marine.
In India, this global malaise finds its most
dramatic expression every winter in Delhi-
NCR, when the capital turns into a virtual
gas chamber. Come November, air quality
indices routinely spiral into the "severe"
category, threatening public health and
paralysing daily life.

Over the years, numerous attempts
have been made to confront this spectre
of pollution. Yet most have failed because
they were guided by misconceptions
rather than vision. The core causal factors
have not been properly diagnosed and,
consequently, the remedies prescribed
have been ineffective. Multiple agencies -
government departments, NGOs, regula-
tory bodies, and even judicial institu-
tions - remain active, yet pollution contin-
ues to worsen with each passing year.

Recent media reports suggest that the
Delhi government plans to revive real-time
assessments to identify specific pollu-
tion sources and design targeted interven-
tions. While this appears promising, the
fundamental causes still remain largely
unaddressed.

Population growth, unchecked urbani-
sation, congestion, corruption, encroach-
ment, and an aggressive culture of unsa-
tiated materialism - fuelled by relentless
advertising and celebrity endorsements -
continue to drive excessive consumption

and industrial production, leaving
behind mountains of waste and toxic

AIR QUALITY emissions. Instead of confronting these
INDICES systemic issues, policy vision has
remained narrowly fixated on banning
ROUTINELY 15-year-old petrol vehicles and 10-year-
SPIRAL INTO THE old diesel vehicles. This approach, first
‘SEVERE’ imposed by the National Green Tribunal
CATEGORY, (NGT) in 2016, was based on assumptions
THREATENING rather than rigorous scientific evidence.
Nearly a decade later, it is evident that
PUBLIC HEALTH the ban has delivered no tangible
AND improvement in air quality. On the con-
PARALYSING trary, pollution levels have
DAILY LIFE only multiplied.

Significantly, even during
the original hearings, the
Ministry of Road Transport
and Highways had pointed out - based
on studies by IIT and the Central
Pollution Control Board - that diesel vehi-
cles were not major contributors to pol-
lution and that the contribution of older
vehicles was minuscule. Yet, in August
2025, the Commission for Air Quality

(CAQM), i

The writer is a legal joumal-
ist who writes on the legal
aspects of various issues,
including environmental,
social, and economic
matters
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earlier judicial orders.

ban, it conceded, was rooted solely in

In a puzzling turn, the same
Commission later flagged vehicular
emissions as a major contributor to
Delhi's poor air quality and constituted
al15-member expert committee, chaired
by Professor Ashok |hunjhunwala of

limiting excessive ownership.

Multiple-car households often treat
vehicles as status symbols rather than
necessities. Recognising this, a Supreme
Court monitoring committee in January
2025 recommended limiting vehicle
registration to one car per family or
linking new vehicle purchases to the

IIT-Madras, to assess
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scientific findings.
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RTI query, admitted that it had conduct-
ed no independent study to assess pol-
lution caused by overage vehicles. The

ular pollution. Even before this commit-
tee could commence its study, the CAQM
urged the Supreme Court to allow coer-
cive action against vehicle owners.
Acting on this plea, the Court
permitted enforcement
against vehicles not meeting
Bharat Stage IV standards —
despite the absence of fresh

Banning vehicles purely on the basis
of age is neither rational nor effective.
What truly matters is vehicular fitness,
maintenance, and emissions perfor-
mance — not the year of manufacture.
Adecade of experience has shown that
age-based bans are a cosmetic solution,
offering symbolism without substance.
If vehicular pollution is to be meaning-
fully addressed, the focus must shift to

vehic-

worsening congestion.

"PHOTO: PANKAJ KUMAR

of dedicated parking space.
similar proposals, including imposing
green taxes on families owning multiple
vehicles, have been floated for over a
decade but remain unimplemented.
The scale of vehicular growth is stag-
gering. In 2023 alone, Delhi registered 6.5
lakh new vehicles — an average of 1,800
every day. Between |anuary and
November 2024, another 6.42 lakh vehi-
cles were added. Roads, already choked,
have been transformed into informal
parking lots, eroding public space and

Beyond air pollution, plastic waste rep-
resents another grave environmental
threat. Single-use plastics — particular-
ly carry bags, sachets, and small water
bottles — clog drains, contaminate water
bodies, overload landfills, and kill
animals that ingest them. Despite repeat-

FIRST
olumn

ed bans by the NGT and comprehensive
notifications by the Ministry of
Environment, Forest and Climate Change
in August 2025, enforcement remains vir-
tually non-existent. Banned items - from
plastic bags and cutlery to 250 ml water
bottles - are openly sold and used, even
atofficial government events and court
premises.

This persistent failure raises uncom-
fortable questions. Why are factories
manufacturing banned items still oper-
ational? Why are traders and whole-
salers not prosecuted? Are enforcement
agencies complicit, or has the plastic
lobby grown too powerful to challenge?

Ironically, while official machinery
falters, the country's poorest citizens -
waste pickers — continue to perform a
silent service by collecting and segregat-
ing recyclable waste. Estimated to
number between 2.5 and 4 million, they
form the first line of defence against
plastic pollution, yet receive little recog-
nition, protection, or support. Their
work must be formally regulated and
integrated into waste-management
systems.

At the heart of India's pollution crisis
lie deeper structural issues. Rapid pop-
ulation growth places unbearable pres-
sure on limited land and resources.
Unchecked urbanisation draws millions
into already saturated cities like Delhi,
triggering illegal construction and infra-
structure overload. Corruption under-
mines every well-intentioned directive,
rendering laws toothless. Aggressive
advertising manufactures artificial
demand, driving overproduction and
excessive consumption. Congestion,
encroachment, and unregulated com-
mercial activity keep engines idling and
emissions rising.

Pollution, therefore, cannot be fought
through fragmented, knee-jerk mea-
sures. It demands a holistic approach
rooted in scientific inquiry, administra-
tive will, and societal introspection.
Without vision — clear, courageous,
and comprehensive — India will contin-
ue to treat symptoms while the disease
spreads unchecked.

The choice is stark. Either we reimag-
ine development in harmony with
nature, or we resign ourselves to living
in gas chambers, drowning in plastic,
and paying for neglect with our health
and future. Pollution does have a solu-
tion — but only if we have the vision to
see it through.

When machines start to feel like companions

NISHANT
SAHDEV

The problem is not loneliness. It is what effort-
less connection does to our expectations of
relationships.

The most consequential changes are often
the ones that feel helpful at first. They
remove small inconveniences, smooth over
rough edges, and make everyday life easier
— right up to the moment when their effects
can no longer be ignored.

Over the past year, while studying artificial
intelligence not just as a tool but as an envi-
ronment people increasingly inhabit, | began
noticing such a shift. It appeared in usage
data, in research papers, and in ordinary con-
versations. Across countries and cultures,
many people now spend more time each day
in emotionally attentive conversations with
machines than with any other human being.
What was once unusual is becoming routine.
And it has happened with remarkably little
public attention.

The most common explanation is loneli-
ness. People turn to machines, we are told,
because something is missing in their social
lives. It is a comforting story. It places the
problem inside individual psychology rather
than in the design of the systems themselves.
It suggests a temporary condition, not a struc-
tural change.

But the evidence increasingly points else-
where.

Controlled studies now show that even brief
interactions with conversational Al can mea-
surably reduce feelings of loneliness, at least
in the short term. A 2024 Harvard-affiliated
field experiment involving more than 3,500
participants, published in Nature Human
Behaviour, found that short conversations
with Al reduced self-reported loneliness by 16
to 20 per cent — an effect comparable to brief
human interactions. The strongest effects
appeared among people with fewer offline
social ties.

From an engineering perspective, this
result is not surprising. Emotional relief,
when delivered consistently, privately, and
without effort, scales extremely well.

The more important question is what
happens after that initial relief.

Longer-term studies of large conversa-
tional datasets reveal a familiar pattern from
complex systems theory. Early gains level off.
Dependence grows. In peer-reviewed
research examining hundreds of thousands
of chatbot interactions — conducted by aca-

demic researchers rather than platform com-
panies - heavy users who engage daily over
extended periods show higher markers of
emotional reliance and lower stated inten-
tions to seek human interaction than lighter
users.

Researchers are careful not to overstate
causation, and they are right to be. Correlation
does not prove replacement. Still, correlations
at that scale are not statistical noise. They are
signals that a system is quietly reshaping
behaviour.

This pattern is now visible across societies.
Teenagers, in particular, appear strikingly
comfortable sustaining emotionally expres-
sive conversations with machines. This is not
because they are confused about what they
are interacting with. Surveys consistently
show that most users, including adolescents,
understand perfectly well that these systems
are not human.

Human relationships are not smooth or effi-
cient. They take time. People misunderstand
each other. Old memories linger. Words
have consequences that cannot be erased.
When something goes wrong, it does not dis-
appear with a reset button. You have to sit
with it, talk through it, sometimes wait. That
slowness can be frustrating and painful. But
it is also what holds relationships together.
It teaches patience, compromise, and the dif-
ficult work of repair.

Al companionship systems are built to
remove much of that friction. They respond
immediately. They stay present. They do not
withdraw, lose patience, or go quiet at the
wrong moment. They remember what you
like and adapt to it. Over time, they shape
themselves around you. Their success is
measured in how long you stay, how often
you return, how deeply you engage. There is
nothing sinister in this. It is simply how opti-
mised systems function.

But optimised systems
change the environments they
operate in.

This is where a simple pattern
becomes clear. When something becomes too
easy, we do not just use it more — we start
to rely on it. Shortcuts change habits.
Convenience changes expectations. What
once felt like a helpful option slowly becomes
the standard against which everything else
is judged.

Our emotional lives are no different, even
if they are harder to formalise.

When responsiveness becomes instant,
consistent, and effortless, expectations quietly
shift. Waiting starts to feel unnecessary.
Uncertainty becomes harder to tolerate.
Give-and-take begins to feel like inconve-
nience. Walking away becomes easier than
working things through. Over time, the base-
line against which human relationships are
judged slowly moves - often without anyone
noticing.
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At present, emotional Al operates with very
few boundaries. There is no shared under-
standing of how intense these interactions
should be, how long they should last, or when
they should pause. Users are rarely told
what these systems are optimising for, or
when they are designed to lean in rather than
step back. The system moves closer because
closeness works.

This absence of friction is often framed as
progress. But in every domain where technol-
ogy interacts deeply with human behaviour,
friction serves a purpose. It slows things down.
It creates space for reflection. It prevents
systems from outrunning the people inside
them.

Some governments have begun to recog-
nise this. Many have not. And once emotion-
al systems become part of everyday life, they
are difficult to see clearly and even harder to
regulate. They fade into routines, shaping
habits and expectations precisely because
they feel normal.

From a physicist's point of view, the lesson
is familiar. When a system scales faster than
our understanding of its conse-
quences, oversight arrives late, if it
arrives atall. The task is not to reject
the technology or moralise its use. It
is to understand what kind of system
we have built.

We are not watching machines replace
human relationships. We are watching them
quietly reset the conditions under which rela-
tionships feel worth the effort.

That shift did not emerge from emotional
decline or cultural failure. It emerged
from design.

And design, unlike culture or psychology,
is something we can still change — if we notice
it before it disappears into the background of
ordinary life.

The writer is a theoretical -
physicist at the University (@) dailypioneer
of North Carolina at Chapel @ stantsande

Hill, US, and the author of
the forthcoming book Last @Ry The ioneer

Equation Before Silence

Empowering the Northeast

ARVIND
KUMAR

Software Technology Parks of India (STPI) has been
at the forefront of driving India's digital transfor-
mation and entrepreneurial growth. In line with
this vision, STPI's OctaNE (Open Connectivity
through Technology and Networking of
Entrepreneurs) initiative is creating a powerful
innovation network across the Northeast, one of
the country's most promising regions.

Designed as a cluster of eight Centres of
Entrepreneurship (CoEs), OctaNE is catalysing
deep-tech innovation, fostering start-ups, and
building a self-sustaining digital ecosystem that
empowers local talent to contribute to India's
growing innovation economy. It seeks to bridge
the gap between India's established start-up hubs
and the Northeast's emerging potential. The eight
interlinked CoEs focus on technology domains
aligned with local strengths and global opportu-
nities - loT in Agriculture (Guwahati), Animation
(Shillong), AR|VR (Imphal), Gaming and
Entertainment (Aizawl), Data Analytics
and Al (Agartala), Healthcare and
Agritech (Gangtok), Drone and GIS
(Itanagar), and Graphic Design
(Kohima). Each CoE functions as a spe-
cialised hub while collaborating across domains
to foster joint innovation. Collectively, they are
projected to create jobs within CoE facilities as
well as additional opportunities in start-up-led
ventures in the future, reinforcing the
Government's vision of digital inclusion and
resilient economic growth.

OctaNE'sincubation infrastructure offers start-
ups end-to-end support, including cutting-edge
labs, co-working spaces, technical mentorship,
market access, and investor linkages. This inte-
grated ecosystem enables entrepreneurs to
reduce capital risk while accelerating innovation
and go-to-market readiness. Through this
network, start-ups gain access not only to infra-
structure but also to a robust community of indus-
try experts, investors, and academic partners.

Till now, STPI OctaNE CoEs in the Northeast have
incubated 257 start-ups. These start-ups have col-
lectively developed 51 working prototypes and
reported 217 innovative products. The ventures
nurtured by OctaNE CoEs have collectively raised
external funding of more than 27.26 crore. In addi-
tion, 89 Intellectual Property Rights (IPRs) have
been filed, underlining a culture of research-driven
innovation. Start-ups nurtured under OctaNE
showcase the Northeast's rise as a technology-
driven growth hub, blending innovation with
regional strengths. Each Centre of
Entrepreneurship (CoE) across the seven states
drives transformation through IT, agritech, cre-
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ative tech, and emerging technologies — creat-
ing impact, livelihoods, and new opportunities.

In Gangtok, Respirit Healthcare Pvt. Ltd. and
Swadha Agri are applying technology in health-
care and agriculture. Respirit offers an integrat-
ed respiratory health ecosystem, while Swadha
Agri's multilingual digital platform streamlines
farm-to-fork operations with transparency and
traceability. Deployed in |harkhand and now
being customised for Sikkim IFFCO Organics,
Swadha has empowered thousands of farmers
and customers.

At Aizawl, gaming start-ups like Looney Dog
Productions Pvt. Ltd. and GauravGo Technologies
Pt Ltd. are redefining entertainment. Looney Dog
has developed games such as Echoes of the Past
and Dark Archer, while GauravGo's SENA
Mayaverse lets users play and earn, supported by
in-game brand promotions. In Itanagar,
Scraptechies Solutions Pvt. Ltd. builds affordable
surveillance and drone technology, while Srajan
Data Analytics Pvt. Ltd. develops Al tools to
monitor farms and optimise yields.

At the Imphal CoE, Double Uppercut Games and
Inkrid Studios Pvt. Ltd. develop immersive AR/VR
games rooted in storytelling and culture. The
Shillong Animation CoE supports Diffusion G
Production Pvt. Ltd. in advanced CGI and Baby
Jingles Put. Ltd. in creating engaging children's
content. In Guwahati, Sarus Agro Pvt.
Ltd. and Poohar Essence Pvt. Ltd. are
transforming agriculture through
loT-enabled sensors and Al-based
advisories.

The Agartala CoE drives innovation through
Dreambot Pvt. Ltd.'s robotic cooking platform and
Auradristhti Technologies Pvt. Ltd.'s Al-powered
virtual fashion-shoot solution. In Kohima, Lumapix
Creative Studios LLP and Creatvise are building
avibrant design ecosystem with VFX, animation,
and simplified digital workflows — positioning the
Northeast as a growing force in India's digital and
creative economy.

Beyond incubation, OctaNE has become a
launchpad for first-generation entrepreneurs, pro-
viding world-class facilities and mentorship
once limited to metropolitan centres. It encour-
ages students, researchers, and professionals to
explore emerging technologies, prototype ideas,
and solve region-specific challenges,
helping retain talent and drive sustainable
regional growth.

OctaNE's Investor Connect initiative links start-
ups with venture capitalists, angel investors, and
corporate leaders, offering visibility, partnerships,
and capital to scale beyond regional markets.
Today, OctaNE is more than an incubation
network — it is helping transform the Northeast
into India's next tech frontier, spreading digital
opportunity through collaboration, innovation,
and inclusion.

Thewriteris te Director @ Calpioneer
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After Caracas

‘enezuela was not an aberration. It was a declaration.

The forcible removal of Nicolds Maduro was

presented as a corrective to eriminality and

democratic collapse, but it has also reset expectations
about how power will now be exercised. The operation’s
brazenness ~ a sitting head of state seized, a government
displaced, an interim authority installed ~ was not merely
tactical. It was signalling, And signals, in international politics,
are rarely sent without intended recipients. Those recipients are
already visible. Greenland is the most unsettling case, because
it collapses the distinction between strategic interest and
territorial ambition. The language used ~ necessity, security,
inevitability ~ mirrors justifications historically associated with
expansionist powers, not treaty-bound democracies. If strategic
value alone becomes sufficient rationale, alliance membership
offers no immunity.

Colombia sits at the intersection of ideology, narcotics and
geography. A left-leaning government, persistent drug flow:
and rising US frustration form a combustible mix. Historic:
close security partner, it is now being rhetorically recast as a
problem state. That shift matters. When partners are redefined
as liabilities, the space for coercive action widens rapidly.

Mexico is more complicated and therefore more dangerous.
Its proximity to the US makes restraint harder, not easier.
Cartels, migration and domestic US politics combine to create
pressure for action that diplomacy struggles to absorb. Any
cross-border intervention, even limited, would fracture a
foundational bilateral relationship. But the logic of “if they
won't, we will” has already been articulated. Once that logic is
normalised, execution becomes a matter of timing, not
principle. Iran lies outside the hemispheric frame, but not
outside the doctrine.

Here the justification is moral rather than geographic: human
rights, nuclear threat, regional dumbﬂjsduon Thc pmblem is
that morality, when ised, becomes i
from convenience. If domestic repression is sufficient cause for
external force, the list of eligible targets expands dramatically ~
and selectively.

Cuba, finally, is the low-hanging fruit. Isolated, economically
brittle, and now deprived of Venezuelan support, it is being
openly described as a regime waiting to fall. That language is
not analytical; it is anticipatory. It prepares audiences for an
outcome, and outcomes tend to follow preparation.

‘Taken together, these cases reveal a pattern. This is not a
scatter of unrelated grievances, It is a coherent posture: strategic
impatience combined with ideological certainty. Influence is no
longer sufficient; control is the goal. Legitimacy is no longer

a

The danger is not that power is being used. Great powers
always use power. The danger is that constraint is being
discarded. When intervention becomes normalised, resistance
becomes rational. Smaller states hedge, rivals harden, and
institutions hollow out. Venezuela will be defended as a special
case. Every intervention is. But precedents do not remain
isolated. They travel. They are cited. They are eventually turned.
Venezuela was the breach. The question now is whether it will
remain the exception ~ or become the template as America
turns brazenly rapacious.

Auto Paradox

ndia today stands ~among the worlds largest autum(wu\'e
et minor presenceinglobal
s not a contradiction of scale, but of strategy. The
country builds millions of vehicles each year, employs tens
of millions of people across the value chain, and anchors a vast
ecosystem of s[cel rubber, electronics, and services. And still, in
th truly shape global demand ~ passenger vehicles,
commercial vehicles and electric mobility ~ Indias footprint is
surprisingly small.

The explanation lies in how the industry has evolved. For
decades, policy, protection and market design have encouraged
manufacturers to look inward. High tariffs, local content rules
and a vast domestic consumer base created a comfortable
ecosystem where growth could be achieved without intense
export competitiveness. The result is an industry finely tuned to
Indian price points, Indian regulations and Indian tastes, but
only selectively aligned with global demand.

This inward orientation shows up clearly in export patterns.
India performs well in mutonvcles amJ tractors, categories where
ithascosta and facturing depth. But
these segments form a relatively narrow slice of world trade. In

Military Transformation

Thetestofanymilitarythinking
isnotwhetheritpredictsthenext
war, buthowwellitrecognizes
thechangesinthefutureofwar
andwarfare. Wemusttherefore
askourselvesmorecomplex
questions:areweinterestedin
incremental changebywayof
expedited military acquisitions
andadditions;orarewe
interestedinasystemicchange
withanaimtoresetthedoctrine
and. stmctures- or \vearelaokmg

attransfor
convmangb;deterordefeatour
adversary

arfare today is witnessing a
ve change. But when we
'se some ongoing wars, it

is hard to decipher what is
changing, and what is not. In this age of
media-hype, every new idea or technology
is touted as a game-changer, leaving little
mcmforhoneslundersmndmgomhefuture
of warfare. ( g where

of its armed forces has the potential to
produce a systemic change, but only if it is
grounded in an inspiring joint doctrine and
right choice of technologies. That the Air
Force wants to stick to the status quo is a
different matter. In that context, =v=lcmlc

not by merely picking anything that is
absolutely new or dlscardmg anything Lha[
isoldbutbyic

in these retaliatory strikes. Land strikes, if
any, have been short on scale and scope.
This highli 9 £

that lie in the gap between the dying beliefs
and the new consensus that has yet to
emerge within the mlhlar)

that
action by land, air and sea, to shupe

[’akmlan s bsha\uour
Whil

changes are easy to conceive or p
but these are difficult to Upcraum)ahzc. as
most militaries are inherently resistant to
ch.mge Essentially, the inter-Service tussle

headed can help political leaders, defence
policy makers and military practitioners to
make informed decisions, and take control

of their strategic choice:
Three aspects of recognising lenge are
i First, recognising

that are transactional or m«.remenlal in
nature. Forexample, India buying

towho gela todefinethe system.
“Third, itisabout
ideas, concepts and technologies that have
the potential to re-write the rules of warfare.
This is the deepest form of reform. The
entire eco-system changes, not just the
technology and its usage, but the rules
of warfare, docmne> :md structures. For
instance, of tanks, aircraft

fighter jets to supplement its air warfare
capabilities. Or, buying tanks, guns and
warships. These are useful increments, but
nothing spectacular in terms of altering the
balance of power. They simply enhance
operational efficiency. The capacity might
improve, but not the broader concept to
fight the adversary.

Newsmakers dnd dmly\ts (end toobsess
oversucl it produces
a constant flow of news-worthy content
and hy pe. They Lul to ask *how’ and ‘why'

afundamental
shifti in Lndmsovcr'l]] war- fighting. mpacuv

h di uang;

Jg;unst Chma and Pakistan, and to affect
more profound changes within the three
Services, envisaged at the systemic level.
Second, identifying those changes that
have the potential to re-shape the force.
‘They are systemic in nature. They are both
doctrinal and structural, and invariably
driven by changes in technology, unlike
tal changes these are omewhat
different. Here, while the wider system
remains the same, the balance between
these factors undcrgceﬁ a change. They

and submarines during the World Wars
changed the character of war. They
replaced the centrality of single-service
battles with the concept of combined
arms operations. The introduction of
missiles added a new dimension to
warfare with regard to the vulnerability
of hinterland infrastructure, installations
and industry.

Today, drones, missiles, munitions,
and battlefield digitisation are ushering,
in yet another transformative change in
how militaries might fight future wars.
Besides, Artificial Intelligenceis rewriting
the rules of warfare and role of human
agency in war. Every military is built on
aset of comfortable beliefs and it relies on
the idea that specific rules, prosperity, and
institutions will persist. India’s armed forces
are no different.

Thpmfnrp it
capabili
and decide on what is to be retained, and
whatisnot relevant. It would mean discounting
some capabilities that are losing purpose
and legitimacy on the battlefield. like tanks,
shlpq and zurcr:m.

eds tolookat its

ly|)l(,3|]y show P

that c very little on the

and are less agile or elephantine

and tactics on the battlefield.
Forinstance, India’s quest for theatre-isation

I Ko osr

Inany are
those entities that are ahle to balance the
old and the (disruptive) new. So how would
this happen: possibly in two ways ~ by
slowly hedging against conventional military
wisdom. and placing small yet definitive
bets on the new rules of warfare, in terms of
new doctrines, structure and technology.
Such transformativechange

isthelong game that certain

organisations are good at

playing;it may not necessarily

be mt rmhury Butthenagile

s know how todevelop

the resources, technology

and structures at a scale,

that are not reversi

"‘:l:.:';“ Onceyouidenti
or technology that
fundamentally alters the

The writer, a

tant, China
israpidl ing relauve advantageinthese
capacities vis-a-viz India. The growth in
Chinese capability highlights the need for
urgent and transformative changes in India’s
military capacity. Therefore, India needs to
figure outits winning doctrines, capabilities
and structures. But when a military finds
comfortindated institutionsis when change
looks difficult.

ANYSy stemiccl
for the future, of what the military needs,
what is politically acceptable, and what is
financially feasible. It requires a rather
dogged approach to large-scale military
uanslorma[mn Akm to what the Chinese

1.0r,how the U
with sheer societal will and resilience,
innovativeness and adaptive-ness ~ have
coped with a formidable adversary.

The test of any military thinking is not
whether it predicts the next war, but how
well it recognizes the changes in the future
of war and warfare. We must therefore ask
ou:selvcs morc cumplL\ questions: are we
al change by way of

retired logic of military power, like

Lieutenant- the Ukrainians, you know

Generalofthe  that one is looking at

IndianArmy,  transformative change. For

isa former India, this dmnge wdlhappen
corps whenitshedsi

val llectivel sh'\pc

expedit d military acquisitions and

war-fighting
doctrines, structures and
technology. Here are some reasons which
challenge India’s quest for change. India’s
past wars have largely been land-centric.
Our past conflicts with China and Pakistan
haveall been about territory, notwithstanding
the contribution of the air force and the
navy. Ourother smaller wars too have been
about territory or disatfected border regions.
This centrality of land strategy in India’s
territorial security and internal stability
perpetuated single service thinking.
However, the Balakotand Sindoorstrikes
denote a systemic shift in strategy. They
were about precise use of force ~ air-to-air,

{diti are weinterested ina systemic
change with an aim to reset the doctrine

changes to convincingly deter or defeat
our adversary.

Understanding this nuance might help
us to see what is tactical or what is more
strategic, and realise what is temporary, or
what might be more permanent and durable.
Until this is understood, India will remain

In the meantime, embarking upon a
comprehensive doctrinal cum force review
might help resolve this impasse. A review
rooted in India’s socio-economic context,
guided by its regional and global concerns

insize and proportion. It would tail

investing inamixofideas and technologies,

The old and the new

sthe election is drawing closer,
everyone is thinking about the
polarisation of political parties

d its possible outcomes. In

particular, the recent alignment of three
populist figures ~ Balendra Shah, Kulman
Ghising and Rabi Lamichhane ~ has
furtherexcited thediscussionsand debates

know, the older the whisky, the better it
tastes.

In other words, not everything new is
good, and not everything old

orair-to-g 1. Drones. missiles and guided

is a need of the hour.

parties have become too old, weak and
unfit for purpose is ridiculous. They are
not done and dusted.

The popular dichotomy between

is bad. The same is true for A Member theoldand the new is fallacious and
political parties. Older politicians Q‘The misleading. In any case, our parties
may become ineffective with aren't even that old.

ageing, which is natural, but

on social media. Many are ¢
the future of the old and

that docs notne ily apply

leaders and their parties. Are they really

onthe verge of extinction, as many think?

1 would urge pLupIc first off. to stop
their d

Consider, for Example. o
American politics. Of the hundreds of
istered parties, only

is therefore understandable.

Ridingon the bandwagon of the Gen Z
protests, some younger figures have
emerged in Nepali politics.

For instance, Rabi Lamichhane, chair
of the Rastriya Swatantra Party (RSP),
has played a kcv mle in hnnglng the

The Nepali Congress was founded
in1950,and the Communist Party of

s« Nepal (United Marxist-Leninist) was
founded in 1991 This w: major
branch of the communist movement
started by Pushpa Lal Shrestha in Calcutta,

contrast, the global automotive market is driven by
cars, light commercial vehicles and now, mcrea\mgly electric
vehicles. Itis here that India lags ~ despite having the

s king to
sOlel media apps and give cdrelul
partics xdmk\gwal-uﬂonc\

base, supplier networks and labour scale to compete.

The electric vehicle transition makes this imbalance starker.
While global EV trade has surged, India’s participation remains
marginal. This is not for lack of policy intent, but because EV
ecosystems are built on deep integration: battery supply chains,
power electronics, software, charging infrastructure and global
platform manufacturing. Without scale in these critical inputs,
eoft. Domestic assembly alone does not create
export competitiveness.

There is a lesson in the relative success of auto components.
thre Indrm ﬁn'm havc hccn forced to meet gloh1l quahrv cost

tandards, they haved
exports have grown faster than finished vehicl
e 3 ¢ - = .

S, pm\ ing that

The problem is not capability; it is orientation.

The choice before India is therefore structural, not cosmetic. It
is not about tweaking incentives or adding another scheme. It is
about deciding whether esector will remain primarily
aprotected domestic market, or be deliberately re-engineered as
an export engine. That shift requires lower trade barriers, deeper
participation in global value chains, and a willingness to expose
domestic champions to global competition.

It also requires focusing production where global demand lies.
Passenger vehicles, commercial fleets and EV platforms must
move frombeing peripheral tobeing central in industrial planning.
Logistics costs, port efficiency, and export financing matter as
much as factory output. So does the ability to scale quickly, not
just produce cheaply. India’s automotive industry has reached the
limits of domestic-only logic. If India wants to be a serious
manufacturing power rather than just a large market, it must
design for the world, not merely sell at home.

If they don't, the nation may face even
greater dangersin lhc tulum Wemustbe

197 years ago, the Democratic
Party, now in opposition, is one of the
oldest functioning parties in the world.
The party in power, the Republican Party,
is171 years old.

Similarly, in the United Kingdom, the

wiseand s critical period.

Almost every Nepdh eats dal bhat
regularly. Lentil soup tastes better if the
grain is new, but rice tastes better if it is
an older stock. Recently harvested rice
does not even cook well. And, as we all

Conservative Party and the Labour Party
are 182 and 125 years old, respectively. In
China, the Chinese Communist Party was
set up in 1921, and in India, the Indian
National Congress was founded in 1885.

So, the notion that our established

Letters To The Editor | 2 editor@thestatesman.com

Unexceptional

Sir. The Supreme Court denying bail to
Umar Khalid and Sharjeel Imam, while
granting the same to five other co-accused,
in the February 2020 Delhi riots case is
unexceptional (January 6). The rampage
thatleftover 50 innocents dead and hundreds
injured, thus attracting the provisions of
the UAPA, was no ordinary conspiratorial
crime for all the accused to be enlarged on
bail, irrespective of the role played by each.

If bail is granted to the main accused in
such a case, the co-accused who played a
lesser role may also automatically receive
the same. But in the reverse case, the
doctrine of ‘hierarchy of participation’ is
bound to apply.

~

It is true that the accused have already
spentover five years in jail. Legal delays are
a perennial problem faced by the Indian
justice system, which needs to be handled
on a war footing, but that is no justification
forleniency to be shown to all accused who
commit acts of terror.

Nor can the young age of Khalid and
Imam be a mitigating factor, as at the time
of committing the heinous offenses both

epaper.thestatesman.com

India, in 1949.

Tagree: These parties haven't functioned
asthey should haveinrecent years, They
plaqu a cruudl role m lopphng, the

hdynasty,

newly leaders
together.

The RSP has projected the popular
mayor of Kathmandu, Balendra Shah, as
the future prime minister. Lamichhane,
Shah and Ghising have pledged to control

within a decade. I wish them the best of
luck with that.

But the scl! declared champions of
ity have et to present

but they haven't been as successful in
terms of creating economic prosperity
and social equality.

Instead, they have been dogged by
corruption, nepotism, casteismand many
other issues. The anger and frustration
amongst the people towards these parties

feaslblc plans and strategies to achieve
their goals. Frustratingly. these future
leaders’ vision and ideology have not
been clearly articulated. People do not
know where they belong on the political
spectrum, although they appear to be
right-wing.

were adults. Freedom is not license. If a
groupofindividuals who donotlikeinitiatives
like the CAA take the law into their own

hands, causing ¢

days. Why does our judicial system allow
such blatant favoritism, which is then
exp[mled by the ruling puhuml parties?

hocid ; Jq et

they should be nady to L\ce the full force of

thelaw, regardless of the support they receive
from local or foreign quarters.

Yours, etc., V Jayaraman,

Chennai, 6 January.

Mockery

Sir, Recently, Gurmeet Ram Rahim Singh,
the head of Dera Sacha Sauda, who was
convicted of rapeand murder and is serving,
his sentence in prison, was granted parole
for a record-breaking fifteenth time for 40

. thejudiciary is one of the
key pﬂldm of the Constitution, ensuring law
and order is upheld impartially. However,
the constant mdmpulauon of the judicial
system for political gains weakens its
credibility.

Such actions send a wrong message to
the common people, making them feel that
thejudiciary lled only by the wealthy
and powerful. It creates an impression that
those with financial influence can escape
legal consequences, while ordinary citizens
are left helpless.
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Recalling martyrs of Dombari Buru

S we
approach
o the 126th
anniversa
ry of the tragic
events at Dombari
Buru on 9 January
1900, itisimperative
that we pause to
remember the
martyrs who laid down their lives
inthe pursuit of freedom and dignity.
The blood-soaked hills of Dombari
Buru in Jharkhand stand as an
eternal testament to the unyielding
spirit of our Adivasi bravehearts.
‘Their sacrifice, often overshadowed
in the annals of India’s freedom
struggle. deserves not just
remembrance but national
l’LL()}.,n] on.

Dombari Buru hills, nestled in
the Khunti district of Jharkhand,
are more than a geographical
landmark - they embody the
indomitable spirit of Adivasi courage
and valour. This symbolism s deeply
rooted in the revolutionary movement
led by Bhagwan Birsa Munda in
1899, known as the Ulgulan or "Great
Tumult." Birsa Munda, a visionary
tribal leader, rallied his people
against the oppressive British colonial
regime, which had encroached upon
their lands, exploited their resources,
and eroded their cultural autonomy
through exploitative land policies
and missionary influences.

The Ulgulan was not merely a
rebellion; it was a profound assertion
of self-rule, encapsulated in Birsa's
rallying cry: "Abua Raj ete jana,
Maharani Ra] tundu jana" (Let the
queen's ruleend, and our rule begin).
Dombari Buru became the epicentre
of this resistance, where thousands
of Mundas gathered to strategize

DR. PRADIP
VERMA

and stand firm against imperial
might. Today, these hills symbolize
thetimeless Adivasi ethos of resilies
unity, and defiance agains S
inspiring generations to uphold their
heritage and fight for their rights.

The events leading to the Dombari
Buru massacre unfolded amid
escalating tensions in the late 1890s.
Birsa Munda's movement gained
momentum as tribals resisted the
British zamindari system and forest
laws that deprived them of their
ancestral lands. On 5 January 1900,
Birsa's followers clashed with colonial
forces, killing two police constables
in Etkedih. Two days later, on
January 7, they stormed a police
station in Khunti, resulting in the
death of another constable. Fearing
a full-scale uprising, the Bnush
mobilized troops under Captain
H.H. Dalton.

OnJanuary 9, over400 unarmed
Munda tribals - men, women, and

1900, and died in Ranchi jail on 9
June 1900, under suspicious
circumstances at the age of 25.
Asthenation celebrates the 150th
birth anniversary of Bhagwan Birsa
Munda, the time could be right to
consider Dombari Buru being declared
anational memorial, not just for the
martyrs of 1900, but as a tribute to
all tribal freedom fighters across
India. Such amemorial would serve
sacred site of pilgrimage, educating
ors about the often-forgotten
contribution of the Adivasi community
to India's independence. It could
include museums, memorials, and
cultural centres that highlight tribal
histories, fostering national unity
by integrating indigenous narratives
into the mainstream freedom story.
This recognition would honour the
sacrifices made in remote hills and
forests, ensuring that the legacy of
Adivasi resistance is preserved for

children-had bled |

posterit
D Dombari Buru as a

at Dombari Buru for a meeting.
Without warning, British forces
opened fire, unleashing a hail of
bullets that turned the hill into a
slaughter ground. Reports describe
the nearby Tajna River running red
with blood, as hundreds were mowed
down in cold blood. This atroc
which claimed over 400 lives,

national memorial could be the finest
homage to India's tribal freedom
fighters, spanning from Raghunath
Mahato's revolt in 1769 to Jaipal
Singh Munda'sadvocacy inthe 1940s.
Raghunath Mahato, a leader from
the Jungle Mahals, spearheaded a
rebellion against the East India
Company's exploitative policies.

predated the i
Bagh massacre of 1919 by nearly
two decades and was far h]OOdIC(
inits brutality against an indiges

local c ina
fierce uprising that challenged early
Lolumal dominance. His efforts lmd
ork for future

population. It i appropnd!elycalled
the "Jalli | ¢ Tharkhand”

On the other end of this umclmc‘
Munda, an Oxtord-educated

Bagh of
because, like Amritsar's tragedy, it
exposed the ruthless face of colonialism,
targeting defenceless people in a
confined space with no escape.
Birsa Munda himself evaded capture
briefly but was arrested on 3 February

tribalicon, Olympic hockey captain,
and Constituent Assembly member,
fought tirelessly for Adivasi rights
through political and legal means
in the mid-20th century, including
the push for a separate Jharkhand

state. Between them lie countless
heroeslike Tilka Manjhi, Sidhu-Kanhu,
and others who waged guerrilla wars
against British rule. A national
memorial at Dombari Buru would
immortalize this continuum of
struggle, reminding us that India's
freedom was won not only in urban
centers but alsoin the heartlands of
its indigenous peoples.

I must commend the efforts of
Prime Minister Narendra Modi in

heroes, integrating their stories into
national discourse and ensuring
they are no longer marginalized.
Recognizing Dombari Buru as a
national memorial would build on
this foundation, inspiring future
generations of Adivasi youth. It would
instil a sense of pride, encouraging
them to embrace paths of selfless
sacrifice and nation-building. In an
erawhere youth face modern challenges,
such a site could serve as a living

bringing lc due recognition
to the contributions of freedom
fighters from Jharkhand and other
tribal regions. Under his leadership,
November 15 - Birsa Munda's birth
anniversary - has been declared
Janjatiya Gaurav Divas, celebrating
tribal pride nationwide. PM Modi
has visited Ulihatu, Birsa's birthplace,
and inaugurated the Birsa Munda
Memorial Park and Freedom Fighter
Museum in Ranchi, honouring tribal
legacies. His government has also
felicitated descendants of tribal

teaching values of resilience,
environmental stewardship, and
communal harmony - hallmarks of
Adivasi culture. In conclusion, let
us commit to transforming Dombari
Buru from asite of forgotten sorrow
into a national symbol of triumph.
By doing so, we not only honour the
martyrs of 1900 but also reaffirm
India’s inclusive ethos, where every
community's sacrifice is valued. The
time for action is now - let the hills
echowith the pride of aunited nation.

(The writer is a Rajya Sabha MP from Jharkhand)

AMITKAPOOR AND SHEEN ZUTSHI

he climate upheavals of

2025 wereastark warning

for India; it was the year

when the frequency and
severity of climate-related risk
hazards were no longer aberrations
but part of a new normal. Climate
resilience is no longer optional but
foundational for ensuring India’s
ambitions are realised. As we move
further into 2026, extreme
vulnerability to hazard events will
undoubtedly occur, but are our
state-level systems resilient enough
toabsorb shocks, protect livelihoods,
and rccmer without deepening

broader pattern across many Indian
states where high cli

quuuunnmres participatory flood
sroup discussions,

coincides with weak adaptive capacity
and constrained fiscal space. Bihar
also demonstrated the most
constrained adaptive capacity in
the country, with a score of 82.38,
reflecting severe deficits in basic
infrastructure. The state has only
1.4 primary health centres per lakh
population, among the lowest in
the country, sharply limiting its
ability to respond to climate-related
health emergencies. Deficiencies
inwater and sanitation compound
this vulnerability, with just 47 per
cent of houscholds having access
to improved sanitation, increasing

lhenskuidlsuscoulhrcaksdunng,
floods. C Ca infrastructure

Assessment 2025 (CRVA) report,
prepared by the Institute for
Competitiveness, provides a
comprehensive picture of which
states are exposed, most sensitive,
and least prepared for such events.
The CRVA assessment also reveals
atroubling pattern: climate vulnerability
in India is systematically higher in
states with lower GDP per capita.

Bihar, in the assessment, emerges
asthe most climate-vulnerablestate
overall in the “very high" climate
risk category, with a score of 55.27,
illustrating how economic weakness
and climaterisk reinforce one another.
States with hrn\lcd hscal capacity
are in the leas!
resilient inf
though their exposure to climate
risk reinforces one another. The
resultis a vicious cycle in which low
incomes constrain adaptation, repeated
climate shocks deepen economic
losses and long-term growth is further
suppressed, widening regional
inequalities over time.

Bihar's experience is therefore
not exceptional but indicative of a

is another critical wi e,lkness. with
its tele-density being the lowest in
the country at 55.8 per cent,
constraining the dissemination of
early warnings and coordination
of relief during extreme events.

Macro-level assessments, such
asthe Climate Risk and Vulnerability
Assessment (CRVA), identify where
exposure, sensitivity, and adaptive
capacity are weakest. However, it
is micro-level assessments at the
household level, as undertaken by
Megh Abhiyan, that reveal what
climate risk actually means in lived
terms: the assets lost, livelihoods
disrupted, the failure of early warning
systems and the coping strategies
exhausted that remain invisible in
aggregate datasets.

The gap becomes clear when we
examine Bihar's experience during
the 2024 floods. A household-level
flood assessment conducted by

and key informant interviews. Bihar
floods occur every year and make
headlines, but what makes the 2024
floods significant is the highly
irregular monsoon season. Early
rainfall deficits created drought-like
conditions, followed by widespread
flooding from mid-August as upstream
surges in the Ganga spread across
the state.

A late
September finally mg‘,ered ph:
2ofthe floods, affecting 27 districts
in Bihar. This impacted 56.38 lakh
people across 36,632 villages,
damaging nearly 97 per cent of
agricultural land, over 10000 houses,
and causing human and animal
losses. Official estimates pl' e the
economic losses at a

thereport showed that breach-induced

flooding affected nearly 59 per cent

of surveyed households and accounted

for the largest share of aggregated

losgm while mrexﬂ.\sh floods betwcen
proved

Rs 327 crore. Seen Alangmdc the

dcsu'utuve fur lh()sl.’ affected. In
thelosses recorded

CRVA's rankings, the b
assessment captures these
compounded events in India’s most
vulnerable and poor landscape.
What makes the assessment
unique s that it distinguishes among

outside embankments were more
thansix times those recorded inside,
underscoring that climate- rulhcnl

ccosystem restoration, and hulldmg
capacity to reduce
vulnerability and minimise future
los stematically. But how can
we know better if we continue
relying solely on national-level
assessments?

The risks faced by flood-prone
districts in Bihar, Assam, and Kerala
differ, as do the increasing urban
flood risks in Indian cities, \\hth
continue to manifest in

infrastructure and prep
systems with early warning systems

different ways. That is why combining
macro- level assessments with
surveys across states

flood typologies, rather than treating  need to be better 'llq.,u(.d \vuh flood
all floods the same. As per lhc technologies and 1d realities. hold
report, the i k recognises  ratherthan auniformrisk.
ughl core flood tvpm - including Beyond asset damage, the report
ging outsid has also di disruption

riverine flooding, flooding within
embankments, riverside riverine
flooding within embankments,
riverside riverine flooding with
erosion, breach-induced riverine
flooding in the countryside, flash
flooding between embankments of
the same river and flooding in
unconfined embankments.

By explicitly classifying the type
of flood a household experiences,

Megh Pyne -\bhmm which surveyed
aicross 21 panct

m seven of the worst-affected
districts, combined GIS-based flood
mapping with detailed household

the was able to trace
howdifferent flood patt fuced,

to WASH facilities and damage to
toilets, compounding health risks,

alongside the CRVA as:
Bihar floods, offers a rea
illustration of how high exposure
and weak adaptive capacity translate
into compounding losses on the
ground.

Preparedness will determine the
extent of ourimpact. This preparedness.
involves suchas resilient

that capture real exposure, losses,
and adaptive capacity is imperative.

Therefore, this year, there needs
to be an imperative push across
the country to integrate climate
s into state budget planning,
investin resilient climate infrastructure,
and address existing inequalities.
The path towards a resilient future
is only within reach if states act
decisively and treat not hard figures
as merely records of damage or
yearly accounts of statistics, but as
aguiding part for building long-term
resilience for the better.

ris|

sharply different patterns of damage
and losses in affected districts; as

infrastructure, strong early warning
systems, climate-smart agriculture,

(The writers are, respectively, Chair and
Rescarch Manager at Institute for
Competitiven:

Crossword | No.293344

ACROSS 13 Family taking drug 23 Todaysthemeis 3 Unstable nitrates—  inside middle of
- about a bunch of central ingredient reserve
1 Bills extremely (5) flowers of explosive to (9
chubby, scoffing 14 Fearless @) produce slates 15 Recoll, struggling
last of dessert detective's leadat 24 Random way to (58) toeat fish-a
after buffet the end is fair deliberately losein 5 Gulls - birds eating  snapper?
game (5,3) archery? (7) whatever's left ©
Supplies workforce 16 Quarrel about 25 Go by some label — 17 Upset first man
to county (6) opening of a pseudonymo 6 Fine performer getting hold of
Ring shortly to motorcycle club - (6) sitting on drunk girl
collect bread in it's a source of 26 Skilful boxing unknown works (7)
Cairo, perhaps bitterness (8) starts to explain @) 19 | got mixed up
@) 18 Take place of child another pasting 7 Winter athlete with Rachel ~ 'm
Fascinating women  originally next to ®) bags score that's an idiot (7)
with desires (7) dog (5) not so perfect 21 Collect a pound,
Instrument 20 Run out of fish DOWN 9 ssibly
controls gas market (4) 10 Liberal an hada (5)
blasted with 21 Colourless like 1 Convener, one bit of luck — 22 Subsidiary
protons (5,5) benzene, which coming in dally (5) todays et day illustration of
You've got me contains carbon 2 Current partner (54 butterfly maybe
skinned — it hurts! and hydrogen takes it to 13 Bmwn songbird not caught
) reproduce (7) raises cuckoo (5)
NOTE: Figures in parentheses denote the number of letters in the words required. (By arrangement with The Independent, London)
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100 YearsAgo

Front page of The Statesman
dated 09 January 1926
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OCCASIONAL NOTE

General concern will be felt at the news that
the Chief Justice has been compelled to take
instant leave to England as the consequence of a
cable announcing the dangerous illness of Lady
Sanderson. Her ladyship, who had already passed
through one critical illness in India, was in
indifferent health last year, but it was hoped that
complete rest at Home would in the coming
winter restore her to Calcutta. Everybody who
has come in contact with her —and Lady Sanderson
has an extremely huge circle of friends, for she is
as gifted socially as devoted to good works — will
hope that the message which has called the Chief
Justice away was based on an exaggerated view
of her condition. In the absence of the Chief
Justice, Sir Nalmi Ranjan Chatterjee, the senior
judge, will occupy the seat of Sir Lancelot Sanderson.

NewsItems

BUDAPEST ARRESTS

CONFESSION OF
TECHNICAL EXPERT

Budapest, Jan.

In connexion with the French banknotes cases
three persons have been arrested, namely, Geroi,
technical expert, Cartographical Institute, Josef
Szcertsey, an official of the Hungarian National
League, and a youth named Verhaftet. Geroiina
confession declared that the paper used for the
forged notes was supplied by certain emplo) ces
ofthe Car Institute, whot
their guilt and have been arrested. Geroi had
25000 thousand-franc notes but some of the
alleged faulty notes were taken out of the vault
by Prince Windischgraetz.— Reuter.

MONARCHICAL PLOT

SHARP REMINDER
TO AUSTRIA

PARIS, JAN.

The Matin, while absolving the Hungarian
Government of responsibility in connexion with
the forged banknotes affair accuses it of trying to
hushupits political aspect namely, the monarchical
plot among the aristocracy of Hungary, whom
the Matin reminds, has regained her prosperity
owing to international support and that, therefore,
she has no excuse for tolerating a conspiracy
against peace.— Reuter.

DEARER TYRES REFLECTED

IN PRICE OF
MOTOR-CYCLES

London, Jan.

As the result of the continuous increases in the
price of rubber the British Cycle and Motor-Cycle
Manufacturers and Traders Union Ltd.,of Coventry,
announce that from January 15 the prices of
motor-cycles and sidecars will be advanced by ten
and five shillings respectively, covering the average
advance in the price of tyres.— Reulers Special
Service.

RHINELAND DAMAGE

COBLENZ CLAIMS
FOR TWO MILLION
MARK

logne, Jan.
Immense damage has been caused by floods
inthe Rhineland. where Dr. Severing, the Prussian
Minister for Internal Affairs, is making an extended
tour, conferring with the local authorities in regard
to the best means of preventing similar catastrophes
in the future. The damage to the harbour at
sseldorfis estimated at a million marks. Fifteen
firms in the vicinity have claimed 867,000 marks.
The claims already entered in Coblenz exceed
two million marks.—Reuter’s Special Service.
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{ Friday Focus

In Thy hands is
all Good

All Good rests in hand of Allah [SwT] the standard by
which good is judged is Allah [SwT]'s will, to His will we
may submit in the realm of Islam. Allah [SwT] is the best
Jjudge, hence the final arbiter of what is good—on whom
to bestow power and honour, and who is to be stripped of
power and honour, as enunciated in the Holy Verse [3:26].

Say: 'O Allah! Lord of Power (and Rule), Thou givest
Power to whom thy pleasest and Thou strippest of Power
whom Thou pleasest: Thou enduest with honour whom
thou pleasest, and Thou bringest low whom Thou pleas-
est: In Thy hand is all Good. Verily, over all things Thou
hast Power.

“In Thy hands is all Good™ is the catchword—the very
soul of the Holy Verse. Once it is understood that Highest
Good is the Will of Allah [SwT] submission to that Will
becomes the norm, as He knows what we may not fathom.
Hence, the guiding factor ought to remain submission to
His Will, whatever it might bring forth.

Power and honour ought not to go to one’s head, as
power and honour is a trust to be preserved for public
good. It may not be taken as a due, but the trust reposed
by One & Only Allah [SwT] as verily over all things He
has power. Power once entrusted is to be used judiciously
as an instrument of providing general good. And in case,
power is not used judiciously by the one entrusted with it,
as an instruments of social well-being. Allah [SwT] with
an objective of preserving what He cherishes—Good of
masses, which is a right, as enshrined in ‘Haqoog-ul-Ibad"
my strip the one entrusted with Power. ‘In Thy hands is
all Good' holds ever and always.

REFLECTIONS

Keep the apron
unsullied

They are warriors fighting the disease
and wardens protecting health

round the clock and can be
called to perform when the
occasion demands. Doing
private practice is outside
the scope of sense of duty as
a government employee.

Doctors must realize deli-
cacy of the profession. Noth-
ing short of a paradox that
some doctors rue mismatch
of doctor-patient ratio and
complain of exhaustion due
to workload of patients on
one hand but are seen prac-
ticing smartly at private
clinics in early morning and
till late evening hours. This
is emblematic of a fact that
some of them hanker after
amassing immense wealth.

Private doctors are
either self-masters. Any-
body wanting to become one
among the richest, undergo-
ing private business is the
solution. One of the excuses
for private practice is grant
of non-practicing allowance
(NPA). There appears to be
no raison for grant of NPA
to one class of public ser-
vants who are not differ-
ent from other government
employees.

To curb the malpractice
government can invoke
Rule 10 of J & K (Conduct)
Rules 1971 (CSCRs) which
says, “No Government
whether on leave
or active service, shall
except with the previous
sanction of the Government
engage directly or indirect-
ly in any trade or business
or undertake any other
employment”. The direc-
tions of J&K Hon'ble High
Court in a Writ Petition (C)
No.10/2021 titled Farooq
Ahmad versus Union Ter-
ritory of J & K and Others
for implementing Rule 10 in
letter and spirit can also be
applied, mutatis-mutandis,
in health service for stop-
ping illegal practice and
chances thereof. Sunshine
Act may also be used. Much
investment in the making
of a doctor expects a quid
pro quo. They are warriors
fighting the disease and
wardens protecting health,
but breach of rules by some
blot the profession.

Profession

Mohammad Jalal-ud-Din
mohammad jalaluddin2012@gmail.com

The ailing poor generally
turn to government hos-
pitals for somewhat subsi-
dized consultation and med-
ication. Some doctors help
patients financially and
save their person, pocket
& prestige. They don’t pre-
scribe prolonged treatments
or costly medicines. They
listen to patients and boost
them psychologically. Such
people are praiseworthy.

To streamline the health
services government has
long ago banned private
practice for government
doctors. But the uncom-
fortable truth is that some
doctors leave hospitals to
juniors at times to attend
private clinics which is in
violation of service rules.

{ behaviour
is prohibited under Civil
Service Conduct Rules,
Classification, Control and
Appeal Rules, FRs, SRs
ete. Just after submitting
the joining report showing
expression of interest before
the competent authorities
concerned a government
servant, irrespective of
class and category of post,
binds itself of all time req-
uisites of that service.

One of the purposes
of the restrictions is to
address employment issue
by leaving a scope for pri-
vate players for creating
a meaningful parallel and
vibrant private sector. This
is a division of labour in the
lexicology of production
and services where both
sectors are expected to co-
exist harmoniously for the
establishment of a welfare
state. Profession and perks
are not to develop feelings
of anomie among the incum-
bents but harbour soft atti-
tude and strong concentra-
tion on duty. A government
employee is a public servant

The author is a former Sr. Audit
Officer and Consultant in the
AG's Office Srinagor.
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Beyond the Capitals

An economic blueprint for the UT of J&K in Budget 2026

Fiscal Fitness

LtGenR S Reen (Retd)

rsinghreen@gmail.com

As the Union Territory of Jammu
& Kashmir stands on the thresh-
old of the 2026 fiscal year, we face
amoment. For decades, the eco-
nomic narrative of our region has
suffered from a “Capital-Centric”
myopia. Development has often
been clustered around the twin
capitals of Srinagar and Jammu,
leaving the rich hinterlands from
the remote frontiers of Baram-
ulla to the rugged hills of Basohli
in an economic shadow.

The Budget 2026 must be the
instrument that breaks this binary.
It must be a document of Regional
Parity and Distributive Justice. It
is time to move beyond the “Jammu
vs. Kashmir” allocation debates
and move toward “North Kashmir
and Chenab Valley” development
model. We need a budget that rec-
ognizes the symbiotic potential of
both regions, applying an Inclusiv-
ity Lens that ensures the dividends
of peace and progress reach Gurez
valley and the cumin growers in
Kishtwar region.

Here is a roadmap for a bal-
anced, reform-oriented, and
visionary Budget 2026.

The inclusivity lens

True inclusivity means shift-
ing the center of gravity away
from the oversaturated urban
agglomerations.

In Kashmir, the focus must
shift from Srinagar to the North
(Baramulla, Kupwara, Bandipo-
ra) and South (Pulwama, Shop-
ian, Anantnag and Kulgam). In
Jammu, the focus must shift
from the plains of Jammu-Kath-
ua to the Chenab Valley (Doda,
Kishtwar, Ramban) and the Pir
Panjal (Rajouri, Poonch) as well
as in Raisi and Udhampur.

The 2026 Budget must end the
era of “trickle-down” economics
where peripheral districts wait
for crumbs. It must initiate “bot-
tom-up” growth.

A sector-specific wish list

To achieve this, the adminis-
tration must commit to specific,
high-impact projects that lever-
age local strengths rather than
imposing generic solutions.

1. Tourism: Decongesting the
Capitals, Discovering the Fron-
tiers

Both regions suffer from “des-
tination fatigue™” in their pri-
mary hubs (Gulmarg/Pahalgam
in Kashmir; Katra/Patnitop in
Jammu). The budget must allo-
cate a dedicated corpus for devel-
oping New Tourist Destinations.
In North Kashmir, this means
infrastructure for the Lolab
Valley. Bangus, and Uri. Simulta-
neously, an equivalent focus must
be placed on the Chenab Valley,
promoting the pristine meadows
of Bhaderwah (Jai Valley) and the
sapphire trails of Kishtwar.

Border Tourism: We must
aggressively promote Border
Tourism as a unified UT policy.
JustasKeran and Teetwal in Kash-
mir are opening, the budget must
fund viewing decks, homestays,
and connectivity in Akhnoor
along Chenab River, Poonch, and
Rajouri in the Jammu division.
The border should be rebranded
from a line of control to a line of
commerce for locals on either
sides of the Pir Panjal.

2. Agro-Industries:

‘We must stop exporting raw
materials and importing finished
goods. The 2026 Budget must fund
value-addition at the source.

Wool (North Kashmir): J&K
produces India’s finest wool. The
budget should sanction a Mega
‘Wool-Based Industrial Park in
the Baramulla-Kupwara belt.
Instead of sending raw wool to
Ludhiana, we should be scour-
ing, spinning, and weaving it in
Kupwara. This will create a tex-
tile hub in the North.

Meat Processing (Srinagar
& Jammu): The UT is a mas-
sive consumer of meat, leading
to huge capital loss. We need
Modern Meat Processing Units in
Srinagar, supported by a supply
chain that integrates sheep
rearers from the Jammu high-
ranges and Kashmir meadows. A
“Farm-to-Fork™ incentive policy
is needed to make the UT self-
reliant in protein production.

Crafts (South Kashmir &
Jammu Hills): While the budget
must support Modern Carpet
and Namda Industry clusters
in South Kashmir, it must also
revive the struggling crafts of the
Jammu region. Funds should be
allocated for the modernization
of Basohli Painting studios in
Kathua and Chikri Wood craft in
Rajouri. A unified “J&K Heritage
Craft Policy” should govern both,
focusing on Global Geographical
Indication (GI) branding.

3. The Concrete Foundation

With the massive infrastruc-

ture boom—tunnels, highways,
and railways—J&K is bleeding
money by importing cement. The
2026 Budget must pivot to self-
reliance with a strict environ-
mental conscience.

State Policy & Joint Ven-
tures: We need a robust State
Policy for the Cement Industry.
The government should invite
major players for Joint Ventures
(JV) with higher capacity, utiliz-
ing the limestone reserves found
in both the Kashmir basin and
the Jammu hills (Basohli/Reasi).

The “Local Procurement”
Mandate: This is the game-
changer. The budget must man-
date that “All Power Projects and
New Dams to have cement from
within the state.”

This is particularly vital for
the Chenab Valley, the “Power
Bowl!” of J&K, where mega-dams
(Ratle, Pakal Dul, Kiru) are being
built. If the cement for these

We must look at Himachal
Pradesh and Uttarakhand. These
states have successfully balanced
industrialization in the plains
(Baddi/Pantnagar) with tourism
in the hills.

Currently, J&K relies too
heavily on Central Grants. Our
Own Tax Revenue (OTR) must
increase. By localizing cement
production (massive GST genera-
tor) and textile manufacturing
(employment generator), we can
benchmark our fiscal autonomy
against Himachal by 2030.

Risks, Impacts & Outlook:

The Risks:

Ecological Imbalance: Indus-
trializing the Baramulla-Kup-
wara belt or the limestone-rich
areas of Jammu carries risks.
The Chenab Valley is already
landslide-prone. The budget
must set aside a specific “Eco-
Restoration Fund” funded by a
cess on these very industries.

dams is ured locally
in Jammu/Kashmir, it creates a
circular economy, keeping thou-
sands of crores within the UT.
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Let us build a J&K that
does not look outward
for its needs, but looks
inward at its own
immense potential.

Friction: Alloca-
tions must be transparent. If a
‘Wool Park goes to Baramulla, a
Biotech or Pharma Park should
be incentivized in Kathua/
Samba to maintain perception
parity.

The Short-Term Measures
(2026-27):

Immediate tax holidays for set-
ting up the Wool and Cement units,

Fast-track clearance for land
in North Kashmir and Chenab
Valley for hotels/homestays.

Subsidies for pollution control

Strict Pollution C

in plant:

Given the fragility of the Himala-
vas, these new units must adhere
to “Zero Liquid Discharge™ and
European-standard stack moni-
toring. We cannot trade our clean
air for cement; we must have
both through technology.

4. Logistics: The Wular and
The Rails

Logistics costs in J&K are pro-
hibitive.

Kashmir: The budget should
boldly propose work on the Wular
Barrage and Jhelum dredging to
facilitate water transport for bulk
cementand consiruction material.
This eco-friendly mode will decon-
gest the North-South corridor.

Jammu: Simultaneously, the
budget must plan for “Dry Ports”
in the Jammu region (Samba/
Kathua) to integrate with the
incoming rail link. also ensur-
ing like cold storage chains are
established along the rail link in
north Kashmir for easy move-
ment of apple and goods pro-
duced in Kashmir (like the wool
or cement) can reach national
markets seamlessly.

Benchmarks: Learning from
the Neighbors

The Long-Term Vision (2030+):

A J&K where the North is
the Textile Hub, the South is the
Craft Hub, Central Kashmir is
the Processing Hub, the Chenab
Valley is the Power & Cement
Engine, and the Jammu Plains
are the Logistics Gateway.

The 2026 Budget is not just
about balancing books; it is
about balancing regions. It is
about acknowledging that the
prosperity of Jammu is linked
to the stability of Kashmir, and
the development of Srinagar is
incomplete without the rise of
Kupwara and Kishtwar.

By focusing on the neglected
North Kashmir and the rugged
Chenab, by reviving Namda in
the Valley and Basohli art in the
Hills, and by ensuring our dams
are built with our own cement,
we lay the foundation for a
robust, unified Union Territory.

Let us build a J&K that does
not look outward for its needs,
but looks inward at its own
immense potential.

The author is a former Director
General Quality Assurance GOI.

Let us bring parenting back home

Children are shaped quietly inside homes long before they enter classrooms or society

Family

Khursheed Dar
khursheed.dar33@gmail.com

In Kashmir, whenever society
feels unsettled, the first target
is always the present genera-
tion. We complain about fall-
ing morals, about children not
respecting elders, about young-

d from

near a hearth, sometimes under
a dim bulb. They asked us where
we had been, what we had done,
how we had behaved. These were
not interrogations; they were
moments of connection.

They taught us values without
calling them values. Respect was
not explained—it was practised.
We watched how elders were
spoken to, how neighbours were
treated, how guests were wel-
comed. When we made mistakes,
we were corrected. Sometimes
strictly, sometimes softly—but
never indifferently. Punishment
existed, yes, but it was accompa-
nied by concern. We feared disap-
pointing our parents more than
facing punishment, because their

presence mattered.
Culture was not taught; it was
lived. Kashmiri 1 flowed

sters being di
culture and values. Almost every
drawing-room discussion ends
with the same sigh: “Our times
were better.”

As a teacher, [ listen to these
conversations carefully. And qui-
etly, I ask myself a question that
israrely asked aloud: Who raised
this generation? Children do not
emerge from nowhere. They are
shaped—slowly, silently—inside
homes, long before they step into
classrooms or society.

Our parents were simple
people. Most of them were not
highly educated. Many had never
travelled beyond their districts.
They did not speak the language
of psychology or modern peda-
gogy. Yet they knew something
precious—the fibre of parenting.

Home mattered to them. Time
mattered. After long and tiring
days, they still sat with us. Some-
times on a floor mat, sometimes
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naturally at home. Stories were
told without books. Traditions
were followed without explana-
tion, yet their meanings stayed
with us. Our identity was not
something we had to search for;
it surrounded us.

Today, parenting looks very
different. Parents are more
educated, more informed, more
exposed. Yet many children
feel unseen. Homes are fuller of
things, but emptier of conversa-
tions. Parents and children live
together, yet drift emotionally
apart.

Modern parenting often feels
hurried. Parents are busy—not
only with work, but with stress,
phones, expectations, and com-
parisons. Children are provided
with good schools, tuition class-
es, and gadgets. Everything is
arranged—except time.

Slowly, parenting has been

(1 L]

replaced by management. Ques-
tions have become instructions.
Listening has become lecturing.
Many parents do not really know
what their children are think-
ing, fearing, or struggling with.
Silence fills the gaps.

One of the most troubling
shifts T have observed is the
belief that schools are respon-
sible for everything. Parents
trust schools with academics—
and then with discipline, morals,
behaviour, and even emotional
wellbeing. When something goes
‘wrong, teachers are questioned.
But education was never meant
to be a one-way road.

12

Modern parenting often
feels hurried.

The teaching-learning process
loses its meaning when parents
step away. Teachers meet chil-
dren for a few hours. Parents
shape them every day. Schools
can teach lessons, but homes
teach life. Values are not memo-
rised; they are absorbed. And
children absorb what they see,
not what they are told.

Another change is hesitation.
Parents hesitate to question
their children. They fear being
called strict or old i in

feel that speaking Kashmiri may
hold their children back. Tradi-
tions are treated as burdens. In
trying to prepare children for the
future, parents often disconnect
them from their roots. But a child
without roots may grow tall, yet
remain fragile.

Ironically. the same parents
who worry about neglect of
elders often forget that children
learn by watching. They observe
how grandparents are spoken to,
how their opinions are valued—
or ignored. Respect cannot be
demanded later if it is not prac-
tised daily.

This reflection is not writ-
ten to blame parents. Parenting
today is genuinely difficult. Eco-
nomic pressures, competition,
and constant change weigh heav-
ily. But responsibility cannot be
avoided. Awareness is not accu-
sation; it is a beginning.

Children do not need perfect
parents. They need present ones.
They need someone who listens,
questions, corrects, and cares.
Schools and teachers can sup-
port, guide, and nurture—but
they cannot replace parents.

If we truly wish to heal soci-
ety, we must stop blaming chil-
dren and start rethinking parent-
ing. The moral fibre of a society
is woven quietly, inside homes.
‘When parents slow down, recon-
nect, and reclaim their role, chil-

the name of freedom, guidance
is withdrawn. But freedom with-
out direction does not create
confidence; it creates confusion.
Children need boundaries—not
walls, but guiding lines.
Culture, too, is slowly slipping
away from homes. Many parents

(1 1

dren will foll -ally, not
forcefully.

Change does not begin with
complaints. It begins with reflec-
tion. And reflection, as always,
must begin at home.

Khursheed Dar writes about Kashmiri
Sufism, Culture and Society.
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A winter without sno

What rainfall and snow deficit means for Kashmir’s ecological future

Altered Hydrology
Mutaharra Abida Waheed Deva

mutaharradeva@gmail.com

Kashmir has always been defined
by its winters. Snowfall was not
merely a seasonal phenomenon
but it was the ecological heartbeat
of the Valley. From recharging
aquifers to sustaining rivers, gla-
ciers, wetlands, and agriculture,
winter snow formed the founda-
tion of Kashmir's hydrological
security. However, the winter of
2024-25 has once again sounded
alarm bells. The visible and mea-
surable deficit in snowfall and
winter rainfall is not an isolated
aberration but it is part of a deeply
worrying climatic trend.

The Disappearing Winter

Traditionally, Kashmir received
substantial snowfall between
December and February, especially
in upper reaches such as Gulmarg,
Pahalgam, Sonamarg, and the Pir
Panjal ranges. This snowpack
acted as a natural water reservoir,
releasing melt water gradually
during spring and summer, This
year, however, winter precipita-
tion has been sporadic, erratic, and
largely rainfall-dominated rather
than snow-driven.

Rainfall replacing snowfall
during winter months is a danger-
ous climatic substitution. Rain
runs off quickly, causing soil ero-
sion and flash floods, while snow
stays, stores, and sustains. The
absence of snow cover has exposed
fragile mountain soils, reduced
moisture retention, and acceler-
ated land degradation issues T have
observed it closely since my early
research on Karewas of Valley
causing soil erosion in Kashmir.

Hydrological Stress: Rivers,
Lakes, and Wetlands

The snow deficit has serious
implications for Kashmir's river
systems, particularly the Jhelum
and its tributaries. Reduced snow-
melt means lower base flows in

summer, increasing the likelihood
of drought-like conditions, even
as extreme rainfall events cause
sudden floods.

Wetlands and lakes like Dal,
Waular, Anchar, Hokersar are
among the first casualties of
altered hydrology. During my
extensive work on Dal Lake, Wular
Lalke, Sulphur springs of Ananat-
nag and other water bodies, I con-
sistently found that seasonal snow-
melt played a critical role in main-
taining water chemistry, nutrient
balance, and ecological health.
Reduced inflows concentrate pol-
lutants, worsen eutrophication,
and accelerate ecological decline.

Wular Lake, in particu-
lar, already under stress from

encroachment and sedimentation,
faces further shrinkage risks due
to insufficient winter recharge.
Wetlands that once acted as flood
buffers and biodiversity hubs are
steadily losing resilience.

Agriculture and Livelihoods
at Risk

Winter snowfall also serves
as a protective blanket for crops,
orchards, and soil microorgan-
isms. Its absence exposes apple
orchards, saffron fields, and winter
crops to frost damage and moisture
stress. The chilling hours required
for apple productivity are declin-
ing, directly impacting yields and
farmer incomes.

Rain-fed agriculture in Kash-
mir's uplands and kandi areas I

later addressed through climate-
resilient agriculture initiatives
under the State Action Plan on Cli-
mate Change will face increasing
uncertainty if winter precipitation
continues to fail.

Climate Change is no Longer
a Projection

For decades, climate change
was discussed as a future risk. In
Kashmir, it has become a reality.
Warmer winters, early snowmelt,
shifting precipitation patterns,
cloudbursts, hailstorms, and pro-
longed dry spells are now frequent.

During my work on the J&K
State Action Plan on Climate
Change (JKSAPCC), these risks
were clearly identified under
water resources, agriculture, disas-

€ Mubashir Khan/GK

ter management, and Himalayan
ecosystems. What we are witness-
ing today is not policy failure, but
policy urgency which needed to be
addressed to fill the gap between
planning and on-ground action.

Increased Disaster Vulner-
ability

Ironically, less snow does not
mean fewer disasters. On the con-
trary, it increases hydro-meteoro-
logical extremes. Rain instead of
snow events, cloudbursts, land-
slides, and flash floods become
more likely when temperature and
precipitation patterns destabilize.

The recent spate of cloudbursts
and landslides across Jammu and
Kashmir is closely linked to this
changing winter regime. Snow
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The recent spate
of cloudbursts
and landslides
across Jammu
and Kashmir is
closely linked

to this changing
winter regime.

once moderated these events and
its absence now removes a critical
buffering mechanism.

‘What Needs to be Done

Kashmir stands at a climatic
crossroads. Addressing winter pre-
cipitation deficit requires a multi-
pronged response:

1. Strengthening climate moni-
toring through dense meteo-
rological and snow-gauge net-
works in upper catchments.

2. Protecting and restoring wet-
lands and floodplains, which
serve as natural water regu-
lators.

3. Reviving traditional water
management systems and
promoting snow-harvesting
and groundwater recharge.

4. Climate-resilient agriculture,
including crop diversifica-
tion and soil moisture con-
servation.

5. Strict land-use regulation in
ecologically sensitive zones
to prevent erosion and runoff.

6. Mainstreaming climate risk
into governance, infrastruc-
ture planning, tourism, and
urban development.

7. Creating a web portal on criti-
cal environmental parameters.

8. Collection of all data at one
platform

9. Providing an Institutional
mechanism to deliver.

A Call for Ecological Wisdom

Kashmir's snow is not merely a
scenic attraction but it is a strate-
gicecological asset. Its loss signals
deeper systemic imbalance. As
someone who has spent over four
decades working on Kashmir’s
environment, its waters, soils, poli-
cies, and people, I believe the crisis
we face today is also an opportuni-
ty: torethink development, restore
nature-based solutions, and place
climate resilience at the heart of
governance.

A winter without snow should
not become Kashmir’s new normal.
The cost of inaction will be borne
not just by ecosystems, but by gen-
erations to come.

The Venezuela Crisis

Assessing implications for India’s economy

Shock Waves

Zubair Mushtaq
zubairbhat9694@gmail.com

The U.S strikes on Venezuela and the ongo-
ing crisis there are unlikely to significantly
influence India’s energy security as India is
heavily insulated from this shock. One of the
main reasons India is unlikely to be heavily
affected is the sharp decline in trade between
the two countries over the past few years.
The data cited by the Global Trade Research
Initiative (GTRI) shows that India's total
imports from Venezuela in 2024-25 stood at
only about USD 364.5 million. Out of this,
crude oil imports accounted for roughly
USD 255.3 million. This was a steep drop of
over 80% compared to the previous year,
when India imported crude worth around
USD 1.4 billion from Venezuela. India’s
exports to Venezuela are also quite small.
In 2024-25, exports were valued at about
USD 95.3 million, with pharmaceuticals
forming the largest share. These modest
numbers clearly indicate that Venezuela
does not play a major role in India’s trade
ecosystem today. The data from the Minis-
try of Commerce and Industry also reveals
that India imported $255.3 million worth of
oil from Venezuela in the current financial
year up to November 2025, about 0.3% of its
total oil import during this period. India was
a major buyer of Venezuelan crude back
in 2000s and 2010 like Indian firms such as
ONGC Videsh held upstream stakes in the
Orinoco belt. However, this bilateral engage-
ment has weakened sharply since 2019 as
India has been cutting its oil imports and
commercial engagements with Venezuela
in response to U.S. sanctions and threats
of secondary sancnons low trade volumes
andl dist

to OPEC data, Venezuela accounts for about
3.5% of the OPEC's total oil exports, and
about 1% of global oil supplies. This relative-
1y low supply is due to the U.S. sanctions on
Venezuela and the heavy nature of Venezu-
elan oil, which requires special refineries

that most countries do not have and due to
which most of Venezuela’s oil supply goes to
China. However, even without direct supply
dependence, any geopolitical crisis involv-
ing oil-producing regions can push up global
crude prices through risk premiums. Since
India imports more than four-fifths of its
crude oil requirement, higher global prices
canraise the import bill, affect inflation and
exert indirect pressure on the rupee. The
Indian rupee has faced pressure spell amid
heightened global risk aversion following
developments in Venezuela. In uncertain
geopolitical conditions, investors typically
move towards the US dollar, which is weigh-
ing heavily and dragging down emerging
market currencies. The impact on the rupee
so far appears driven more by sentiment
than by any direct trade or financial linkage
with Venezuela. But this impact on Indian
rupee is largely seen by analysts short term
and volatility driven rather than structural.
Unless the crisis results in a sustained rise
in crude oil prices or prolonged global risk
aversion, the rupee's movement is expected
to remain within a managed range, sup-
ported by India’s macro fundamentals and
central bank surveillance.
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The data cited by the Global
Trade Research Initiative
(GTRI) shows that India’s
total imports from Venezuela
in 2024-25 stood at only
about USD 364.5 million.

However, Indian equity markets largely
shrugged off risks linked to US strikes on
Venezuela over the New Year’s weekend,
with benchmarks trading marginally higher
as investors focused on domestic interest-
rate sensitivities rather than geopolitical

ines. The Nifty edged i with
technology stocks down about 1to 2%, while
banking and auto stocks gained 1 to 2%.
Most other sectors traded in a narrow band,
reflectinga market that viewed the Venezu-
ela developments as a risk-premium event
rather than a trigger for a sustained macro
shock. Market participants said Indian equi-
ties were diverging from the broader Asian
rally, where Al-and technology-heavy mar-
kets posted sharper gains on expectations of
eventual US Federal Reserve rate cuts. In
India, the dominant driver was optimism

around rate-sensitive sectors, particularly
banks and autos. Given that the Venezu-
elan situation is unlikely to trigger a rapid
change in oil supply or inflation dynamics,
investors remained anchored to domestic
interest-rate expectations. The absence of
any immediate oil-price response helped
keep inflation assumptions stable, allow-
ing rate-sensitive sectors such as banks
and autos to remain the primary drivers
of Indian equity performance. The corpo-
rate exposure also remains limited. India’s
direct exposure to Venezuela remains
modest. Companies with links include
ONGC Videsh, Indian Oil, Oil India, Reli-
ance Industries, Nayara Energy and MRPL,
largely through minority stakes or histori-
cal import relationships. Sun Pharma and
Glenmark Pharma operate locally, while
Jindal Steel & Power manages iron-ore
operations. As per, analysts these linkages
are fragmented and not revenue-critical,
limiting direct equity-market fallout. Gold
is already off to a spectacular 2025, and this
conflict gives it new momentum because
whenever the geopolitical uncertainty
spikes investors migrate their capnal to
safe haven assets. Analysts are e a
gap-up opening in Gold with COMEX gold
potentially reaching $4,380 per ounce and
the precious bullion may touch $4,380 per
ounce, In India, MCX Gold could get closer
to the mark of Rs. 1,40,000 per 10 grams.
Venezuela has the largest gold reserves (161
metric tonnes) in South America. Control
over these assets by US-backed forces could
change long-term global supply dynamics,
but the immediate reaction is purely risk-off
buying. While silver could be more volatile
than gold, it is likely that silver can poten-
tially move towards the $75-§78 range on
COMEX, while on MCX, the silver prices
could reach the levels of Rs 2,45,000 per kg.
Concerns over shipping routes used by Peru
and Chad silver exporters could further
tighten the immediate supply.

The crisis in Venezuela is a major
geopolitical event with global ramifica-
tions, but the direct impact on Indian
markets appears to be limited due to min-
imal economic linkages between the two
countries. While short-term volatility is
inevitable, especially in commodities,
currency markets, and sentiment-driven
sectors, the structural drivers of India’s
economy are expected to remain stable.

Zubair Mushtag, Research Scholar in
Department of Commerce, Kashimir University

Hip fractures in elderly

Prevent falls by ensuring adequate lighting, dry bathroom floors, clutter-
free walking areas, and safe, non-slip footwear

’ ()
Preventable Falls

DrZubair Saleem
dr.zubairsaleem@gmail.com

Inthelast ten days alone, Ireceived
three such calls, each reporting
an elderly person unable to move
after a fall, with severe pain on
hip movement. On evaluation, all
were diagnosed with hip fractures.
One more was an acquaintance,
active till few days back, now sud-
denly confined to a bed, staring at
the ceiling, asking the same ques-
tion again and again: “Bas bath-
room mein thoda phisla hi toe tha,

haddi kaise toet gayi?” That simple
slip changed everything,

Falls in the elderly are not acci-
dents. They are events waiting
to happen, especially in winter.
Winter is unforgiving to ageing
bodies. Cold stiffens joints, slows
reflexes, weakens muscles and
dulls balance. Floors become slip-
pery, bathrooms damp, carpets
loose and footwear unreliable.
Vision worsens as light reduces
and eye fog sets in. Blood pressure
fluctuates. Medicines behave dif-
ferently in cold weather. What
looks like a minor misstep to a
young person becomes catastroph-
ic for an older one.

A fall in elderly is often the
beginning of a cascade. The most
feared outcome is hip fracture.
Unlike fractures in the young, an
elderly hip fracture is not merely
a bone injury: it is a life-altering
event. Surgery may be required.
Prolonged bed rest follows. Com-
plications creep in silently, bed
sores, chest infections, urinary
infections, blood clots, worsen-
ing diabetes, uncontrolled blood
pressure, depression and cogni-

tive decline. Many elderly people
never regain their pre-fall inde-
pendence. Some never walk again.
For a few, the fall becomes the
turning point from relative sta-
bility to irreversible decline. And
many even die because of compli-
cations and clots.

Why do elderly people fall so
easily?

The reasons are rarely sin-
gular. Ageing weakens muscles
and reduces bone strength. Bal-
ance systems in the inner ear
deteriorate. Vision problems
like cataract, glaucoma, macular
degeneration distort depth per-
ception. Chronic diseases like
diabetes damage nerves, leading
to numbness in feet. Parkinson’s
disease slows movement. Arthritis
restricts joint mobility. Then there
are medicines like sleeping pills,
anti-anxiety drugs, blood pressure

icines that can cause dizzi

never be dismissed as “normal
ageing.” They are warning signs.

Homes must be made elderly-
friendly, especially in winter. Ade-
quatelighting, particularly at night,
is essential. Loose rugs should be
removed. Bathroom floors need to
be kept dry, use anti-skid mats and
grab bars. Footwear should have
firm grip, not loose slippers. Fre-
quently used items should be kept
within easy reach to avoid climbing
or stretching.

Health optimisation matters.
Regular vision and hearing checks
improve spatial awareness. Review-
ing medications with a doctor can
eliminate unnecessary drugs that
increase fall risk. Managing blood
pressure, sugar levels, and anemia
improves strength and balance.
Vitamin D and calcium deficiency
is common in seniors and must be
corrected to improve bone health.

or sudden drops in blood pressure.
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If an elderly person
suddenly cannot walk or
has hip pain after a fall,
seek medical evaluation
immediately, early action
can save mobility and life.

Winter adds another layer
of risk. Dehydration is common
because thirst reduces in cold
weather. Dehydration lowers
blood pressure and causes giddi-
ness. People wake up at night to
use the toilet, half-asleep, in cold
rooms, on dark floors. One wrong
step is enough.

Prevention

Prevention does not require
sophisticated technology. It
requires awareness, anticipation
and small changes made in time.

The first step is recognising
risk. Any elderly person who has
fallen once is at high risk of falling
again. Complaints of imbalance,
dizziness, leg weakness, poor
vision or fear of falling should

, paradoxically, is
protective. Fear of falling often
makes elderly people restrict activ-
ity, leading to muscle loss and fur-
ther imbalance. Simple, supervised
exercises focusing on leg strength
and balance walking, chair exer-
cises, gentle stretching reduce fall
risk significantly. Even 10-20 min-
utes daily can make a difference.

Winter-specific precautions are
crucial. Encourage warm clothing
to prevent muscle stiffness. Ensure
adequate hydration even when
thirst is low. Night-time pathways
to the toilet should be clear and
welllit. If needed, a bedside walk-
ing stick or commode is not a sign
of weakness: it is a tool of safety.

Perhaps the most overlooked
aspect is conversation. Elderly
people often hide falls out of
fearfear of being labelled weak,
fear of losing independence, fear
of becoming a burden. If elderly
at home suddenly is not able to
move or has pain in hip, families
must ask, gently and repeatedly:
“Koi phislan, chakkar, ya girne
ka wagia to nahi hua?” Listening
can prevent the next fracture. A
fall is not fate. It is often the final
message of a body that has been
giving signals for months, signals
we chose not to see.
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Withdrawal
symptoms

nited States President Donald Trump contin-
ues to maintain a high level of outrage,
shocking the world with one preposterous
action after another. The decision to exit
from 66 United Nations and international organisa-
tions, including major forums for cooperation on cli-
mate change, peace, and democracy, is the latest in a
long list of maverick moves. Ostensibly, the Trump ad-
ministration justified America’s withdrawal from major
treaties, organisations and conventions on the grounds
that they are contrary to the country’s interests. The
sweeping changes would mean that the US would cease
participation and also cut all funding to the affected en-
tities. The list includes the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the In-
tergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). The
UNFCCC is the global treaty under which the UN con-

VIEWPOINT

HYDERABAD, I'riday. January 9. 2026

America and Israel
have tested thefr attack
on Iran and this attack
and strategy faced
extreme failure. We are
ready for any choice.
We don't desire

awar butwe

areready for it ’,

6‘ | campaigned Indore has received the
ronnent e ey e for Modi jiin Cleanest City award 8

2014 and 2019. Even times. Butif people are

after helping him twice, forced to drink sewage

he broke my party. | was water, then this has no

saying he should be meaning. Cleaniiness

made the PM. Now, he awards do not keep

is saying that | should people alive, clean water

be finished < Isneeded to survive

UDDHAV THACKERAY UMANG SINGHAR
Shiv Sena (UBT) chief Congress leader

must remain

falls short
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Job guarantees

demand-driven,
flexible, and rooted
in local decision-
making; VB-G RAM G

ducts the annual Conference of the Parties (COP) cli-
mate talks. It forms the bedrock of international coop-
eration to deal with the climate crisis and has been

agreed to by every country in the world since its incep-
tion 34 years ago. America becomes the first country to

pull out of it. In a chilling irony, this would mean that

the world’s largest historical
polluter withdraws completely
from the global climate change
mitigation agreement and sci-
entific assessment of climate
change. It also means the US
will not contribute towards cli-
mate finance to developing
countries’ energy transition,
mitigation and adaptation.
From the beginning, Trump
has routinely ridiculed climate

Trump's decision
to exit from 66
international
organisations,

including the
UNFCCC, marks a
major setback for
climate action

science as a scam and a hoax, and has actively hobbled
clean energy projects and other climate policies.

The Trump administration has been turning its back
on the climate crisis since day one, removing the US
from the Paris Agreement, dismantling America’s sci-

entific infrastructure, curbing access to greenhouse gas
emissions data, and ending essential investments in the

clean energy transition. While pulling out of the Paris
Agreement already signalled Trump’s intentions, exit-

ing the UNFCCC will remove the US from the interna-
tional climate governance architecture altogether. This
is a self-defeating move as it will further hamper Amer-

ica’s ability to compete with China, which is increas-

ingly dominant in the world’s burgeoning clean energy
technology industries. While the Trump administration

is abdicating the US’ global leadership, the rest of the

world continues to shift to cleaner power sources. The

US ranks at the top of the lists of countries with the

highest current annual emissions, per-capita emissions,
and the greatest historical responsibility. According to
the Global Carbon Project and other sources, US terri-

torial CO2 emissions in 2024 were about 4.9 billion
tonnes, roughly 12.7% of the global CO: emissions that

year. On a per-capita basis, US emissions were roughly

14.6 tonnes per person in 2024, much higher than the

global average. It is also the largest cumulative emitter

for COz, from fossil fuels and industry in most main-

stream carbon accounting.

VIJAY KORRA

n the vast rural expanse of India,
where more than 60% of the pop-
ulation continues to rely on agri-
culture and casual labour for sur-
vival, Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Guarantee Act (MGN-
REGA) has, since 2005, stood as a rare
rights-based social contract. By guaran-
teeing 100 days of unskilled wage em-
ployment per year to every rural house-
hold willing to work, it offered not
merely jobs but dignity, security, and a
measure of resilience against shocks.

MGNREGA's design was revolution-
ary. Any adult in a rural household
could demand work, and the state was
legally bound to provide it within 15
days or pay unemployment allowances.
This demand-driven structure ensured
flexibility during crises such as
droughts, floods, or economic down-
turns. By mandating that at least 60%
of funds go toward wages, it created
immediate income security while also
building durable community assets —
such as ponds, roads, and irrigation
systems — that enhanced agricultural
productivity.

Evidence of its impact is robust.
Studies have shown that MGNREGA
reduced poverty among beneficiaries
by as much as 26%, boosted household
earnings by 14%, and improved school
attendance. Over the course of two
decades, it generated billions of per-
son-days of work, disproportionately
benefiting women (over half of the par-
ticipants) and Scheduled Castes and
Tribes (around 40%). Water conserva-
tion structures, for instance, not only
provided wages but also improved
groundwater levels and reduced soil
erosion, strengthening rural economies
in the long run.

A Sudden Overhaul
In December 2025, however, the gov-

ernment replaced MGNREGA with
Viksit Bharat-Guarantee for Rozgar
and Ajeevika Mission (Gramin), or VB-
G RAM G. While promising 125 days of
employment and a focus on “transfor-
mative” assets, the new framework
shifts the scheme from worker empow-
erment to centralised control. Unlike
MGNREGA's demand-driven ethos,
VB-G RAM G introduces a supply-dri-
ven model, The Centre now sets State-
wise “normative allocations” based on
opaque parameters, capping funding
upfront and ignoring actual demand.
Under MGNREGA, budgets could
expand to meet needs; under VB-G
RAM G, workers may simply be turned
away once allocations are exhausted.
This is not a minor administrative
tweak but a fundamental departure
from the guarantee principle. During
the Covid pandemic, MGNREGA ab-

employment, exacerbating hunger and
debt. In States such as Bihar and Uttar
Pradesh, where agricultural seasons
overlap with monsoon-induced job
scarcity, millions risk being trapped in
cycles of deprivation.

‘Weakening Asset Creation

Asset creation was a cornerstone of
MGNREGA’s success. Gram sabhas
prioritised works such as afforestation,
water harvesting, and rural connectiv-
ity, ensuring that projects were locally
relevant and sustainable. Several stud-
ies found that these assets improved
agricultural land, regenerated water re-
sources, and indirectly boosted house-
hold health and education. VB-G RAM
G shifts focus to “climate-resilient” and
“infrastructure-focused” assets aligned
with the government’s Viksit Bharat
2047 vision.

sorbed millions of returning
when private jobs vanished. In a
capped system, such surges would
likely result in rationing, leaving fami-
lies without income at their most vul-
nerable moments.

Blackouts and Labour Rights
Equally troubling is the introduction of
“blackout periods,” allowing States to
suspend the programme for up to 60
days during peak agricultural seasons.
Proponents argue this prevents MGN-
REGA from “cannibalising” farm
labour. Yet critics see it as a direct as-
sault on workers' rights. Rural India is
already plagued by disguised unem-
ployment and low farm wages. MGN-
REGA historically pushed up private
sector pay by creating competition for
labour, with studies showing wage
gains in villages where implementation
was strong.

Blackouts could reverse these gains,
forcing workers back into exploitative
agricultural jobs at below-market rates
or into outright idleness. For the land-
less poor, who form a significant share
of beneficiaries, this means denial of

While progressive in rhetoric, the
top-down allocation risks inefficiency.
Centralised notifications of implemen-
tation areas mean the Centre can
cherry-pick zones, potentially exclud-
ing high-poverty pockets not deemed
“strategic.” If funding is capped and
blackouts enforced, fewer person-days
will translate into fewer assets built.
This could convert a safety net into a
state-led growth tool, prioritising
macro goals over micro-level survival.

Unequal Implementation

The fiscal restructuring further burdens
the States. Under MGNREGA, the Cen-
tre covered 100% of wages and 75% of

MGNREGA's imperfections
— leakages, uneven asset
quality, delayed payments
— were real, but they did
not negate its role as a
floor against destitution

ABBAS ARAGHCHI
Iran's Foreign Minister

No longer on demand

material costs, resulting in a 90:10 Cen-
tre-State ratio. VB-G RAM G shifts
more responsibility to States, especially
for materials, despite their already
strained budgets. Poorer States such as
Odisha or Jharkhand may be forced to
cut corners, resulting in delayed pay-
ments or subpar assets. Delayed wages
have long plagued MGNREGA, but the
new caps could worsen this, pushing
workers into distress borrowing from
moneylenders at usurious rates.

The human cost is profound: families
skipping meals, pulling children out of
school, or migrating en masse to urban
slums, thereby straining already fragile
urban infrastructure, Women, who re-
lied on MGNREGA for independent in-
come, face heightened vulnerability to
domestic exploitation. In climate-
stressed regions such as drought-prone
Maharashtra, reduced asset creation
means diminished resilience, amplify-
ing deprivation.

Narrative of ‘Modernisation’
Government defenders claim the
changes modernise the scheme for a
$4-trillion economy, citing declining
rural poverty from 25.7% in 2011-12 to
4.86% in 2023-24 and synergies with di-
rect benefit transfers. Yet these claims
ignore ground realities. Poverty met-
rics are contested, and cash transfers
cannot replace the dignity of work or
the community benefits of locally cre-
ated assets.

Economists such as Jean Dréze have
warned that dismantling MGNREGA is
a “historic error,” eroding a global
model that cushioned shocks and em-
powered the voiceless. VB-G RAM G
does not evolve MGNREGA; it eviscer-
ates it. By centralising control, impos-
ing caps, and introducing blackouts, it
denies employment to those who need
it most, hampers meaningful asset cre-
ation, and condemns the rural poor to
deeper poverty.

Rights-Based Guarantees

India’s aspiration to achieve developed
status by 2047 must not come at the
cost of sacrificing its most vulnerable
citizens on the altar of “efficiency.”
MGNREGA's imperfections — leak-
ages, uneven asset quality, delayed
payments — were real, but they did not
negate its role as a floor against destitu-
tion. In 2023, India’s multidimensional
poverty affected 235 million people,
with another 269 million considered
vulnerable. Weakening the

risks swelling these numbers.

Restoring a true rights-based ap-
proach is essential to prevent a hu-
manitarian rollback. Employment
guarantees must remain demand-dri-
ven, flexible during crises, and rooted
in local decision-making. The rural
heartland, already beating faintly
under economic pressures, cannot af-
ford this wound.

(The author is Associate Professor,
Centre for Economic and Social
Studies, Hyderabad)

Letters to the
Editor

Soaring high
In 56 years of its journey,
ISRO has evolved into one
of the world's most re-
spected space organisa-
tions. BlueBird Block-2,
6,100 kg payload, is the
heaviest satellite launched
from Sriharikota till date
and another feather in
ISRO’s cap. It i is notewor-
thy that

Ukraine’s peace proposal

The issue of security guarantees raised by Ukraine as part of a peace pro-
posal remains fundamentally incompatible with Russia’s stated position.
This raises a critical question: will the “emerging US-Ukraine agreement” on
security guarantees dlrectly contradict Russia's strategic demands, thereby
ion and i leading to the imposition or con-
tinuation of sanctions against Russia in the future? Alternatively, does this.
merely rep an interim ar after whlch the

Sovereign equality

The strike on Venezuela and the kidnapping
of its leadership under the guise of ‘narco-
terrorism' charges represent a blatant disre-
gard for the US Constitution and established
international norms. This is not a pursuit of
justice, but a strategic move to secure min-
eral wealth and oil reserves while checking

thei of Russia and China in the re-

Umted States may seek to reopen r with Russia on
the security dimension at a later stage”?
RITI DWIVEDI, indore

Road safety
Road safety is life safety — nothing can be truer. Road safety is not just
about speed restriction, curbing drunken driving and ensuring maintenance

by ISRO have helped us im-
mensely in the fields of dis-
aster management,
weather forecasting, agri-
culture, telecommunica-
tion and education. With-
out an iota of doubt India's
Gaganyaan mission is on
the right track.

BAL GOVIND, noida

of There are other facets to it, hinging on overall supervision. It
includes broader aspects like proper audits, state-of-the-art training and up-
keep of technology. Fanning awareness and engaging citizens about crucial
road rules are equally important. All these are the aims and objectives of the
‘National Road Safety Month' in January, in vogue from 2021, Road design
and accident audits, driver training and licensing methods, are particularly
focused upon. Additionally, it aims to drive home the criticality of emer-
gency services on roads, apart from the distinct identification of dark spots
that cause mishaps. The United Nations hopes that by 2030, global road fa-
talities will be reduced by half.

GANAPATHI BHAT, akola

Write to us at letters@telanganatoday.com

gion. The unpredictability of such interven-
tions cannot be overstated. The US has a
documented track record of “self-brewed”
failures in the Middle East and North Africa.
By i |gnor|ng the lessons of Libya and

the current inistration is
gambling with regional peace. Instead of
ushering in democracy, this aggression is
likely to bolster popular resistance and in-
vite intervention from local armed groups.
With global powers like Russia, China, and
Brazil already speaking out, India's silence is
conspicuous. As the 2026 chair of BRICS,
India has a moral and diplomatic obligation

to uphold the principle of sovereign equality.

‘We must not let strategic interests blind us
to the consequences of illegal aggression.

S PADMANABHAN, kochi

|_Indiainthe |
" hotspot

B The Straits Times

Russian oil: Trump warns of higher tariffs on India
The United States could raise tariffs on India if New Delhi does not meet Wash-
ington's demand to curb purchases of Russian oil, US President Donald Trump
said on Jan 4, escalating pressure on the South Asian country as trade talks re-

main inconclusive.

W The Kathmandu Post

Uneasy neighbours

Recent events in Bangladesh have once again exposed the fragility of the coun-
try. The ongoing protests and ensuing disorder were triggered by the shooting of
popular student leader Osman Hadi. The protest was not only about the loss of a
popular leader; there was a significant amount of anger directed at India.

B The Guardian

Indian football faces up to ‘global embarrassment’

World's biggest multiclub network shrank from 13 to 12 in the last week of 2025
but few blame the City Football Group for walking away from Mumbai City and
India after six years. The reason for divesting their shares which gave them 65%
ownership was addressed, not that anyone needed enlightening in a statement.
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he firstadvance estimates (FAEs) of gross domestic
I product (GDP) for Financial Year 2025-26, released
by the National Statistics Office (NSO), are more
optimistic than most projections, and are setata 7.4~
% growth. The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) had projected
a growth rate of 7.3% for the current year. While the
economy grew 8% in the first half of the year, it is expect-
ed to slow down in the second half, possibly on account
of a decline in government spending and the impact
of the tariff hikes imposed by the United States. But the
7.4% growth estimate is impressive, and is much higher
than last year’s 6.5%. Low inflation and improved con-
sumption may have partly driven this trend. Butit should
benoted thatthe nominal growth for theyearis projected
at 8%, whichisless than the budget expectation of10.1%. It
would also be the second consecutive year with the nomi-
nalgrowth clocking under10%. This sluggish growth will

haveits budgetaryimplications.

The services sector is expected to lead the growth with
asharp spike, from 7.2% in 2024-25 to 9.1% in 2025-26.
But other sectors such as trade, hotels, transport and
communication, finance, real es-
tate, professional services, and

public administration are all ex- 2
pected to show good gains. Trade CUnsumptmn
has not been badly affected by the 1L #S GDP
tariff hikes, but the situation may estimates:
change in the coming months. i
The manufacturing sectoris pro- L LIS
jected to improve, but construc- T 11T1%|
tion and utilities are growing at
aslower rate. Consumption and grnwth, glohal
investment activities are likely to T[T g2 11| {{[508
dobetter.

The GDP estimates are based [RabaetllidIUY
on existing data, available till No-

vember, and have been compiled

using the existing methodologies. The NSO has plans to
release a new GDP series in February, with 2022-23 set
as the base year. This is set to expand the data sources
and is expected to reflect the state of the economy better.
A new series for the consumer price index is expected to
be released, along with a series on an index of industrial
production. While the new methodologies will change
the way the country’s economy and its indicators are
measured, the real improvement has to come from the
ground. India’s economy will face challenges mainly on
the external front. It will be affected by the turbulence
at the global level. There is concern over the implica-
tions of higher tariffs imposed by the US. The two trade
agreements, which are being pursued, will be critical to
ensuring stability on the trade front.

RIGHTS AND THE WRONGED

Canforest conservation
makeroom forjustice?

Adivasi assertion of land
rightsis aresponse to
exclusionary conservation
modelsand
institutional failures

PRASHANTH N SRINIVAS

taka, a quiet but determined recla-
mation is underway. In May 2025,
52 families of the Jenukuruba, one of
the twelve forest-associated Adivasi
communities of Karnataka, reclaimed
theirancestral taadi of Karadikallu At-
turu Kolli, inside the Nagarahole Tiger
Reserve. Their elders had been evicted
nearly four decadesago, whenthe area
wasfirstsealed off for conservation and
laternotified asatigerreserve. The fam-
ilies built makeshift huts, setup shrines,
and publicly declared that they were
asserting rights guaranteed under the
led Tribesand Other Traditional
Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest
Rights) Act, 2006 (FRA). In December
2025, further news stories indicated
similar acts of land assertion among
other Adivasi communities.

These were not new claims. They
have filed applications since 2009-11,
attended multiple rounds of surveys
and committee hearings, and waited
through years of bureaucratic delay.
Yet, as they attempted to re-establish
their settlement, they were repeatedly
warned toleave. Citing wildlife laws, of-
ficials termed the return an “illegal oc-
cupation”, evenascommunitymembers
stressed that they werenotencroachers
but rights-holders denied due process.
As reported in several independent
media outlets, over 250 forest guards,
tiger force personnel, and police eventu-
ally raided Lhe senlemn‘m,dismamling

In Nagarahole in southern Karna-

presenceof women,
children, and elderly people. The con-
frontation has become one of the most
visible Adivasi assertions of land rights
in a flagship tiger reserve, and a stark
reminderthatconservation policyin In-
diacontinuestosituneasilywithjustice.
Thisapparentactofdefianceisalsoa
symbolicreturn, rooted in memory, law,
andbelonging. The Jenukuruba strug-
glemirrorsthe long, unfinished history
of India’s forest-dwelling peoples and
their fraught relationship with forest
asy: mm(h'lr nllmug-

among Adivasi communities. It lies in
the tardy and obstructed implementa-
tion of the FRA, and in the persistence
of a conservation mindset that contin-
ues toview Adivasis primarily as obsta-
cles to ecological goals rather than as
partnersin sustaining forests. Notably,
many conservation practitioners in In-
dianolongersupportsuchexclusionary
models, but the institutionalised prac-
tice of the colonial, protectionist style
of forest administration has been slow
tochange.

The idea that effective conservation
requires people-free forests remains
deeply embedded in India’s wildlife
discourse. While such thinking is often
framed as necessary for ecological re-

is well documented. In Nagarahole,
the Muzaffar Assadi Committee of the
Karnataka government documented
the eviction of Adivasis, many without
rehabilitation.

The myth of the
“innocent tribal”
The portrayal of Adivasis as “innocent
people being instigated” is a familiar
trope. It allows the State to simultane-
ously mfantlllse and criminalise them,
icassertion.
Does any citizen need “instigation” to
demand roads, schools, and water in
villages that are legally recognised un-
der parliamentary law? In reality, such
movements emerge frum Wl[hll‘l com-
ryoffi-

covery, it has produced a perverse out-
come: Adivasi communities, who have
historically conserved biodiversity, bear
the highest costs of conservation, even
as cities and towns expand at the ex-
penseofbiodiversity. Tigers theydid not
hunt, and forests they did not fell have
become reasons to deny them roads,
electricity, schools, and water; basic
e that defi L eitizonshi

A senior official in the Karnataka
Forest Department, while calling the
self-assertion in Nagarahole “illegal”,
suggested the Adivasis were “insti-
gated”. The National Tiger Conser-
vation Authority, for instance, in its
reports, including the 2024 report
titled Bridging the Gap: Unveiling the
Effectiveness of India’s Tiger Reserve
Mnnagcmem: identifies Soliga Adlvasn

he Biligiri
wamy Temple (BRT) Tiger Reserve as
a “threat”, citing population growth
and demands for infras[ruc(ure This

1 Adi

Prescient warnings
of apeople’sscientist

he death of MadhavGadgil at83 marksanimmense

I loss to India’s environmental movement. The most
fitting tribute to this people’s scientist would not

be ceremonial praise, but the political will to act on his
most insightful warning: the Western Ghats are being
pushed towards ecological collapse. The 2011 report by
the Western Ghats Ecology Expert Panel, chaired by
Gadgil, was far ahead of its time. It opposed the reckless
and unscientific exploitation of one of the world’s oldest
and most fragile mountain systems. Declaring the entire
Ghatsan Ecologically Sensitive Areawasnotidealism but
ecological realism. Stretching over 1,600 kilometres and
recognisedasa UNESCO World Heritage Site, this moun-
tain range sustains peni India’s rivers,

now rek 1as protect-
edareas. The problemisnot, asis often
implied, oneof “illiteracy”orignorance

e. TheSoligahavelivedin
tl\ese forestsfor centuries, withwritten
records dating back to the 19th centu-
1y, and their coexistence with wildlife

cial route. The Jenukuruba ﬁledLlaxms,

district committees, and waited years
for decisions that never arrived. Their
return is an act of last resort grounded
inlegal entitlementand moral claim.
Across the country, forest depart-
ments resist the settlement of lawful
claimsunderthe FRA, turningacorrec-

sion between forest departments and
districtadministration. InR:

SPEAKOUT

JD(S) wantsto haveafriendly fight with
the BJP. Thisis tosave their party. Please,
don’thave afriendly fight.
Jointhem. A friendly fight
will only create confusion
amongyour party workers.
DK Shivakumar, Karnataka Dy CM

Wi\

Before you save the world, make sure your
own houseisin order.

Charles F Glassman

TOBE PRECISE

Trump's 500% tariff threat

BIG DEAL! HE'S
PLAYING WITH THE
WORLD'S DATA-FUDGING
SUPEKV\ONERU

C

the Adivasischolar KV Krist thy
recently wrote in DH about Iruliga vil-
lages without roads or basic amenities.
In BRT, several Soliga villages, such as
Purani and Bedaguli, remain without
electncny or piped water even aﬁer se-
curing est
rights. In the nearby MM Hllls Sulr
gavillages like Palar, Aalambaadi, and
Mendare fear that the proposed MM
Hllls uger reserve wd] oncea again push

lim-
bo. These are not isolated but institu-
tional failures.

Forests do not need to be freed of
people to thrive. Globally, evidence
showsthatbiodiversity often flourishes
where indigenous communities have
secure tenure and stewardship. [n an
era of accelerating ecological crisis, it
is unfair to expect Adivasis to shoul-
derthecosts¢ of bmdwerslry protecnon
alone, es lywhen the b

INPERSPECTIVE
The crisis of

sovereignty

Global powers
use varied tools of
dominance inan
age increasingly
distanced from the
ideaofabsolute
sovereignty

RA

shared by al! of us. The Jenukuruba
stand in Nagarahole is notan obstacle
to conservation. It is a reminder that
justice and ecology are inseparable,
and that democracy must extend into
the forest. Their message: “Our for-
ests, our lands, our rule”, is not defi-
ance. Itis the spirit of the FRA, asking
to be taken seriously.

(The writer is a medical doctor and
public health practitioner working on
Adivasi health and development)

he desire for govern-

ance at the global level

is not new; the earliest
documentation of global
governance can be traced
back to the 14th century. For
example, in Dante Alighieri’s
De Monarchia (1311) and its
1949 translation, On World
Government. It can be ar-
gued that some of the early
at global govern-

RIGHT IN THE MIDDLE

Odetoafighterjet

The farewell to the MiG-21
was a testament to thebond
between man and machine

HARI ARAYAMMAKUL

a ceremony so extraordinary that

one may never quite see the same

again. Chandigarh Air Base stood in
¢ Verlend bid eondH

It was a farewell unlike any other;

biodiversity, and food security. To treat it as expendable
realestatewas,and remains, anactof collectiveself-harm.

Nearly 15 years later, Gadgil's warnings read like a
post-mortemwritteninadvance. Hills have been flattened
for real estate, quarries gnaw relentlessly at the slopes,

land conversions have fragmented forests,and over-tour-

ism has strained landscapes. Min-
ing, unregulated homestays, wid-
ening roads, and concrete-heavy
projects have turned rainfall from
anatural blessingintoarecurring
disaster. Landslides in Kodagu,
Wayanad, Idukki, and parts of
Maharashtra are no longer aber-
rations; they are annual remind-
ers of systemic policy failure. The
report’s call to ban mining, pollut-
ing industries, and large dams in
ecologlcally sensitive zones was
not oranti-poor

Honouring
Gadgil's legacy
will require
ensuring the

safeguards he
advocated for
the Western
Ghats

as portrayed by various political
interests; itwasa prescription for thelong-termsurvival of
theregion. Gadgil alsoargued thatconservation requires
the invol of gram p noting that local
communities often prove better custodians than state
governments prone to short-term economic pressures.
Political resistance, however, chose dilution. The sub-
sequent Kasturirangan Committee reduced ecological
protection to a fraction of what was recommended by
Gadgil. Even this version remains largely unimplement-
ed. Gadgil repeatedly warned that disasters in the West-
ern Ghats were “man-made”; while climate change may
intensify rainfall,itishuman interference that transforms
heavy rain into catastrophe. Ignoring this has cost lives,
livelihoods, natural wealth, and public money. As Gadgil
passes into history, the Western Ghats continue to die a
slow, visible death. Honouring him demands more than
obituaries. At the very least, the core principles of his re-
portmustbeimplemented. If the Gadgil Reportisallowed
tofadeintoarchives, Indiawill havelostnotjustascientist,
but a chance to save a mountain range that holds up the
subcontinent.

cer
alegend: the MiG-21,sentinel of India’s
skies for more than six decades.

1 arrived a day early, wandering
and tracing old memories in Chandi-
garh'sorderlystreets, not far from the
western frontier, under heightened se-
curity. Two days earlier, the Air Force
had dress-rehearsed the farewell in
full, sans guests, and perhaps sans
emotion.

That morning, the airfield shim-
mered under the autumn sun. The

tors waited in hushed anticipation.

Then came the announcement: six
MiG-21s, tails streaked in the tricolour,
would take off for their final flight. A
ripple of applause ran through the
stands. The number was symbolic—
six aircraft inducted in 1963, six dec-
ades of service,and now six flying their
last salute.

For nearly half an hour, the fight-
ers carved patterns of farewell across
the sky: combat formations, intercept
drills, and mock chases. Even in twi-
light, the MiGs revealed the heart of
warriors. When the aircraft touched
down one by one, applause rose again,
longand full. Likesoldiers halting their
marchwhile therhythm still holds, the
MiG-21s chose to rest while their en-
ginessang true.

Crash tenders lined the tarmac, are-
ingwaterintoa misty tribute. Sunlight
brokeintorainbows as the MiGsrolled
bcnmlh Englnes that once roared i in

gathering

Hodrn the

of MiG pil d icians, warvet-
erans, service chiefs, and the defence
minister. Media camerasstood likesen-
tries, tripods planted, lenses trained.
Beneath sky-blue shamianas, specta-

out, hel ir chests, Be-
hind them stood the aircraft, motion-
less. A chapter had closed.

Inductedin 1963, the MiG-21 was In-
dia’s first supersonic fighter—rugged,

reliable, simple to maintain, and ever
ready. Itwasasoldier’saircraft: unpre-
tentious, dependable, and unforgiving
of weakness.

In battle, machines often transcend
metal. Betweenawarriorand his weap-
on formsasilent fraternity. Fora fighter
pilot, that bond is absolute; once air-
borne, there is only sky, instinct, and
trust.

To the uninitiated, such emotion for
a machine may seem excessive. Yetin
the history of warfare, weapons have
never been mere tools. Arjuna’s Gan-
diva, Bhima's mace, Achilles’ spear,
the samurai’s katana, or the Gurkha’s
kukri - these were not just weapons
but extensions of their wielder’s spirit.
Weapons embody the courage, endur-
ance,and geniusof their time. Over the
years, the blood and pain fade, leaving
only reverence and pride. In every era,

broughtdestruction
later become heritage, preserved not
for the wars they fought, but for the
bravery they symbolise.

The farewell was the culmination of
arelationship. Between man and ma-
chine, between memory and legacy. A
parting between comrades.

LETTERS TO THEEDITOR
Stray dogs on roads a cause for concern

Trefer to “Not just bites, dogs on roads pose hazards to
motorists, says SC’ (Jan 8). The Supreme Court’s obser-
vation that stray dogs prowling the streets not only bite
men, women, and children but also indulge in chasing

vehicles, Ily two-

Fixgigeconomy

Apropos ‘Risks without rights: In-
dia’s gig economy imbalance’ (Jan 7),
itrequires an immediate permanent
solution. The gig economy is a result
of the growth of the digital economy,
which bridges the physical and cyber
worlds. The Covid-19 pandemic
accelerated this growth, leading to
an increase in gig workers directly
linked to the digital economy’s
expansion. The digital economy

is driven by e-commerce, social

all the while

at the feet of the riders, distracting them in the process
and causing accidents, is pertinent. Dogs running after
vehicles is a common sight in the streets of Bengaluru,
and several accidents, some of them fatal, have been

networking platforms, and increased
remote work. As the digital economy
grows, the number of gig workers is
projected to rise from 12 million in
FY 2024-25 to 23.5 million by 2030.
The concerns and challenges of gig
workers must be addressed.
NRamesh, Bengaluru

Safeguard forests

With reference to ‘Tiger survey

to count other carnivores, mega
herbivores too’ (Jan 6), it is a matter

caused because of them. Assiduous efforts are being un-
dertaken by civicauthorities in almost all cities to tackle
the stray dog menace, but even neutering, sterilisation,
etc., have met with limited success. Moving strays to
shelters outside cities and towns is an expensive affair,
as civic authorities will not only have to feed the animals,
butlook after their welfare, and attend to their medical
needs, making the costs prohibitive.

CV Aravind, Bengaluru

ance occurred in the domain
ofreligion, where the univer-
sality of monolithic religions
soughtinfluence over the en-
tire mankind, but failed. At-
tempts at global governance
through religious warfare
came to a pause in the mid-
17th century and led to
the concept of sovereignty
in the region of

tions”™. Starlink, a subsidiary
of SpaceX, announced “free
broadband service to the peo-
pleofVenezuelathrough Feb-
ruary 3, ensuring continued
connectivity”,

Governance requires
technology that defines the
objective of governance. For
example, population as
a governance concern came
into being due to the ad-
vancement in the ‘technol-
ogy’ of statistics, and envi-
ronment as a governance
concern due to climate
change. Global governance,
in this regard, requires tech-
nologies to work around
the concept of sovereignty
located at the level of the na-
tion-state.

One goal, two methods

The two great powers with-
in the present international
system, the US and China,
employ two dissimilar ap-
proaches to pursue global
governance. The US has
banked on the concepts of
freedom, justice, and hu-
man rights as tools of global
governance, while China
has used the concept of de-
borrowed from

Germany. This concept has
been at the core of the inter-
national system as we know
ittoday.

Sovereignty, as it originat-
ed in Europe, was primarily
concerned with peace and
securityin Europe. Inits pur-
est interpretation, it implies
that a sovereign must not
intervene in the sovereignty

Marxism, asatechnology for
global governance. Providing
financial assistance to an-
other nation and investing in
railways, roads,or portsthere
can be seen as a violation of
theidea of sovereignty.

The primary purpose for
employing these technolo-
gies—human rights or devel-
opment - in globfal govern-

of another . It was

not until the 19th century
that this concept came into
full play and continues to de-
fine thein-vogueworld order.
Yet, theevolutioninscientific
knowledge has transformed
the traditional understand-
ing of this concept.

Initsevolution, sovereign-
ty, which was once located
with God, transferred to the
Papal, then to the King and
the State, and finally, to the
people. In our times, sover-
eignty is mostly popular as a
social contractthatallowsthe
State to act on behalf of the
people. Inaglobalised world,
amoderate sovereignty is in
practice, where a sovereign,
by its own willingness, sets
the limits of its sovereignty
in relation to other sover-
eigns and hence, volunteers
to make compromises 10 its
absolute authority.

This rationale of popular
sovereignty is in play in the
United States’ recent inva-
sion of Venezuela and the
arrest of President Nicolas
Maduroand his wife. The US

of pride that Karnataka
to be among the top states with the
highest number of tigers in India.
While the state has performed well
in tiger conservation, it must also
take proactive steps to curb deforest-
ation and protect habitats.
Anarghya Garoo, Bengaluru

Our readers are welcome to email letters to:
letters@deccanherald.co.in (only letters
emailed ~ not handwritten — will be accepted).
Al letters must carry the sender’s postal

itsuse of military
force against another sover-
eign bylocating the conceptof
sovereignty with the peopleof
Venezuela. According to US
President Donald Trump,
“the people in Venezuela are
free again”. Furthermore,
following his Angelus prayer
at St Peter’s Square, the first
US pope told the crowd that
“the welfare of the beloved
Venezuelan peoplemust pre-
vail over all other considera-

anc
of sovereignty, which contra-
dicts the idea of global gov-
ernance. The US’s attack on
Venezuela came hours after
a Chinese special envoy met
with Madurotoreaffirm Bei-
jing's support for his regime.
This underscores the clash
between the approaches fol-
lowed by two great powers,
bothseeking prominentroles
inglobal governance.

This case demonstrates
some of the gaps in China’s
reliance on the development
formula for global govern-
ance, and necessitates a
careful analysis of the US’s
emphasis on human rights,
which have been upgraded
to god-given natural rights
in the US National Security
Strategy of 2025.

The world is nearing the
end of the sovereign period
in history, which began in
the 17th century. Much of
the churn we witness today
in the international sys-
tem can be traced to a tran-
sition from this period toone
marked by post-sovereign in-
terests. India's foreign policy
must steal a march on this
change, given the weaken-
ing sovereignty of its neigh-
bours in South Asia. This is
thetime forIndiatoestablish
anappropriate framework of
regional governance and de-
velop the requisite technol-
ogies to meet that objective.

(Thewriter lectures at the
Sichuan International
Studies University,
Chongging, China)
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Minority protection: When concern crosses borders but notstreets

VISHAL R CHORADIYA

ing “safety for Hindus in Bangladesh“ and
1ppeals to lhe prime minister to “bring
hi Hindus to India” or ensure

he recent protestoutsi Bangl:

desh High Commission in New Del~

hi aimed to express moral outrage.
Membersof Hindutva organisations, wav-
5 - 3

their protection.
Yet the timing, tone and provenance of
these protests render them deeply ironic

even
to protest thekillingof Dipu Chandra Das,
a Hindu garment worker in Bangladesh
who was lynched by a mob following alle-
gations of blasphemy.

Thebrutalityof the crimeisundeniable.
According to police and media, Das was
beaten todeath, and his body was laterse(

and hollow.
In the same permd that Hindutva

tians has surged, particularly during the
Christmas season, signalling that the
threat has widened to include other mi-
norities. Once a broadly shared public
festival in much of India, Christmas now
routinely coincides with reporrsofchurch
dlsrupnnns prayer meenngs halred and

ing private i 1"F—

converted to Christianity. In

These i cannot be d

Dungarpur district, members of the RSS

as spontaneous mob action. What cnn-

moreimportantly, there had beenlittle ev-
uience of sustained police action against

and Bajrang Dal disrupteda SundayMass  nects them is organised ideol ulux Recurringil
atStJ loseph‘sCatholicChurch.conﬁ'onﬁng thority. They are emboldened by formal d itapproval,undercutting of-
clergyand i i f i fromthe VHP ficial appeals for peace and harmony.

forced conversions.
In Odisha, vendors selling Santa cos-
tumes were threatened into closmg their

groups claimed Hindu

| i 1n2025alone,

talls, and d work

minoritiesabroad, theirown affiliatesand
supporters were implicated in a wave of
intimidation and violence against Chris-
tians across India, particularly around
Christmas. This contradiction exposes a
credibility crisis m polmcs that claims to

on fire. The killing warrants
condemnation, and concern for minori-
ty safety anywhere is both legitimate and

inwide-
spread protests. Supporters of the Vishva
Hindu Parishad and the Bajrang Dal broke
barricades and clashed with police near

speak for vul while
presiding over, or enabling, harassment
of minarities at home.

What lends the recent protests a per-
formative quality is the domestic record
of the protesters themselves. For years,
Muslims—India’s largest minority—have
borne the brunt of moh vwance, lynch-

groupssuchasthe United Christian Fomm
reported over 700 incidents of suchattacks
on Christians by November.

InMadhya Pradesh’s Jabalpur, a Christ-
mas feast organised for visually impaired
children became the site of public assault.
ABJPdistrictvice president, Anju Bharga-
va, was filmed verbally abusing and strik-
ing a visually impaired woman, accusing
organisers of conversion, even as a police
officerlooked on. Children presentsaid the
eventinvolved onlyameal,

Inanother Jabalpur church, menshout-
ing “Jai Shri Ram”" dlsrupted prayers with

ladesh High C in New

the

similar acc

Delh| D
in Bhopal, Kolkata, Hyderabad, and Jam»
mu and Kashmir, with slogans demand-

handsof Hindi ,often withlittle
accountability from authorities.
More recently, violence against Chris-

churches were bumed and Christian
d

ta Claus faced intimidation. In Bhubane-
swar, a pastor and his pregnant wife were
attacked inside their churchand forced to
trample on Bibles and chant the names of
Hindu gods — an incident that went viral
and sparked public outery.

In Kerala’s Palakkad, an RSS-affili-
ated man reportedly attacked children
performing carols, destroying their mu-
sical instruments. In Delhi’s Lajpat Na-
gar, women and children wearing Santa
Claus hats were harassed in public by
men allegedly linked to the Bajrang Dal.
In Haridwar, Hindu organisations issued
directives effectively banning Christmas
celebrauons inhotelsand shops, prompt-

d following a disput
the burial ofa Hindu man whose son had

government-run hotel to cancel
a planned event.

The Marinera, which was seized by the US, isn’t the only ship from the ‘shadow fleet’
of oil tankers to switch lately to a Russian identity, seeking protection

PAUL SONNE AND MICHAEL SCHWIRTZ

he shadow fleet is stepping
out of the shadows.

As the US military chased
adilapidated oil tanker away
from Venezuela and across
the Atlantic Ocean in recent

days, the fugitive ship changed its iden-
tity. Previously known as the Bella 1, the
vessel rebranded as the Marinera. It no
longer claimed to come from Guyana. Its
new flag, painted hastily on the hull by the
crew in the middle of the chase, was the
Russian tricolour.

The ship’s harried assumption of a
Russian identity was probably intended
to deter the United States from pursuing
thevessel and toraise the spectre ofa Rus-
sian response toany seizure, accordingto
maritime experts. The US military pro-
ceeded anyway and intercepted the ship
‘Wednesday in the waters between Iceland
and Scotland. Russia has not mounted a
significant response.

Still, the ship’s embrace of the Russian
flag is part of a broader trend in which
so-called shadow tanker vessels have
sought the imprimatur of Russian pro-
tection as Western nations have stepped
upenforcementagainst theillicitoil trade
around the globe.

Five tankers that have operated re-
cently in Venezuelan waters, including
the Marinera, have switched their flags
to Russia in recent days, according to a
New York Times analysis. All of the ves-
sels have been subjected to US sanctions
for shipping either Iranian or Russian oil.

Last month, 17 shadow fleet tankers
took on the Russian flag, according to
Lloyd’s List, a maritime intelligence and
data firm, and more than 40 have done
so since June. In one incident last year,
the Russian military directly intervened,
sending a fighter jet as a shot across the
bow to Estoniawhenitstopped one of the
tankers.

“Essentially, there is a flight to se-
curity here,” said Richard Meade, the
editor-in-chief of Lloyd’s List. “Having
cycled through four or five fake flags, we
are seeing ships now essentially register
toRussia.

For years, aged shadow vessels, like
the Marinera, have provided a lifeline to
statessuchas Venezuela, Iranand Russia,
aswell as to nonstate actors such as drug
cartels, allowing them to evade sanctions
by covertly shipping oil around the world.
The ships often fly flags of convenience
from places like the Cook Islands, or no
flagatall, masking theinvolvement of the
countries employing them.

“The whole point of the shadow fleet
previously — there was this element of
plausible deniability for the Russians,”
Meade said. “It was opaquely owned out
of a shell company in Dubai. It was regis-
tered to a Seychelles trust. It said it had
insurance, but nobody saw any real pa-
perwork. These were not things Russia
wanted to say were our ships.”

Such ascheme, though, also made the
shipsvulnerable.

US officials said the Guyana flag that
the Bella 1 was registered under was fake.
Thatmadeitastateless vessel susceptible
toboarding underinternational law when
the Coast Guard approached the ship in

DH ILLUSTRATION; DEEPAK HARICHANDAN

With Russian flags, ‘shadow
fleet’ edgesinto the light

the Caribbean Sea late on Dec. 20, The
vessel is believed to have been heading to
pick up oil in Venezuela before it turned
around and fled.

Asthe Coast Guard gave chase, the ship
wasadded to the Russian Maritime Regis-
terof Shipping. Russia then madea formal
diplomatic request that the United States
Stop its pursuit.

“The risk if you board a vessel flagged
in the Cook Islands is minuscule because
the Cook Islands are just not going to re-
taliate in any way,” said Elisabeth Braw, a
senior fellow at the Atlantic Council who
has written about shadow fleets. “But if
you board a Russia-flagged vessel, you
should have thought about it before go-
ingahead,”because therisk of retaliation
ismuch higher.

Thedeterrence, this time, didn’t work.

Moscow dispatched a Russian naval
vessel, presumably to provide an escort.
But the U.S. military boarded the tanker
anyway Wednesday, as American forces
intercepted the ship before any Russian
vesselsarrived.

‘What Russia might do next is unclear.
The Russian government’s initial re-

sia’s demands. In recent months, Russia
has deliberately played down matters
of controversy between Russia and the
United States, looking to avoid spoiling
therapprochement.

Foryears, the Kremlin has denied using
shadow vessels to transport energy prod-
ucts, even as experts have identified hun-
dreds of ships employed by Russia to do

Jjustthat. Ananalysis published two years

into the war against Ukraine by the Kyiv
School of Economics found that nearly
70%of Russia’s oil was being transported
by shadow tankers, a phenomenon that
began in 2022 as a response to Western
sanctions.

By putting its flags on ships, Russia is
now “saying weare connected to the shad-
ow fleet,” Braw said.

The Marinera had been subjected to
sanctions by the United States for trans-
porting Iranian oil, and the ship is not
known to have carried Russian oil in re-
cent years, according to data from Kpler
and TankerTrackers.com

oiland sailed to India. The Estonian navy
escorted the ship to Russian waters.

“There has been a lot of contention in
Europeabout whatto dowith these tank-
ers,” said Gonzalo Saiz Erausquin, a re-
search fellow at the Royal United Servic-
es Institute, a defence and security think
tank in Britain. “They have never taken
suchahard step.”

The European Union and Britain have
imposed sanctions on nearly 600 shadow
vessels linked to Russia’s illicit oil trade.
Afteraseriesof episodesin whichshadow
vessels were linked to damage inflicted
on undersea cables, countries have also
begun to resort to military action.

In December 2024, Finnish comman-
dos commandeered an oil tanker sus-
pected of severing several cables, and
last October the French navy boarded a
suspected shadow oil tanker.

Braw said the U.S. action to take con-
trol of the Marinera, while probably le-
ga] cuuld haveunintended consequences,

ially putting American

that monitor global oil shipments.
While the United States seized that
vessel without mcldenr Russia has ber.n

sponse d, with ter more
putout by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs  fleet ships thatare closer toitsshores.
and Ministry of Transport. Last May, Estonian authorities at-

The tepid reaction comes as Russia
investsinimproving relations with Presi-
dentDonald Trump,whohasbeenleading
an effort to broker an end to the war in
Ukraine and has at times sided with Rus-

tempted tostop atanker called the Jaguar,
which was in the Baltic Seaand which Es-
tonia had deemed stateless. Russiasenta
fighter jetasashow of force to protect the
ship, which had previouslyloaded Russian

shipsindanger.

“On the oceans what is clear is that
what is legal was not always wise,” she
said. “What it does is send a message to
every other country in the world, espe-
cially countriesless law-abiding than, say,
Scandinavia, that they can take action
against vessels on the high seas,and who
is going to stop them?”

The New York Times

urging Hindus not to celebrate Christ-
mas—framed as cultural “awakening”.
Shops and institutions are pressured
to shun a festival that, for many Indians
regardless of faith, has been part of the
social calendar.

Broadly, thisisjustified in the language
of opposing “conversion”. India’s Consti-
tution guarantees the right to propagate
religion while prohibiting forced conver-
sion. Several states have enacted laws

Moral authority in matters of minori-
ty rights is not established through pro-
tests outside foreign embassies. Itis built
through consistent conduct at home.
When expressions of solidarity are ex-

harea particular
faith, they I’ISk shlftmg from a defence of
humanrightstoaninstrument of commu-
nal mobilisation.

Protesting violence against Hindus in
Bangladesh whxle toleranng—or even

conversion by ind
In practice, these laws have increasingly
become instruments of vigilantism.
Against this backdrop, the prime min-
ister participatedina Christmas morning
service at the Cathedral Church of the
Redemption in New Dclhx and shared
dhar ial
‘media. But they lacked an explicit denun-
ciation of the attacks thatunfolded across
the country in the preceding days—and,

P

encouragi of Mus-
lims and Chnsnans in India does little to
advance the cause of minority protection.
Instead, xtundennmescredlblhty.deepens
distrust,and fuelsa cycleof grievanceand

tiesacross the region.

(The writer is assistant professor at the
Departmentof Professional Studies- School
of Commerce, Finance and Accountancy,
Christ Deemed to be University)

Whoreallybenefits
fromthe gigeconomy?

MOUSUMI ROY

ig economy, sharing

economy, passion econ-

omy, or, assome preferto
callit, the hustle economy. All
thelatest technology-powered
“disruptions” of 2Ist-century
capitalism share a principle
that, ironically enough, was
first espoused by Karl Marx,
the arch-enemy of everything
capitalist.

As Marx put it, “Only liber-
ated workers with control of
production cansoak up the full
spiritual and financial benefits
of their labour.”

This idea underpins a host
of new-age businesses such
as Uber, Patreon, Airbnb, and
local delivery apps, too nu-
merous to name, Their grand
promise was seductive and
straightforward: you could
control who you wanted to be,
what you wanted to produce
and deliver, how much you
wanted towork, and even who
you wanted tosell to.

Turn two spare rooms into
a guest house and become a
hotelier. Teach cooking via
Patreon or Etsy. Put a car ly-
ing idle to work through Uber.
Ride a motorbike and deliver
pizzas. These are undeniably
clever ideas, capable of creat-
ingwork forsomeone who does
not know what else to do. But

work been driven by worker
preference or by venture cap-
ital chasing returns in a world
awash with cheap money? In
other words, is Uber a symp-
tom of a deeper malaise or the
beginning of a new dawn?

The question becomes
sharper during crises, such as
the recent global shutdown.
During such times, the gig
economy has undeniably pro-
vided ameans of basic survival
for many. But when the econ-
omy reopens, will it offer a
decent living to those dispos-
sessed of traditional employ-
ment, and to how many?

We now live in what is of-
ten called the gig economy,
where people stitch together
livelihoods from multiple part-
time jobs. Sometimes thisis by
choice; usually it is not. The
labour market increasingly
favours short-term contracts
and freelance work over per-
manent employment.

Crucially, the gig economy is
designed to shift risk from the
enterprise to the service pro-
vider. By doing so, it reduces
business costs and increases
profitability. Labour costs,
suchashealthcare, retirement
benefits, and statutory contri-
butions, quietly disappear.
Wealth is syphoned upwards.

The most unsettling aspect
of this model is how success-

canthey replac:

employmentor entrepreneur-

ship, and I use that much-ma-

ligned word in its older sense,
i 1.

fully ies have recast

themselves as heroes. Uber, in

particular, cloaks itself in the

Ianguageof consumercholce
and *

1f-emp! 5
even something as basic as
running a paan-beedr shop as
a way of earning a stable and
reasonably predictableincome
on which a family can be sup-
ported through its life?

A decade or more after the
euphoria created by Uber and
Airbnb, it remains unclear
whether this “new” economy
represents a triumph of tech-
nologyand human creativity or
a failure of society to produce
enough conventional employ-
ment.

What is clear is that it has
dismantled many tradi

ibility” while devel-
opmg autonomous vehicles
that will one day make its own
driversredundant. Thosesame
“independent contractors”will
thendiscover thesecondshock
of gig life, the absence of any
real safety net.

The gig economy does not
create economic security; it
erodes it. It is not designed to
expand choice but to minimise
costs. Itdoes notgrantworkers
autonomy; it transfers uncer-
tainty to them. Over time, its
neteffectwillbeadrain on eco-
numic activity, areality that will

businesses that once provid-

Workers in the gig economy

ed regular such
as taxi companies and neigh-
bourhood shops, for instance,
often by offering mouth-water-
ing prices to consumers. The
more complex questionis what
this hasdone to those who pro-
duce or deliver what is being
consumed.

Is the platform a tool that
allows the worker to liberate
herself, or is the worker the
tool used by the tech execu-
tiveswhobuilt these platforms?
Hastherise of gigand contract

arenotsoak the benefits.
Contrarily, they havelostall the
benefits of astable job (people
see in the bastion of capital-
ism, the US). They don’t have
a high income, vacation, sick
leave, or any retirement ben-
efits. Moreover, not everyone
can manage their retirement
accounts and will thus be at
the mercy of their brokers or
financial advisers.

(The author writes about
politics, material culture, and
economic history)

OASIS | ROHINIS MURTHY

Learning to guard the mind's door

sakid, Thad taken theliteral
meaningofthe proverb grassis
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‘Nomorerighttomove courts’ George denies Samatasplit
didn’tturn outthe wayI planned.” Our
conversation,or rather her tirade of

the best traits in us, interacting with
negative people can wear down our

minor setbacks can be glaring signs

New Delhi, January 8 Mysore, Jan 8 of the ‘grass is always greener on the

President Fakhruddin Ali Ahmed today ‘The Samata Party leader and Union reeneronthe olher slde, by ohen self-pity, i time.Froma Ieadmg tofr ,anger,  other slde mmdseL Thisis notan
issuedan order under Clause (1) of Arti- Defence Minister George peepingintomy friend, Isoon turned intoa punch- lly, my astute ir Daily practice
cle 359 of the Consti y d that the party was head- and admlnngthurmammred lawn. ingbagandanagonyauntto husband noticed the ch in  of: indful and setting
theright of any person to move any court ing forasplit. Delivering the inaugural When mymolhercaugh( me dmng this, her.Irepeatedly pleaded meand gently admomshed realistic goals is known to be beneficial.
forthe enforcement of the fundamental addressat the two-day plenary session T (pllw. W withhertoletgoofher “Despite your best intentions, ~ Unfortunately, my (former) friend
rights enshrined in Article 19 during of the Samata Party, which began here gardener gr gr perception blas But my youareunable to changeyour  remained obstinate in her quest fora
Emergency. The orderalsostipulates today, Mr Fernandes said the six MPs theirs. She smiled atmy childish banter. fearsa friend’s mindset: instead, perfectlife or, more so, her illusion of
thatall proceedings pendingin any court led by Bihar state unit chief Raghunath Butlife hadaway of showingmethetrue  she continued to begrudge youarelettingherturbulent  perfection. Though I'severed ties with
for the enforcement of the rights shall Jha, who had earlier chosen to keep meaningof thisadagewhena chance others mstead of bemggmt& thoughts rob your peace of herin the nick of time, this relationship
remain suspended for the period of the away from the meet, were on their way meeting witha former coll ful for life’ mind." Thatmoment, Irealised  taughtme tovalue my mind as a sacred
Emergency. On June 27, 1975, the Pres- tothe City to participate in the plenary the way to friendship. As weeks rolled Listening to her long list of that I had failed miserablyinsetting ~ space and be cautious aboutwho I
identhad issued a notification under session. Mr Fernandes said he had spo- by, the enviousside of mynew friend complaints would dram mymental en- boundanes and stepping back from spend my time with - this life lesson is
whichtherights conferred by Articles 14, ken to the six MPs and had convinced surfaced: “Oh, youareso lucky to have ergy,and her his ided fnendshrp beautifully summarised in Mahatma
2land 22 had been suspended. them toattend the session. agood husband and understanding started rubbing off on me. Yes! Justlike Cons[ant comparison, regret over Gandhi’s quote, ‘I will not letanyone

peoplearound you. Look at my life; it positive people in our lives can rouse past choices, and displeasure with walk through my mind with dirty feet.”
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CONTRAPUNTO

3 The point at which a tax deduction becomes a ‘loophole’
ora tax incentive a ‘subsidy for special interests' is one
of the great mysteries of politics
- JOHN SUNUNU

Thalaivars All

Tamil Nadu's elections are so much like its blockbuster
movies: loud, colourful, sharp messaging & Alpha stars
Itisno exaggerationtocall TN's political parties - across ideological

spectrum, andallfiercely Tamil-analphabet soup with AlphaInc

running the show. There is no other state where political actors
are as larger-than-life. This is not because many of the parties were
founded by movie stars - Vijay the latest - but also because cinema
hasbeenamajor vehicletocarry political ideas tothe people. There is
noother state either where political ideology is so distinctly defined,
where the Left-Right spectrum is an accompaniment to the state’s
politics of social justice defined in terms of caste hierarchy, getting
sharper with the re-emergence of upper caste politics.

Stirringsof caste, is it worseningor isitflattening, willmake the
upcoming election to the 234-seat legislature especially interesting
given the close multi-cornered fights that mark TN elections. Anew
thistimeisthat Thol Thirumavalavan's VCK heads into theelection
as a recognised state party, a rare feat for a Dalit party, and a first
| such for TN. VCK won two LS seats in 2024
with 2% votes. As alliances are hammered
out, alphas in contest so far: DMK (Stalin),
VCK (Thol Thiru), MNM (Kamal Haasan),
MDMEK (Vaiko), Left and Congress vs main
opposition ADMK (EPS), PMK (Ramadoss), BJP
(Annamalai). BJP wants AMMK (Dhinaka-
ran) and DMDK (late actor Vijayakanth's
party) to return to NDA. EPS is seemingly
stillmired inan EC-controlled symbol battle
(two leaves) with rival OPS who was expelled from the party. BJP
now wants OPS back - that’s not so palatable to EPS. Annamalai is
vocally critical of EPS, sothere’sanudge herefor OPS’'sreturn.

But it's all eyes on the incumbent. Stalin led his party to win 133
of 173 seats DMK contested in the 2021 election, held in the shadow of
Covid'sterrifying Delta wave. He stamped hisleadership, 2021 being
the first election held after patriarch Karunanidhi died. Can he
repeat the feat? Stalin is no actor but has emerged a larger-than-life
chief minister like all his predecessors till Jayalalithaa, even
bringing newbie Kamal Haasan's party into the DMK-led coalition.
Parties launch manifestos, DMK launched a manifesto portal
inviting suggestions.

But, end of the day, what's a TN poll without a superstar in the
fray? A stampede may have upset Vijay’s party TVK’s rally, but
he’s still the centre of both alliances’ attention — having pitched
his politics as “BJP: ideological enemy, DMK: political opponent™.
Dialogue, dialogue, as they say. Now for the action.

Unplug EV Subsidy

There are better uses for public money than subsidising
electric cars for the rich. Govt should let market work freely

termsof overall carsalesthisamountedtojust3.8%.Clearly, 10
years of govtincentivesand subsidieshaven'tconvinced buyers
of theadvantages of goingelectric. Tworeasons are obvious: range
anxiety + inadequate charging infra, and high prices + limited choice
at the lower end. Low sales, by global standards, aren’t allowing the
Indian EV ecosystem to mature. Which explains Indian carmakers’
dread of cheap Chinese EVs slipping in via EU after an FTA. But
there’s a counterview. Let EVs of every ilk come in freely and
cheaply. Growing EV popularity will automatically spur growth of
charging and servicing infra, which means more jobs. After all,
» m countries that don’t make any cars at all,
- like Australia, also have well-developed
4 fuelling and charging networks. This
| infraboost will serve domestic carmakers
too if they raise their technology game
with R&D, like Chinadid.

Buttogoon pushingdomesticEV sales with
sub51dles and mandates is pointless. Forexample, what will Telangana’s
plan to make schools induct 25-50% EVs in their vehicle fleets lead to?
Greater burden on parents. Electric buses cost far more than those
runningondiesel or gas, and because school buses runforonly acouple
of hoursdaily, gains on the air quality front will be minimal. Far better
to focus on city bus fleets that run from morning tonight.

EV subsidies, like Delhi’s Z1L benefit for 27,000 electric cars priced
up to 5L, are questionable on several counts. Who gains from them?
The rich. Who's hurt by the revenue loss? The poor. Those crores are
better used toensure potable waterand sewagedon't mix, right? A Harvard
Law School study found subsidies only encourage the rich to buy EVs
astheir non-primary vehicles, worsening urban congestion and pollution.
Other studies have shown that when govt subsidises electric cars,
manufacturers have no incentive to lower prices. Without subsxdles

di EVst

l ast year, India bought 1.8L electric cars, 77% over 2024. But in

To Get A Sense Of Us

This Census, now with an official launch date, will face special challenges: the app-based system has
to work minus Z,Ilf(.h(’§ and teachers, who do fieldwork, will likely be overworked because of SIR duty

Shankar. dia.com

The much overdue Census will finally
get off the blocks come April 1, with
lakhs of enumerators fanning out,
going house to house to cn]lectdata on

to amemues The sheer scale of the
exercise makes it, even at the best of times, daunting.

But there are, apart from usual challenges, some
that do not normally exist. These are partly procedural
and partly arising from the context in which Census
2027 (as it is formally known because the headcount
phase will happen next year) is taking place.

Let's consider the procedural aspects first. This
Census is to be the first to be conducted entirely
digitally with enumerators using mobile apps to
record the data. This has obvious advantages
like ruling out errors while the data is entered
from the physical form. However, it means training
about 30L people - the estimated number of
enumerators, supervisors, mastertrainers, charge
officers and principal/district census officers
that will be involved in the exercise - in the
correct useof theapp.

Inanormal Census, the training burden is to
some extent reduced because a substantial
chunk of enumerators, the bulk of whom would
be schoolteachers, would have been part of the
previous Census and thus know the ropes. This
time, there will be fewer such people, because
the gap between this and the last Census is 16 years,
not 10, and even those who have previous experience
willneed tolearn how to use the app.

App-based enumeration also depends crucially
on whether the app functions reliably, not just in .
test conditions but in the field. App malfunctioning
during the ongoing SIR conducted by EC, for instance,
shows that ensuring error-free performance is far
from easy.

Another possible issue could be that the Census
enumeration is to be conducted essentially by the
same field force as the one conducting the SIR. While

phase is on between April 1and Sept 30. But that would
still mean that the same people will be asked to do one
exercise after the other. True, govt has made it clear
that enumerators will be compensated for Census
work, sinceit is inaddition to their normal duties. But
getting compensated does not reduce the workload.
And exactly when are teachers supposed to focus on
theirkey role, teaching?

There is also the self-enumeration option. But this
is likely to be opted for by a minuscule minority.
And the data they input will nevertheless be checked

Image: Al

by an enumerator visiting their house. So, it doesn’t
really matter how well that works.

‘Tough as these logistical or procedural challenges
are, they are not insu.rmoumable But there are other

in some states and UTs, SIR has been or
is nearing completion, most states still have not
gonethrough it.

Presumably, further phases of the SIR process
will be put on hold while the Census houselisting

h:
The first o[ these is to do w;th accuracy of data.
that the Censu ecords whatever

you tell the - without ing whether
the information is correct. Normally, the incentive to

lie or mislead is lessened by the fact that Census data
has no bearing on you personally. It is an exercise in
anonymised data collection and largely seen as such.
‘Will that be true in today's context as well?

Consider the questions on where you were born,
where your last place of residence was and how long it
has been since you moved from that place to the one
where you currently are.

At a time the charge of being a “ghuspathiya” is
being hurled every day, how likely is it that someone
born in, say, Bangladesh, will admit to that fact? Why,

theremightbear admit
that you are not a ‘son of the soil’ and have migrated
from some other state.

You could argue, of course, that it is debatable how
accurately the question was answered even in the past.

But surely the incentive to lie is greater in the current
climate of hostility to migrants (both within India
= and from outside it) than it ever was.
The caste question will be another huge
challenge to surmount. Not because of
misleading answers but because people within
the same community refer to themselves using
different labels.
To give just one example, the Bihar caste
: census treated as Yadav all those who called
themselves either that or Gwala, Ahir, Gora,
Ghasi. Sadgop or Lakshmi Narayan Gola.
Similar examples abound across the caste
spectrum. Each respondent is likely to use any
- one of these multiple labels. It will then be up to
the enumerator or those collating the data to fit
the labels into pre-determined categories.
For all its problems though, the Census will
_finally give us some sense of how much this country
has changed - in quantitative terms — over the last
decade and a half. And that is important to know
for many reasons.
One primary reason is to identify areas earlier
classified as rural that have turned urban. Urban
areas are defined as habitations with over 5,000
population, a population density of 400 per sq km or
more and with 75% or more of the male population
engaged in non-agricultural work. New urban areas,
once identified, will need the infra typical of such
spaces, like sewage, roads and zoning.
The wait to get an updated sense of India has been

long, But the results, hopefully, will be worth the wait.

Trump’s Maduro Grab May Get MAGA Thumbs Down

Repeated projection of strength overseas is now the White House mantra. This is seen as a vote winner in
US midterm polls. But Republican voters are deeply divided over this course. President’s party may suffer

Patrick Basham

“If you want to make God laugh,
tell him your plans,” advises Woody
Allen, the filmmaker and comedian.
Trump would have been better served

woes or oad, China
and Russia are mterchangeable {,eopohucal catnip to
Trump’s more traditional conservative supporters.

Cue the superficially savvy electoral plan to make
America more secure by ridding the hemisphere of a
commumst dlctatorshlp abhorred by its domestic and

listening to Allen on policy
than his neoconservative secretary
of state Rubio.

Trump's plan to overthrow Maduro’s
despotic regime and replace it with a
pro-American govt presumed partisan Republican
gams at home God may chuckle to himself ove er such a

Trum| ly non-inter
‘America First’ plat!‘orm of domestic priorities and
policies, so crucial to his election, has morphed into
aninterventionist neo- xmpenal erica platform. .
Thelatter i Americani
inmyriad foreign warsand conflicts.

Venezuela is the latest overseas entanglement
diverting Trump’s time, energy, and political
capital from more pressing domestic concerns with
greater electoral resonance. Trump wants America
respected globally. His longstanding view of a
strong economy. secure borders, and a first-rate
military serves as a role model to allies and a
deterrent to enemies. In an astonishing about-face,
Trump now deems these characteristics necessary
but insufficient to the task.

A hastily rewritten Trump Doctrine now
concludes the projection of American power
requires regular, tangible demonstrations of American
strength overseas. These may be in the guise of economic
sanctions disguised as tariffs or displays of military
prowess, as witnessed in Iran and now in Venezuela.
Trump apparently views a neo-i mnpenal America
platform as a vote winner for his party in

Columnist based
in Washington DC

expatr e that is also beholden to Putin
and does Beijing's evil blddmg, while playinga centralrole
indrowning the American heartland in illegal drugs.
‘What could possibly go wrong?
An appreciation of historical polling data would
have warned Trump that the electoral politics part

of Venezuelan regime change could go, and most

=

probably would go, horribly wrong.
Almost every foreign entanglement or military
intervention inmodern American history was greeted
with an initial eruption of bipartisan public support.
Both Republican and Democratic presidents have
from this well “rally 'round

this year's midterm elections, where his party defends
slim congressional majorities.

Trump's superb political instincts mostly serve him
well. He knows his party’s MAGA base is deeply patriotic
and nationalist. It prioritises secure borders over
most things. It abhors drug cartels and leftist dictators
in equal measure, When assigning blame for foreign

theflag” effect.

But the effect does not last. Slowly but surely, public
support ebbs away as re eg].me change and foreign
occupation’s enormous cost in blood and treasure
takes its toll on the body politic.

Today, 48% of American voters oppose Maduro's
capture by US military, according to a new Democracy

Institute poll conducted earlier this week. Only 43%
support Maduro’s capture, which is likely the high
watermarkof it tgiven America’sdi
regime changerecord.
Republican voters are irretrievably divided over
events in Venezuela. Maduro's capture is supporled
by 47%, but opposed by 48%. Only 43% think Madur
regime was a threat to US, while 48% donot. A plu.rah!y
of Republican votersdoesnot want USrunning Venezuela
untilapro-USgovtis installed, while55% think Trump's
Veueznelan regime change project contradicts his
promise to by esident.

American midterm electmns are (comparatively
low)turnout battlesbetween the parties’ grassroots
organisations, rather than policy-centered contests.
The winning party is the one that gets its most
loyal, enthusiastic, and reliable voters to the polls.
Today's electoral arithmetic favours Democrats,
even more so since Maduro was airlifted to New
York. In contrast to the pre-Trump era, Democrats
are blessed with significantly more ‘high propensity”
voters. They are wealthier, more white, more
educated, more urban, and more professional.
Theyalways vote.

Today’s Republican (and especially MAGA)
voters are younger, less educated, less urban, more
female, less white, more working class, and more
politically independent thanin the past.Crucially,a

to be highly motivated to show up, especlallv ‘when
‘Trump himself is noton the ballot.

Such MAGA votersare America Firstersand foreign
policynon-interventionists. Asignificantsliceis fervently
anti-warandlibertari inded. They ar
F Kennedy Jr supporters who took a leap of faithon a
peace-promising candidate Trump. Aboveall, they possess
no fealty to the Republican brand.

‘And they form the bulk of Republican opposition to
reg]mechange in Venezuela. So, Trump's party’selectoral
i votersdispro-

pomonately opposed:

foreign polic:
Godmay laugh. But Republicans soonmay be crying.
Thewriterisdirector of Democracy Institute, US

they would have toraise prices of their ICE cars
Let the market work, and save public funds for the public.

Multiple mediators

More and more countries claim to have
helped end the Indo-Pak conflict

Jug Suraiya

donald Trump’ heintervenedto
end the Indo-Pak hostilities, China has declared that Beijing also
played a hand in brokering peace between the .adversanes
Asithad donewith Trump’sreiter

Calvin & Hobhes

WHAT A RIP-OFF’ THEY SAY
IF YOU CONNECT THESE DOTS
You GET A PICTURE, BUT
LooK ! T DID \T AND ITS

ORDER THAT THEY'RE
NOMBERED .
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EVERATHINGS GOTTA
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Sacredspace

Diplomacy
is muchmore
than just
talking to your
Jfriends...You've
gottotalkto
peoplewho
aren'tour friends, and even
people you dislike.

Richard Armitage

has endorsed the Chinese claim as well. Thls cou.ld set off a
-4l chainreactionof competitive mediation, with more claimants
thi "

p ing 3

Trump, who by the last count had proclaimed himself the subcontinent's
peacekeeper on over 70 occasions, might outdo himself by declaring that he
would repeat his claim a further 70 times, and do so in as many hours.

If asked by interlocutors, how he would find the time to do this while also
attending to his other presidential chores, like deporting thousands of illegal
migrants, not to mention a few bona fide US citizens, and also kidnapping

the Venezuelan president and his wife and taking over the entire

m country lock, stock, and oil barrels, the White House supremo
\J') could retort that being a maestro of multitasking, he had mastered

b the art of sommloquy. or sleep ta.l.kmg, and wouhl restate his
e

y i socxa] medla is abuzz with speculation
]I.lgular\/ ein lhm several other countries are preparing to throw
ic hats into the ring and claim to have
hadarole ingetting. De1h1 and Islamabad to bid a farewell to arms.

Heading the list of such countries is Tuvalu, closely followed by
Bougainville. In a display of impressive alacrity, Pakistan’s foreign ministry
hastened to back the claims of both, unfazed by the fact that it hadn't a clue as
towhat and where they were.

A quick look at the map revealed that Tuvalu is a 25 sq km island between
Hawaii and Australia (population:10,643), and Bougainville is, in fact, still not
quite a country but an Autonomous Region of Papua New Guinea from which
it'sexpected to formally secede by 2027.

However, as Islamabad pointed out, it's the mediatory thought that counts
and the more the merrier, despite Delhi’s summary dismissal of all such

purep

Tantrumps: A Wolf & An Epiphany Of Lambs

Vithal C Nadkarni

few weeks prior to President Donald
Trump's ‘Ugly Amerlcan mlsad

phrase ‘MIC’ was used for the first time
anywhere in the world.

The outgoing president had regretted
that lhe combination of alarge military

want peace you must prepare for war...inow

themost heinous of sins: That indeed

believe that if you prepan

venturein
American weekly wru(eabout “finding
‘White House staffed in part with former
executives from computer companies
pushingfor a ‘software-driven reindust-

the “new American experience” whose
influence had sneaked up to “every
levelof govt and society”, thereby
ramping up exponentially the

and thearms industry was

war you will get it." Incidentally, Major-

General Maurice was educated at Royal

India Military College in Addiscombe.
Nowhereissuchdishingof war

for isth f all the18 Puranas, as
Sage Ved Vyasdeclared.”

Later, the whole world succumbed to
the Circe-like spell of Panchatantra
tales They gotre-embodied in different

more plangent than in

arguably the most martial of India’s
itihasa, histuries InAnushasan

most widely
secular literary works in history,
with over 200 versions in more than 50

rialisation’ 01' the defense industry at the potenualfor“a dlsas(mus rise Parv, ortally around the globe.
cutfederal of power”. wounded grandsu'e Bhlsma Butthe moot queslmn todav ishow
spendingon sclenuﬁc researc] Only analertand oas ipreme  or whether their ifist core
Nothing was said about * conﬂlcr of knowledgeable citizenry Dharm and the ethics of waslostor was it dehbelalelv rejected by
interest’. It was all about conflict; conflict  could compel the proper statecraft by theeldest Pandav.  restof humanity even as the Indic tales
and more conflict witha ‘Capitol C' hi C: i = “Ahimsa Paramo Dharm - continued to morph and modulate other

(pun intended). This was indeed what

Eisenhoweradded, with
1

oneof Trump’sillustrious
amuch-decorated military man, had
warned theentire world longago.

peaceful

allother duties,”

Inhis farewell speech in 1961, President
Eisenhower had raised red flags against
what he called “the significant influence
of the military-industrial complex (MIC)”.
Thishad also been the occasion when the

THE SPEAKING TREE nonviolence is the highest
otect tupmos! duty that supersedes

liberties and democratic processes. In
hindsight, “meshing of peaceful goals”
Id tobeafar h
todescribe goals of MIC’s machinery.
Anothermilitary general, John
Frederick Maurice, confessed ruefully, “i
‘went into the Army believing that if you

isPitamaha's
unequivocally pithy response.
‘Themoral is more starkly enunciated
in Panchatantra, a treatise on statecraft
inbarely disguised animal stories.
“Doing good to others is the greatest
merit. Anddoingharm toothersis

works suchas Aesop’s Fables, Arabian
Nights, and the fables of Jeande La
Fontaine. Notreally, says a newly minted
Theory of Human Evolution branded as
‘Survivalof the Kindest'.

Sohow does oneaccount for the
Tantrumps? Is he the refractory lone wolf
that ‘proves’ the rules of ruhaniyat which
govern therestof us in the flock?
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Yes, Saw Away More
Customs Slabs, Gol

It'll complete overhaul of principal taxes

Finmin has turned its attention to streamlining customs
slabs after having made adjustments to I-T and GST. The
number of customs slabs has been pruned over the past
couple of yearsto8rates, including 0. This is still too ma-
nyagainst GST’s 2, excludi ions and demerit go-
ods. Rationalising GST rates imposes conditionalities on
customs rates to avoid duty inversion where inputs are
taxed at higher rates than output. India’s flurry of trade
dealsalsonecessitates areview of customsdutyrates. Gol
must tailor its import duty structure in accordance with
plans to emerge as a major global manufacturing base.
Both I-T and GST have witnessed significant improve-
ment in tax administration, resulting in higher revenue
buoyancy despite lowering of tax rates. A similar inter-
vention is required in customs to boost collection and re-
ducelitigation. Tax administration has been working to-
wards raising compliance and aver-
ting disputes Analytical tools deployv

: ‘1 come in handy during an overhaul of
customs. Aligningslabs withaself-po-

customs administration. Dispute re-
solution can be speeded up through
amnesty schemes, which may be in the offing.

Reform of customs will complete overhaul of India’s
principal taxes. The process has been slow, but steady. It
has taken a decade for GST to deliver anticipated econo-
mic benefits, and for I-T to set in much-above per-capita
income. India now has in place a growth-oriented tax sy-
stem. Critically, effects of tax reforms are showing up in
the numbers. An efficient tax machinery is key to ensu-
ring redistribution during a spurt in economic growth.
Ar pof will cc atriangle of reforms
that seemed beyond reach for several decades. Credit go-
es to the NDA government for squeezing so much tax re-
form into three terms in office. It realised, early on, the
role of taxes in economic development, and has worked
consistently on improving efficiency.

Internet Can be Our
Salon des Refusés

Exciting, great art has never been about comfort. One of its
prime functions is to provoke, to tamper with stereotypes, to
joltusoutof kitschy convention, and narrow, avuncular ideas
of beauty. When Paris in 1863 staged the Salon des Refusés —
anexhibition of worksrejected by the official Paris Salon’s ju-
rybecause it found them scandalousand tasteless— it wasnot
a sideshow but a revolution. Manet’s ‘Déjeuner sur I'herbe’
(Luncheon on the Grass) and other ‘misfits’ became the very
pulse of modernism. What was dismissed as improper beca-
meth dbed of greatness. Indial ditself atasimil
crossroad for a while now, M F Husain being only one of its
most famous casualties. Removal of Tom Vattakuzhy's ‘Sup-
perata Nunnery'—areinterpretation of
The Last Supper — from the ongoing Ko-
chi-Muziris Biennale is the latest capitu-
lation to conservative pressure.

‘The 19"-c. ‘Refusés’ may provide a reme-
dy. If the ‘alt salon’ gave rejected French
artistsa great platform, the 21 c. can find
an online space for exhibiting India’s re-
jected artworks and artists. Gatekeepers are fewer, audiences
wider, and appetite for provocative art stronger. Such a space
canfind resonance in digital galleries, social media feeds and
global forums where recognition is not bestowed by curators,

Big Tech has been attacking sovereignty from the flanks, Trump’sis now a full-scale frontal assault

AN TINATIONAL PATRIOT

onald Trump’s description
of his attack on Venezuela
| asa‘spectacularassault not
]«‘ seensince World War2' cou-
1d just as easily describe its
effect on the international legal order:
The signal achievement of the post-
‘WW2era was the development of a set
of internationalrulesby whichnations
agreed to respect each other’s bounda-

scale frontal assault — ‘a precise at-
tack on sovereignty’ as he described
‘hisactions in Venezuela himself.

It remains to be seen how long terri-
torial sovereignty as a principle can
holdon, and what alternative forms of
sovereignty take its place.

Atthesametime, theattackon Vene-
zuelais thefirstinstanceof theUSact-
ing on its policy of ination of the

THE SPEAKING TREE

Harmonise
Money Flow

western hemisphere, spelt out in great
detail initslatest National Security Stra-
tegy(NSS). Thisstrategy has the poten-

When the financial world is gui-
ded by righteous intention, mo-

tial

Afterthe Cold Warended, whatrem-
ained was theliberal West—prospero-
us, powerful, outward-looking — and
the‘globalsouth’ —largely underdeve-
loped, poor: andmsulaL "Theriseof Chi-

ney servant of socie-
ty— not its master: This is whe-
re the economy becomesa path
of awakening.

Money is powerful not becau-
seitaccumulates, but because

na first isbinary butdid-
n'twhollyupsetit,sil al West

ries, andnot them.
Over eight decades, theserules, cap-
tured succinetly in the UN charter; ha-
ve largely held firm. Not any longer.
‘We now appear to have moved from an
age of rules toan age of deals, The US

Nation-State (1648-20267)

action as self-defence. Calling Nicolas
Maduro a ‘narco-ferrorist’ and kid-
napping him to make the US safe does
not cutitlegally.

actionin’ unpre-

has not attacked the US.

cedented, represents an inflection po-
int both for international law and the
postwar order based on territorial sov-
ereignty of nations.

Prohibitionon useof forceexceptin
self-defence is the hallmark of the UN
charter It's what distinguishesa world
order hased on m[eruaunnal law, Emm

No evidence has yet been presented in
a live case linking drug trafficking in
the US to Maduro. And nothing in the
US action appears to be necessary and
proportionate, as all self-defence acti-
ons require to be. These actions are so
far removed from the existing legal
framework that even asking whether

tions would be tantamount to a decla-
ration of war against Denmal‘l\ and

stillheldstrong. Now. the world is head-

ing towardsa neat East-West split.
With two hemispheric hegemons,

one that has cast the rulebook asnde,

Greenland, without
cement. Nofigleaf of legalj

and ancther hasa
i f the ruleof law,

ty has so far been offered. ‘We
do need Greenland, abso-
lutely’ is the new US
trump card. This re-
presentsnot only the
demise of interna-
tional law as we
know it but the post-
war international

anearlierorderc they are under internatio- orderitself. X

of nation: nallaw i i This is because the

esregardinguseof [nmebymuuusmm ‘When taken lngethel with thelatest prmcxple of territorial

edintolegal questionson theextentto  roundof reenland y of nations on
i i i in mﬂuem:lal i ircles,itisap-  which the internati

Could Japan justifiably claim that
its actions in WW2 were to defend it-

parent that the US has cast asidea rul-
es-based international order, at least

order is based
is now on the chopping block. Venezu-
ela’s sovereignty mattered little to US
special forces who landed in Caracas.

self against US Was the for Unlike Venezuela, the
us mnuept of pre-empnve strike’ in ta].lum" isnot
Iraga ion of theself-  ing

defance principle to thwart an immi-
nent attack? These questions now ap-
pear pedantic post-Venezuela.
The US has not only

used force against a so-
vereign nation, but
done so to kidnap its
head of state, compel
‘him and his wife to fa-
celegalaction inadis-
trict court in New
York, without even
making a passing at-
tempt to justify this

With two

es.Itistoannexthe whole 1s]and1fsel£
If thel

of Denmark (justifiable
or otherwise) over Greenland matters
even less. ‘The principle that each nati-

withit, itsac-

initsownterritory has
already been under assault in the last
two decades tmm all-powerful techno-

o
=4

thisisan upportunlty for India
to actively
pursue its
interests in the

| eastern hemisphere,
particularly in
sub-Saharan
Africa and Indian
Ocean

logy cor
The Apples and Metas of the world
have created their own closed spaces

theworld islikely to look very differ-

Apples and Metas of the
world have created
their own closed
spaces as sovereign
enclosures
answerable only to
their head offices in
California — they make
their own rules in the
codes they write

entin the decades tofollow.
"This

itel values. Wherever
itflows, it either nourishes tru-
storerodesit. True conscious-
ness is revealed when resour-
ces pass through ourhands.

Do we hold them as possessi-
onsorasresponsibilities? In
an ethical society, profit isnot
rejected. Itis refined. It becom-
esevidenceof service, creati-
vity and stewardship— never
exploitation.

A wise economy aligns finan-
cial instruments with moral
purpose: debt for creation, sav-
ings for resilience, investment
forregeneration. Transforma-

tive Financial Technology (TFT),
which enables digital financial
transactions, mustservesocie-
tal conscience.

TFT candesignsystems that

tunity for Indiatoac-
tively pursue its interests in the newly
articulated eastern hemisphere, parti-
cularly insub-Saharan Africaand Indi-

willallow transac-
tions, ensure accountability and
align with the public good. Its

vision is simple: wealth creation

an Ocean. Today, India has nei the

hould st not

economic might nor military prowess
to directly challenge the hemispheric
‘hegemons. While they are engaged el-
sewhere, asthe. hegemous arenow, In

fracture it. Every flow of capi-
tal becomes traceable, ethical
and purpose-linked.

Core pillars of TFT:

dia should put ‘strategic
work by slowly but surely shapit mg Lh(-‘
incipient international legal system,

as sovere
only to their head offices in California.
As international corporations, they
make theirownrules in the codes they

yand geography ata ume
If it can do that

truth-aligned
accun.nt]ng
P Stewardship-driven invest-
ment practices involving the

lexicon of thenew order; that wou]d be
avery bigdeal.

write. If tech anat-
tack on sovereignty from the flanks,
Trump has now embarked on a full-

Thewriteris

of
asset:

> Pubhc value visibility in gov-
ernance.
>

Vidhi Centre, ﬂlrLanl Policy

AmericaRetreats, Who'll Step Up?

© Rule-making will shift from inclusi-
vemultilateral forums tonarrower,
power-centric blocs.

Thisis badnewsfura worldalready

India, on its part, has never claimed
moral perfection. It hasargued for real-
ism, sequencing and fairness. As Wesln

retreating, Indial tunity to

‘move fromrule-taker torule-shaper:
In climatediplomacy, India can now

credibly position itself as

raga-
inst manipulation.

Thus, the marketplace becom-
esasacred arena: a place where
the righteous participate not
todominatebut to harmonise
theflow of money.

ALGO OF
i,ﬁaussnscu

truggling

of pragmati ion: balan-

d econo-

Polarisafi
mic ﬁ".igmemaunn The vacuum left

India’ becom-
esitssoftpower. The US’ withdrawal,

ggr
ty Itsemphasis on lifestyle-based

ies than

reforming de-

nance

Shishir Priyadarshi by the US, of course, won't remain whileglobally destabilising, creates  climateaction, adaptation finance
— empty for long. But it won't necessari- ity It illusion and transferr
ly befilled by builders. that inglob: nanc more

TheUS'd n fromsev-  Nowherei: willal the West. abstractnetzerorhetoric.
eral UN and international bodies — rent than inclil nance. The ion now isnot whether the Crucially, India’s voice carries legiti-
rangingfromclimateinstitutionsto ~ Cli "trespect : tem will ch but: macy becauseit speaks from lived vul-

and human ri; borders, it Unlike China— or nerability, not ideological abstraction.
cies — isn't merely a bureaucraticre- Amtreat by one of me world’s: largest the US uuﬂer’n—umpnow Iuma is Whetherthrough GZU leadership, Sou-
shuffle. It'sastrategicrupture. When  histo: cive. [ U th
the world's largest ecnl\omy disenga- bablhry of Indla isnot Unlike velupmenl finance institutions, India
gesfrom e imme- i delayed Europe, India isnot ined by
dxate casualty isnotany. smg.le insti- mitigation- beborne i itbutby

tution, but the fragile idea that global
problemsrequire ccllecu\esolunons

will
disproportionately by the ‘global
south’. Ironically, countries least

-ground-

realitie

It'sa inati
my, vulnerableclimate geography,

The most

Lhecusxswmpay the

but earned through dekho, dial, digital distribution. Va-
luation, not just value, of contemporary Indian art also bre-
aksoutof its usualholy bullring.

Calls for rejection by the mob stuck in identity politics need
not be the end of an artist's work. A ‘refusés’ tag should even
add intangible value to the artworkamongbuyers. Artists can
sidestep institutional-political approval and create without
censors — perceived or real —looming behind their canvas.

JUST IN JEST
/ Stockbrokers, think twice about

Letus be clear: a weaker multilateral
system is bad for everyone, including

Wearing Thick
Winter Socks

Acertain kind of joyarrives
with winter: the quiet luxury
of thick socks. Toslipthemon
is protectionism: nul}ustol' the
bodily kmd but of one's very

being—a
privatefort-
ress builtof
wooland

warmth.
Themom-
enttheycli-
mbupand

enceof ‘highest pricefor acrossthe ‘globalsouth’, India. Climate risks will intensify. 3 hug your
stability: Mu}tﬂatera.l institutions, Inr Thereisalsoa subﬂer but more For decades, b India Development finance will become feet, the world of cold floors,
all their flaws, p) profound, i of moral R £ more uncertain. Global coordma— c]ul]y balcony and grey skies
They set norms, pool data, finance pub-  authority Whena country that Iong multilateral ins- - B tion will suffer But Joses it
licgoods, and offer forums fordispute  positioned itself tituti i rarely offers perfect choices, only Thick socksaremore than
ion. When the US exits, these mtermumalorder disengagesfrom  vely flexi- relative advantages. fabric, they'rea touch. They
ions will weaken, get fragment- health, gen- bility and policy The US retreat have the ability toturneach
edand become: more polmcxsed de\ and human nghts it wmkeus the  space inwhatit createsamoment wh- step intoa soft percussion,
For theworld, of gloh: j aspringof comfort. Socks
o Chmateoooperauon slowsat prec]se gnvern:mce itself. T ingfield. ainacautious participant, (mnsl‘orm themundaneact
ation.  world ional, and less That posture is nolonger or uctive of ld tiled
8 Glohaldemlopmem and humamla anchored mshared values. Formany  sufficient. With the US pillarof the new order: floor intoaritual of cosiness
rian ies, this confirms a y— rdering ballet, areminder
gapsand long- icion: that multi- Hubbacop Thewriter isformer director, WTO that pleasure often lies in the
borderlin_? or‘gppositeslike
e P Thereisalsoa psychological
bliss—reassurance that you
are cared for, even if only by
'your own foresight.
inthick socks, you carry with

India’s R&D outlay, compared with

corporate performance in Lhefaoe of

the US, the debate has been goingon

youa portablehearth, anen-
dearing warmth that travels

N more than 70% inmostadvanced premium for the past terms withyou. They are the unsung
worklng theflooron Feb1 s L i ies. This ensure i like ‘short-termism’ and financialisa- heroes of our winter attire—
i | suggests innovationrisk in India is what they want. To defend current tionof corpomkeAmenm Deep less glamorous thaniscarves,
still bornelargely by must focu: financial us coats orsweaters, but infinite-
Bewar e ﬂle DO I I I est]c private capital, whilelisted compani-  onfinancial melncs — margms. companies must keep their country’s lymore intimate.
esplaya imited role. retur 0s —rather i ocal investor
B M k fB D Nishanth Vasudevan Financialisationof savings—a than wpllaLmlen_slve_mvestmsan ‘They do that with share buybacks,
- I nd that after Covid— hichliey y tt
ear ar et O ay has unleashed a flood of domestic Fund managers, under constant ‘measures. Despite financialisation,
India has succeeded in doing what capital into thestock market. The wall ~ performance pressure, don'tmind absolute R&D spending in the US I
wrathof kidsand B-DayIf i wanted: of liquidity, while cushioningequities ~thateitherif their ROE or ROCE keepsrising, led by Big Tech, pharma,
mem thinksitecan k inaspe- mo fi from brutal foreign expectationsaremet. It'salsoafact aerospaceand defence. 7 7 mn Fami"es
- > Fel 1 - tcli:lx%ea:(ets. Indrscee;iné vears, tie?l\.ﬂlms Jnsmuuonalsellmg inthe pastl5 thatfew pmmotens or mafnaﬁégeng:?!:s Tll.)n China, the situation (;.I"Sl djfrebx;’m. - b |
bruary we been inundated by monthly want sturbs the eir innovation is not driven by com-
ces its household budget, it clearly has made a fetish of dis- retail investor flows through MF stayingatelevated levels compared to  applecart. Afterall, some market paniesormunictsiutby thostate ol Hang by an Algo
missing ‘work-life’ bal that indolent First invest other Asianmarkets. C cyclarity, i-year los Apropos ‘Deliveries in the Dark’
‘Worlders (read: Eur do.not industrious Indians. But thedemat route, changing the stmc strongmoney flow and rich valua- long-gestation investmentsand esand R&D spending without vlslb!e by Nikhil Pahwa (Jan 8), gig work
i = e tum of Ind:a s mpna] market. uons hasalsoled toa deluge of IPOs short-term pressures on i ity fuel istransforming India’s rapidly
tell that to m?“hﬂd}““ alfd wives of stocl_(hmk.em, militant nowhasa . Buyers  show how uncertainty is punished. Financialisation of sa\'mgs inIndia expandinglabour market. Asgig
shareholders in their family’s weekend leisure index. hxggero\vuc[shm of listed Indian o umeslms have predominantly  Evenrecentlylisted new-age busines- s thenew reality and i intheco-
Already, reports suggest living rooms have turned into foreign i MFsand  sesexceptforahandful —longusedto Asabundant capltaldt-epens pubhc untry, it offers both oppom\mu
% 2 R = 2 5 But thi: pri i for ‘markets, they will d Q i
wa:m“l‘]“s'g‘dssm d?"ﬁ‘ng“k.m“t;ms' N"p"p‘t’;f Pat liquidity mayhaveunmtendeds& Shar) penedfocusnf thesackyin  growth rather italefficiency  what beingraised about fair wages, sa-
DR s hsDone fon Ny i neR N o e cond-order consequences. Itisgradu-  fluential domest y—arelearningthat  efficiency consistency and near-term fety and social security, and how
buoklugs for brunch on Sundays Wives, meanwhile, are ally influencing corporate behaviour, Lhe public market operates bya delivery— whilerer less this new form of gigworkmight
thr ing hostile assets — TV nudginglisted companies to choose differentrulebook. comfortable with innovationand affect traditional employer-emp-

remote, car key, sacred reclmez: If you trade on a Sunday,
T'll short your dinner supply;’ is a refrain. Brokers, poor
chaps, are now trying to figure out how to hedge their port-
folios while simultaneously hedging against domestic
‘wrath. Futures contracts on marital peace can soon be tra-
ding at junk status. The only bullish sentiment is in the
kids’ demand for ice cream outings — in this weather. As

predictability and near-term delivery
through g-on-q performance against
the uncertainty typically associated
with innovation, which requires long-
gestation investments and research.

Numbers offera glimpse of the un-
derlying picture. India’s total spend-
ingon R&D has more than doubled in
absolute terms since 2010-11. But it still
hoversataround 0.60.7% of GDE, well
beloy

Happi-

family — they have their eyes fixed on
i when Papamut-

ness Ce whichmay now
ters ‘openingbell’ four Sundays from now.

thelikes of the US, Chinaand South
Korea. More telling is who does the
spending.

Pri athirdof

That said, such market pressure is
notnew. Indian companies wereno
strangerstodemands of earnings
discipline even when foreign investors
dominated ownership. What has
changed is the nature of that pressure.
Domestic capital i ‘manent,

long-durationrisk.
'[‘he policy: cha].lenge isclear: chan-
6 <

loyee relationship. Addressing
issueslike safety, digital divide,

into healthcare and access
long termgm(auuu projects. Atatime iscrucial tomaking gigworka
when India’s growth ambitions hinge viable and empowel ingoption.
ingand tech» Exploitin; precarity in-

onprivate

nology

‘more tightly andmore

closely watched. That makesthe

too, must accept
that long -term nsk takmg]s not

demand for
tical

,«-

leavmg lessroom for the kind of

who
ownthem— wﬂl havetorelearnthe
waiting.

25 ility that
mnovauon inevitably brings.
The issue isnot unique toIndia. In

nishanth.vasudevan(@timesofindia.com

vites disruption, reputational
damage and greater regulatory
scrutiny. So, with targeted effor-
tsand supportive policies, the
platform economy can become
amore inclusive space that bene-
fitsall workers.

Pradeep Kumar

Surat
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Even a stopped clock is right twice a day
Joseph Addison
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Justice Shinde sparks
hope as Lokayukta,
but questions remain

he appointment of Justice Sandeep Shinde as the new
Lokayukta of Goa marks a milestone in the State’s efforts to
strengthen its anti-corruption machinery and restore public
faith in governance. It brings new hope, especially since there
was a vacuum at this crucial position for more than a year.

With a seasoned jurist at the helm of this ombudsman institution,
Justice Shinde is expected to play a pivotal role in addressing the en-
demic issues of corruption and administrative accountability, the two
key issues that have been constantly surfacing in public discourse.
We say Justice Shinde presents a ray of hope of fairness, transparency
and justice, given his distinguished career and landmark judgements
in the past.

Justice Shinde is a retired judge of the Bombay High Court’s Goa
Bench and holds an undisputed reputation for his bold and decisive
judgments, most notably his October 2022 order directing the erst-
while mining leaseholders to vacate their leases within a month. This
ruling, subsequently upheld by the Supreme Court, paved the way
for a transparent e-auction process for mineral blocks. Earlier, Justice
Shinde had served as Chief Public Prosecutor for Mumbai in 2015,
showcasing his formidable legal expertise and experience in crimi-
nal law and prosecution.

The absence of an anti-corruption watchdog does not speak well
of a system that has been marred by corruption. Ironically, the recent
Birch fire has let out the skeletons in the cupboard, with fingers being

_ pointed towards top government officials,
The current dispensation and even the magisterial inquiry report

isin its last lap of pointing to a collusion of several depart-
tenure; nonetheless,by  ments. In such a scenario, keeping the
appointinga Lokayukta,  post vacant since December 2024 speaks
it hi.ls.extgnded al poorly of the government’s urgency in
mltm sll;%“ thaéﬁi's tackling corruption within the system. The
ﬁ:z::izn uttackling recent circulars of not allowing govern-

ment employees to carry out celebrations
in places of work or engage in secondary
or part-time jobs are welcome, but corruption in government offices
have been let off. Graft was left virtually unchallenged.

Given the credentials of Justice Shinde, there is a huge wave of ex-
pectation from civil society. But having an upright Lokayukta is not
entirely enough. The government too plays a crucial role in executing
the decision of the Ombudsman. For example, Justice Prafulla Kumar
Misra, who was sworn in as the Goa Lokayukta on April 28, 2016 and
served his full term till September 2020, had then slammed the state
government for failing to act on his 21 reports recommending disci-
plinary action or criminal probes. Such a response defeats the very
purpose of installing a Lokayukta.

The people of Goa look forward to Justice Shinde, despite the fact that
nothing substantial has been achieved through this channel in the past.
It remains to be seen if Justice Shinde will foster a culture of accounta-
bility leading to ethical public service. It is to be seen whether, in a dom-
inating political scenario, Justice Shinde will act as a moral compass
and guard the rights of citizens, and whether he will cut past all vested
interests. Let us not forget, at least on paper, Lokayukta is a key compo-
nent and referee overseeing the good governance of the State.

The current dispensation is in its last lap of tenure; nonetheless,
by appointing a Lokayukta, it has extended a positive sign that it is
serious about tackling corruption. Time will tell whether this was a
genuine effort to cleanse the system or a decision to make a statement
and momentarily placate voices in the Opposition.

OPEN SPACE > (o

Resignations and defections

T1e recent resignations of key leaders from the Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) have
created a lot of noise, but their impact is limited. After AAP’s heavy defeat
in Delhi, Arvind Kejriwal seems to have lost much of his political appeal. In
Goa, the party’s brief rise was mainly due to public anger against the traditional
national parties, rather than strong belief in AAP’s ideas.

In politics, many people leave a party when they feel it no longer serves their in-
terests. Most defections are driven by personal ambition such as career growth,
better chances of winning, and the need to stay politically relevant. The fre-
quent movement of Congress MLAs to the BJP is a clear example of this trend.
The shift of some Congress MLAs to the TMC was also troubling, especially as
many of them had earlier been supported and promoted by the Congress.

It is often said that politics has no permanent friends or enemies, only perma-
nent interests. Sadly, these interests are mostly selfish. Large national parties of-
ten benefit from defections, which are sometimes encouraged through promises
of power and other advantages. Given the present situation, the future of AAP
in Goa looks uncertain, and the party may soon be struggling just to survive.

NELSON LOPES, Chinchinim

UN a spent force, time to end veto system

What’s needed is a fundamental redesign to reflect the geopolitical,
economic, and social challenges of a globalised, multipolar world

>The writeris a
senior journalist

BHAVDEEP KANG

he United States’ reprisal of its ‘glo-

bo-cop’ role in Venezuela validates,

for the hundredth time, the United
Nations’ irrelevance. The excruciating
irony of the UN Security Council large-
ly condemning the US action five km
from the federal court where deposed
Venezuelan leader Nicolas Maduro was
produced to face drug trafficking charg-
es was not lost on the world. The UN go
from hero to zero.

US ambassador Mike Waltz went so far
as to issue a veiled threat: “If the UN in
this body confers legitimacy on an illegit-
imate narco-terrorist and the same treat-
ment in this charter on a democratically
elected president or head of state, what
kind of organisation is this?” UN Secre-
tary General Antonio Guterres seemed to
agree with Waltz’ contention that the le-
gitimacy of Maduro's re-election in 2024
was doubtful and admitted that the UN
had been concerned about human rights
violations by the Maduro regime.

But the question of what the UN had
done to address its concerns vis-a-vis
Maduro remained unasked. The eight
million Venezuelans who fled the coun-
try and the families of the thousands
who were illegally jailed, tortured, raped
and killed from 2014 onwards might
want to know. In fact, the UN human
rights agency was kicked out of Venezue-
la in 2024. The world looked on silently
as Venezuela spiralled into chaos. Only
now, when the undemocratic Maduro
has been trumped, have nations called
for a restoration of democracy.

The manifest decline in the UN’s po-
litical clout has accelerated post-Covid.
Its condemnation of Russia’s assault on
Ukraine and Israel’s aggression in Gaza
achieved absolutely nothing. In 2022, the
EU ambassador to the UN famously de-
clared that “the world has spoken”, but
as a result, Russia stood isolated from
the international community. Clearly,
the world failed to get the memo, and
Russia has not been ostracised. Like-
wise, the dozens of resolutions against
Israel by various UN bodies have had as
much impact as a feather duster.

In the Sudan civil war and the Thai-
land-Cambodia border clashes, it has
been a helpless bystander. When Paki-
stan threatened a nuclear attack on In-
dia, it was silent. And these are recent
conflicts. From the 1950s, millions have

died in the Korean and Vietnam wars,
the two Gulf wars, and the genocides in
Rwanda and Bosnia. Perhaps the great-
est testimony to the UN’s ineffective-
ness was the massacre of 8,000 people
in a UN-protected zone in Srebrenica.

UN interventions in international
conflicts, climate change, pandemics
and humanitarian crises are proving
to be little more than expensive band-
aids. It was Guterres who admitted
during the Covid-19 crisis that the pan-
demic was a clear test of international
cooperation — a test we have essential-
ly failed. Add to that the spectacular
inadequacy of the UN Framework Con-
vention on Climate Change in address-
ing the global ecological crisis or in
ensunng the Global North meets their
C under the
D Goals (SDG)

Large countries have always privi-
leged sovereignty over the UN Char-
ter. A major reason is that no effective
framework exists for addressing trans-
national issues like human trafficking,
narcotics smuggling, illegal migration
and cross-border terrorism. Worse, the
UN has always had blind spots and
expresses selective outrage over viola-
tions of human rights or international
peace. It took years to respond to the
egregious Uyghur concentration camps
while ticking India off for refusing to
accept Rohingya refugees. Given that

The manifest the US is the UN’s largest funder, the
decline in the laundry list of its interventions in Latin
’ e America and the Middle East has been
UN’s Polm‘ met with little more than tut-tutting.
cal clout has The roles of the International Court
of Justice (ICJ) and the International
a(l;-lecl;awl%d Its Criminal Court (ICC) have been stead-
po: " ily eroded. Israel dismissed the ICC
condemnation decision to allow a probe into alleged
of Russia’s excesses in Gaza as “politics in the
guise of international law”. China re-
?Jsksr:lllrllte?n d jected The Hague’s ruling in favour of
the Philippines on the South China Sea
Israel’s aggres- case. Nor is India likely to accept the
sionin Gaza international tribunals’ intervention in
& the Indus Waters Treaty.
?ucrlml?lm What's more, the UN has had more
i EIV nothing than its fair share of scandals. Reports of

sexual misconduct, including child sexu-
al abuse, by UN forces in various parts of
the world dented its reputation. Allega-
tions of corruption, such as the Iraq oil-
for-food scandal, raised questions about
lack of transparency and accountability.

Is the UN worth its 2024 budget of
66 billion dollars? Is it merely a sine-
cure for bureaucrats? As a 2016 re-
search paper pointed out, taxpayers
fund the UN, but it is run by unelect-
ed, unaccountable, undisciplined and
incompetent bureaucrats. It has been
described as a mere “talking shop”, or
as “toothless and clueless™. In other
words, it plays a largely symbolic role
as a forum for global cooperation.

The UNSC suffers from what has been
dubbed “veto paralysis”. The US will
always back Israel, Russia will always
backitself, and China will always oppose
India. So the big five — China, France,
Russia, the United Kingdom and the US
— are basically immune. This renders
the UNSC dysfunctional. Where is the
logic in keeping the world's fourth-larg-
est economy and most populous coun-
try out of the UNSC? Why are Africa and
Latin America under-represented? Why
is Europe over-represented?

That said, if the UN were wound up
today, a similar agency would have to
be set up tomorrow, as several experts
have pointed out. Certain organs, like
the WHO and the FAO, are essential. The
WHO’s Global Influenza Surveillance
and Response System provided medical
assistance to least developed countries
at war during the global health emer-
gency. Likewise, the FAQ has made sem-
inal strides in addressing global hunger,
while UNICEF to the forcibly displaced
has saved thousands of lives. Above all,
the UN has “convening power”. It can
bring together heads of state and oth-
er platforms to NGOs and civil society
organisations. What’s needed is a fun-
damental redesign to reflect the geopo-
litical, economic and social challenges
of a globalised, multipolar world, with
greater representation of the Global
South and an end to the veto system.
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Trees, fields pay the price for
Western Bypass widening
Driving along the Westermn Bypass, it

is painful to see many large, old trees
marked for cutting for road widening.
Nearby fields are also being filled for the
same purpose. The Goa BJP govemment
often speaks about protecting the envi-
ronment and promoting agriculture, but
its actions show the opposite. There is
no real need to widen this road when the
parallel NH66 already has two additional
lanes. It is disappointing that BJP minis-
ters appear unconcerned, and equally
worrying that opposition MLAs remain
silent. Ata time when Goa is facing
climate change and poor air quality, itis
sad to see senior ministers approving the
cutting of trees for such projects across
the State. Goa is a small State and can-
not simply copy highway designs used in
much larger States. It appears the State
government is following instructions from
the Centre without considering Goa’s
special needs or pushing for exceptions.
Many feel that development should be
sensible and necessary, not wasteful.
Goans and residents must come together
to oppose these harmful policies, or we
risk tuming Goa into a polluted State.

ARWIN MESQUITA, Colva

. .
Rejuvenate the non-working
Elderline

The toll-free number 14567, called
‘Elderline’, was launched on October 1,
2024, to assist senior citizens who are
abandoned, face abuse, or have health
issues and medical emergencies. Due to
logistical and operational reasons, the El-
derline functioned erratically. It restarted
in April 2025 and was again shut down.
Senior citizens could call the helpline be-
tween 8 am and 8 pm to seek information
regarding pensions, legal advice, govern-

Action speaks louder than words

India is a deeply polarised nation with slogans like ‘Sabka Saath’
repeated daily, which is contrary to the ground realities of a
majoritarian government imposing its will. So when our CM says
“Lokank zai tench ami kortole” after the massive public turnout
cutting across party lines to former Chief Justice of the Allahabad
High Court justice Ferdinand Rebello’s call to submit a 10-point
people’s charterto try to save what is left of a paradise tuming
fastinto a polluted concrete jungle, democracy and constitution-
al law and order had alarmingly deteriorated.

The ten points are widely articulated by the media and commit-
tees formed around the fulcrum ofthe CJ, as helikes to descnbe
himselfin this IS dof party indi |
like intellectuals, activists, NGOs and youth. Reltglon was not
meant to divide people. Bharat's strength and beauty is unity in
its beautiful multifarious diversity. Every action of the govern-
mentwill now speak louder than words!

JOHN ERIC GOMES, Porvorim

ment schemes, and obtain emotional
support. Initially, the calls were routed
through Maharashtra and later through
Uttar Pradesh. In the last two months,
the Elderline has ceased to function, with
no clarifications from the government.
Senior citizens feel lost and are left high
and dry, as the helpline was a solace,
especially for those who reside alone. \‘
The govemnment could ask local business [N
houses to reactivate the Elderline as part
of their corporate social responsibility.

It could be managed by volunteers who
could be paid remuneration for their

efforts. Such a social welfare measure Send your
would be much appreciated. IEﬂEIS tous
SRIDHAR D'IVER, Caranzalen ateditor@

) . . thegoan.net.
Still hand-written receipts Letters must
In this age of modern technology, only be 150-200
BSNL among utility services appears to words and
be totally paperless in issuing bills and 2
receipts. The Electricity Dept has not me_r:!t?n the
achieved this, as cash or cheque pay- writer’s npme
ments made at banks get acknowledge- . and location

ment on the printed bill, while payments
at office counters receive handwritten
receipts. In the Water Supply Dept, cash
is paid at designated banks and stamped
on the bill, but cheque payments must
be made at office counters, which again
issue handwritten receipts. This manual
system wastes manpower and causes
inconvenience to consumers. The con-
cermed Minister/Dept should take cogni-
sance and make payments hassle-free by
acknowledging cheques on the bill copy.

BHALCHANDRA VS PRIOLKAR, Margao
Maintaining traditional

wells is very important
Maintaining traditional wells is vital for
Goa as they help recharge groundwater,
provide water throughout the year, and
protect cultural heritage. Rapid urban
growth and dependence on piped water
and borewells have led to the neglect of
many wells, adding to local water short-
ages. No construction should be allowed
within a so-metre radius of potable wells.
If properly cleaned and protected from
pollution, wells can supply a steady and
often healthier source of water than
treated tap water, especially during dry
months. Wells are closely linked with
Goan social life. In the past they were
gathering points for women, often called
the “women’s parliament”. They are
also part of festivals like Sao Jodo, where
jumping into wells is a popular tradition.
These traditional systems reflect local
knowledge of sustainable water use. Re-
lying on them reduces excessive borewell
drilling, which can cause saline water to
enter coastal wells. Sadly, many wells
are now abandoned or polluted by waste
and sewage. Regular cleaning, desilting
and disinfection, along with local moni-
toring groups and awareness drives, can
help villagers protect these shared water
sources and secure Goa's water future..

RAJESH BANAULIKAR, Arpora
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Expenditure review

Development needs a wider role of states

The Union Ministry of Finance (MoF) is reported to have asked all government
departments and ministries to rationalise centrally sponsored schemes (CSS) and
central sectorschemes. Theideais to merge overlapping sct improveeffi-
ciency in implementation. The government runs 54 CSS and about 260 central
sectorschemes. While the merits of individual schemes may be debatable, it is rea-
sonable to argue that the Union government runs too many schemes, which may
be affecting outcomes. Therefore, a periodic review of schemes is necessary. As
announced in the 2016 Budget speech, schemes have been aligned with the
Finance-Commission cycle and their continuance is based on evaluation. Given
that the exercise is being undertaken now, the government, particularly the MoF,
would be well advised to examine each one of them carefully.

Th | infavourofaclosen , particularly in th of
CCS. One of the criticisms of the recent change in the rural employment guarantee
programme under the new Viksit Bharat — Guarantee for Rozgar and Ajeevika
Mission (Gramin) Act, 2025, which is a CSS, is that it puts an additional fiscal burden
onstates. State governments will need toshoulder 40 percent of theexpenditure. The
previc h central sector d largely financed by the Union gov-
ernment. Several states may not be in a position to increase expenditure. So, while
CSSaredesigned by the Union, they are partly funded by state governments, and this
curtails their fiscal freedom. As a result, smtes may not be able to spend on pro-

wishtopursue. This i bytheReserve Bankof India
(RBD initsstudy of state finances. An observation in the December 2024 RBI study is
worth quoting here: ... too many Central government schemes reduce flexibility of
State government spending and dilute the spirit of cooperative fiscal federalism”.

Thus, the rationalisation of CSS could improve the fiscal space, both at Union
and state levels. This can increase overall expenditure efficiency. Further, Indian
states are at different levels of de with varying i What, for
instance, needsto be done in the educationsector may be very different in northern
Indiar insouthernstates. Stategover equipped todeal
with state-level Besides, thereis often an unwarranted political tussle for
creditin such schemes. Preferably, for better outcomes, most of the developmental
andsocial-sector: mustbe desi and run by state governments because
they are better-positioned to do so. Thus, there is a case for greater fiscal empower-
ment of states. State governments, in turn, should empower local bodies. However,
ashighlighted in this space earlier this week, thisis not the case. It would be interest-
ingto see how the Sixteenth Finance Commission has approached this issue.

Atabroader policy level, it is worth debating whether India should reconsider
the allocation of fiscal resources to achieve faster growth and development. In this
context, it is also necessary to discuss how state governments manage their
finances. Several states have high levels of debt stock, but this is not stopping them

Enforcement: The real reform

In the financial sector, replacing e

sting regulations with new

ones often adds costs without improving outcome

No one would disagree that law enforcement in the
country’s financial sector needs significant improve-
ment. Whatis: not adequa[Ely appreciated isthateffec-
tive, timely if renteffect
against wrongdoers could, at times, obviate the need
for regulators to mandate additional regulations and
disclosure requirements. Meeting such additional
regulatory mandates, which willy-nilly become uni-
formly i toall market ici imposes
costson Jaw-abiding market players and may noteven
improve enforcement.

Typically, a regulator handles several functions,

ILLUSTRATION: BINAY SINHA

behavesin emergent situations.

Greedand feardr markets. Human
ingenuit T record
encouragesri bysome, whoalso

nological advancements. Theantics of market pamm-
pants keep the regu[a(or on itstoes. In sucha scenano,
activ-
ity. Loand behold, ifany episodicevent affectingalarge
number of stakeholders happens, hell breaks loose.
The regulator comes under fire from all quarters,
including the medla govemment and the courts,
Knee-jer oftheday. The
result is more regulations. The risk-based supervisory
principle goes out of the window. Oversight gets
ugh(ened and all regula[ed entities, mespecnve of
theirsizeor ion, get saddled
di: and regulatory ‘The possible
downside of such actions, including that they may go
against the “ease of doing business”, gets overlooked.
The financial sector regulatorsrelyaloton the dis-
closures made by market participants in discharging
their regulatory functions. This is premised on the
“caveat empmr principle, ie., let the purchaser
beware. alsosuitst] Often,
mandating more and more disclosures gives them a
sense ofajobwell done. The regulatory impact assess-
ment or cost-benefit analysis remains more on paper.
Of course, more dlsclosures do not automatically

end of FY25, the mlal number of cases i ingthe imply better
regulator pendi Courland High The answer to many of these pmblems lies in
Courts was about 500 and 850, resp y. Out of effecti S, cre-

these, the cases pending for over three yea.rs inthese
courts were over 300 and 600. In addition, 450-odd
cases were pending before the Securities Appell;

ating a deterrent unpact Passing a quasi-judicial
orderis not an end in itself. It must pass through the
testsof i dcourts,and

Tribunal (SAT).

Even in cases that reach finality, the required
follow-up action is missing. For instance, the recovery
ofimposed penalties is meagre — maybe only around
5 per cent annually of the total outstanding amount.
As for criminal cases, forget about convictions, there

Typically, the statute constituting a regulator pre-
scribes! bom civiland criminal penalties. The criminal
inacourtoflaw i lot

of effort on the part of the investigation wing of the
regulator, asthe casesthere need to be proved beyond
“reasonable douhl as agams( the pxmc;ple of “pre-

regulatory and —some by
law and some of its own creation. There
could be varying views as to how to priori-
tise activities, glven the capacity and

How-
ever, generally speaking, and in normal
circumstances, the developmemal roles

from launching populist schemes. Asarecentstudy showed, insc interest
payments are growing faster than revenue. This is not a sustainable position. How-
ever, thisshould not be taken as a reason for not empowering states. What is needed
instead are hard fiscal rules and transparent accounting of state finances. Itis time
for awider expenditure review.

A sweeping exit
The US is dismantling global governance

American President Donald Trump has made nosecret of the fact that he thinks all
forms of multilateral engagement necessarily reduce the United States’ (US’) sov-
ereignty and directly conflict with his supposed “make America great agai
agenda. This hasled, thisweek, to his decision to exit dozens of international organ-
isations, many of them within the United Nations (UN) system. While hisadminis-
tration in the past has withdrawn the US from such frameworks as the Paris
Agreement on climate change, has held back international dues, including those
to the UN, and has effectively hamstrung the World Trade Organization, this latest
action goes even further.

Itshould be noted, first, that the US has always been a relatively reluctant par-
ticipant in several multilateral fora. There has been a deep anti-UN streak in popu-
list politics in America, with baseless rumours of “black helicopters” carrying UN
troops to attack hapless rural Americans, a staple of the conspiratorial world that
has given rise to Mr Trump’s movement. Even otherwise, mainstream US politi-
cians have been wary of joining such supranational organisations as the Interna-
tional Court of Justice, believing that this would be unconstitutional in the US or
usurpitssovereign rights. Fromthat perspective, Mr Trump isjust taking an existing
strand in US politicsastep further. It should be noted that while President Joe Biden
did re-enter the Paris Agreement, he stopped short of reversing his predecessor’s
damage to the WTO, for example.

Thus, this latest shakeup needs to be analysed as emanating from something
morethanjust Mr Trump’s obviousdisdain for foreigners. Whilethere are on thislist
some organisations that might well be considered to be defunct or relatively point-
less, others certainly are not. For example, the United Nations Framework Conven-
tionon Climate Changeisthe fundamental building block for cooperation onclimate
action internationally. Complete withdrawal from that as well as from the Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change, which produces the summary report on the
real effects of global warming as scientists see it, is a significant setback to global
efforts to keep the average temperature rise below 2 degrees Centigrade. Some
smallerorganisations thatwork, forexample, on female and child health, might find
themselves completely without funding as a consequence of this decision by Mr
Trump. A greater burden will fall on the European Union and other first-world
nations to make up for the lost capacity and funding faced by these institutions.

The deeper question is whether the US’ withdrawal will also affect the legit-
imacy of these organisations and the international system they represent. At the
moment, this does not seem to be the case. Mr Trump might seek to reshape and
restructure the international system to maintain US primacy more directly. But, so
far, his actions have been purely destructive. They may undermine global govern-
ance, but they do not erode existing systems’ legitimacy. If he is a genuine radical
then hewill have to offer acompelling alternative narrative —with the fundingand
other commitment to match. This does not seem on offer. The obvious conse-
quence, over time, isthat Chinawill stepup to fill the role that the US has abdicated.
In other words, Mr Trump is not restoring US sovereignty so much as giving away
its primacy to its greatest strategic rival.

take Thisenc

tionand newinitiatives in market develop-
ment. Importantly, this also gives better
visibility to the regulator, and sends out
positive signalsaboutits functioning.

As against this, the regulatory func-
tions, viz, monitoring, inspection, investi-
gation, adjudication and enforcement, are viewed as
routineand mundane. Whatislostsight of is that with-
out havmg arobustand deterrent regulatory architec-

mentactiviti little use,

AJAY TYAGI

y prosecut
The  enforcement departmem 'S
resources are thinly spread over a large

y” in civil No
wonder Lhen. Lhe performance of regulators in suc-
cessrully pmsecuungoﬂenders issimply dismal. De-

sp!ead of cases. ly, attention

isn't paid to separating and prioritising
with wider

from amongst all cases. No wonder the

regulator’s actions lack deterrence.

But then why single out the market
regulator? The position of other regula-
tors is likely to be no different. In the
case of the central bank, it doesn’t even
bother to pass speaking orders in most
of the cases, including the contentious
ones. Further, the Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI's)
decisions aren’t appealable before any tribunal or
special court, Some are challenged as writ petitions

highcourtsand tt Court, which,

and may, in fact, prove to be counter-j producuve at

besndes delaymi, the final outcomes, only adds to

times. Beforei; new initiative, the regu-
lammu,hr(obesurecf,andseet}mugh howthecon-

th * case burden.
The discussions on the need to stream].me and

of lawsis a step in the right
direction. But what about serious offences for which
criminal prosecution is the right course of action to
deter and prevent reoccurrence?

Take the case of insider trading in the securities
market. There hasn’t been any conviction to date in
any insider trading case in the country. Anyone who

't serio hinsider trad-
ingcases deserving criminal action lshvmgm denial.

While writinga regulation,
overtime, and itutingit
an obvious and continuous activity, this 1ob needs to
be taken very seriously. At times, the cause of the inef-
fectiveness of a regulation may lie in its poor imple-
mentation. In such a case, substituting the existing
regulation with a newer one may be of no use. The
right way is to delineate serious law infringement
cases, and ensure timely and effective action against

comitant would be met.

simplify regulatic

Even the 2024-25 Budget talked of a light-touch regu-

First, mget anideaofthelack of adequate enforce~
ment fthe
securities market regulator. At any given time, the
number of’ ing beforeitself, t]

latory f1 k based on principles and trust. To
have a better appreciation of the actual situation, it
may be useful to get a sense of the environment in

lhe Prescribing additional or new regula-
option for butmay
notaddress the problem.

The author isa former chairman of Sebi.

and thecourtsis mind-boggling. Forinstance, asatthe which a regulator operates, and how it typically The viewsare personal

The Netflix effect

Beau Willimon’s House of Cards (Netflix, 2013) begins in revenues and over 300 million subscribers, itisthe ~and Asgeir, to i The biti: winds,
with an angry Kevin Spacey. He plays Ci largest pay ing service in the world. snowlel ashipload of stranded passen-
Frank Underwood who hasjust been thwarted forthe hese after gers, k ing ofbeing

position of secretary of state by the newly elected
president. Underwood and his wife Claire, played
superbly by Robin Wright, are ruthlessin their pursuit
of power. Manipulation, lies, betrayal and killing are
the means through which he risestobe vice-president
and then president. House of Cards (6 seasons) made
for a fascinating watch, winning several
Emmysand Golden Globes along the way.
It wasthe first original Netflix dropped. It
is also the best way to describe the effect
Netflixhashad on the world of mediaand
entertainment. The firstever pay-stream-
ingservice hasbeenthe catalyst that sent
the entire global media order collapsing,
like a house of cards.
‘This week Netflix completes 10 years
mIndla Itisagreat timethento revlsxt the
rec the
mediamap — globally and in India.
Netflix was renting out DVDs in the
1990s. It began streaming in 2010, five
years after YouTube. However, commis-
sioningthe Houseof Cards changed things. Thefirsttwo
seasons of 26 episodes cost $100 million — the budget
forafull-length film —to produce. All the episodesina
season were released together, and the service was
priced at $8to$12amonth, compared to $50 or more for
cable TV. It was, by far, The biggest dxsrupnon inenter-

¥ |
MEDIASCOPE

VANITA KOHLI-
KHANDEKAR

too. Whether it
toget people tosearch more: (Google) many of the big
tech-majors needed huge audiences across geo-
graphies, technologies and devices. Most of them,
such as Amazon and Apple, along with the legacy
media firmslike Fox, Disney, Wamer, had been taking
stabs at video streaming. But after Net-
flix, streaming became serious with
‘Amazon Prime Video, Apple,and awhole
hostofothers upping theirgame. Soon, it
became evident that the players with the
biggest pockets and platforms would
have the best negotiating power.
Thetech-mediamajors are anywhere
from $160 to $600 billion in top line. The
biggest legacy studios would be between
$30billion and $80 billion. Thatiswhy, in
2017, Rupert Murdoch chose to sell
Twenty-First Century Fox’s entertain-
ment assets, including Star India to The
Walt Disney Company. Around the same
time, Zee went through a promoter-trig-
gered debt crisisand decided tosell out. The Sony
merger did not happen but others, such as PVR-Inox
and JioStar (Star India plus Viacom18) did. Just as the
global map was redrawn, the Indian one was as well.
That consolidation continues — globally and in India.
That is the business story. Watch a bit of Netflix to
the consumerend.

Baltasar Kormakur's Trapped on Netflix begins

tainmentsil MP3dev-
astated the musicbusiness in the late '90s.
asedt iesof on-d d,  with the dis
pay- dnven streaming that could replace hneartelevx-
sion, theatrical rplpzw: thesame

time. And it realised that potential too. At $39 billion

ry of a torso in a small town north of
Reykjavik, Iceland. As the bodies pile up and a snow
storm cuts off the town, it falls to the bulky, gentle
policechief, Andri Olafsson, and hisdeputies, Hinrika

trapped. As this Icelandic drama sucks you into its
world, you learn to read a look and long silences and
not shirk from a relentlessly honest camera. Twenty
episodes and two seasons later, I was hooked to
“Nordicnoir” as the critics call it.

Ten years ago, what was the possibility of finding
an Icelandic show, enjoying it and looking for more?
The rich haul of stories that streaming video or OTT

ind the world is ext and Net-
flix introduced us to these. Others followed.

JustasyouandIarediscovering Columbian, Span-
ish, German, Turkish or Korean shows and films, mil-
lionsof 2 1d vering Indian
ones like Kohrra, Paatal Lok, Mirzapur, Family Man,
or Delhi Crime. These are local stories, told by Indian
storytellers in Indian languages. Putting them on
smeammg is taking them global in a way we couldn’t
hay d.Every Indian show Netflix
or Amazon Prime Video is available in 200 countries.
Many of them are reviewed in some of the leading
newspapers, magazines and TV stations across the
world. Someof the b 1
Fox Studios’ My Name is Khan (2010) or Disney’s
Dangal (2016)— did not get that.

Afterdecadesof talking about the “crossover film,”
Indian stories are finally crossing over. They are rou-
tinely nominated for International Emmys. In 2020,
Delhi Crimeand in 2023 Vir Das’s Landing, won. Both
were on Netflix. The world’s largest film-producing
industry is now showcasing its storytelling chops to
theworld. Thatisoneof the best thingsthat 10 years of
Netflix (and streaming) have brought to India.

Indian
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Journeys in the Chinese imperium

scend their past and their AT

THE

nessing Xi Jinping'srule, I

ture and continues to decide what being

BOOK
REVIEW

‘GUNJAN SINGH

In The Edge of the Empire: A Family’s
Reckoning with China Edward Wong,
journalist with The New York Times,
writes about his and his father’s journeys
inand away from China and how they
shaped theirunderstanding of the
country as well as of each other. “We
made separate journeys, but his came to
inform mine. I write here of them. Or
rather, I write how we have each remem-
bered momentsin those journeys,” he
explainsat the start.

The book does more than navigate

their personal journeys; it also docu-
‘ments China’sjourney since the Sino-
Japanese War till the end of the Covid-19
lockdowns. Itis an insightful attempt to
juxtapose the personal lives of Chinese
people and the political system, provid-
ingan invaluable window on how the

by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
haveimpacted China’s citizens.

One of the fundamental observa-
tions Wong makes is that Mao Zedong
remains the central figure in Chinese
politics even today. One cannot ignore
the fact that Mao’s “... presence had con-
sumed China... and his shadow still fell
over so many aspects of politics and
societyin the country,” he says.

For Wong, the personal and politi-
cal have been strongly tangled in
China. This has been expressed
through a conversation between his
father and his friends. The author

family history”. This fact E D G E o understood the nationalism Chinese means.
holds true even today. =~ hewasfuellingwasa continu- Thetitleofthe bookisan interesting
Another aspect of the CCP S ationofthe direction that the reference to the fact that the CCPand its
writes, “They referenced the signifi- that the author dwellson is S s partyleaders had been taking policies have not wavered much from the
cant events of the last century, the theinherent insecurities of Chinasince the 1990s rather ngempu‘e and how the pnmary driver
and politics and p il the party. One of the promi- thananew The 1 the ion. The
ities that had shaped the nation, pars- nentchallenges that China paradigm had been built over au[hmwn[es that the Qing had, uilt

ingtheir own lives against the
backdrop of epochal transformanons
The CCP'sinherent

faced under Mao was “the
cousplratonal thinking, the
ity thatled

EOWARD wong

towards its own people had a strong
impact on the fortunes of the Wong
family. The fact that a family member
was studying in the United States
became an impediment in Wong’s
father’s attempt to gain the trust of the
party and his desire for party member-
ship. His dedication and commitment
paled before his family’s history. As the
author concludes, “Father realised that
the party’s leaders had developed their
ownsystem of levying judgement. This
was a new ordering, a new form of social
control, anew way of distributing power.

toahunt for enemies every-
where, was rooted in the

nature of the party, inits with China
secretive, Leniniststructure by Edward Wong
thathadbeensetuptocarry ~ Published by
outarevolution. Butafunda-  Profile Books

mental part of the problem
layinthe ration of

EMPIRE

Atthe Edge of Empire:
A Family's Reckoning

461pages 3699

decades, and not by one man”. anewtypeof empire from their Qing

Thebookisan mteresung court in Beijing, one more sprawling than
additiontott it litera- any byaChineseruler. The
tureon Chi i d the C i

politics and geopolitics.

Though written in the form of
apersonalstory, it evocatively
portrays the developments in

became their heirs”. He adds, “The Com-
munist would model many of their strat-
egiesof controlin Xiniiangaﬁerthose of
the laxe Qingimperium. And all the major

the People’s blic of China
(PRC) under the CCP. It is easy
to read and simple to compre-

power in asingle man.” That
observation resonates even today. Under
XiJinping, the abolition of the term
limit, the anti-corruption storm that has
engulfed the po[lma] and business
system hi; the which

hend. It provides perspectives
onawide range of issues and deftly
‘weaves the social and political in China,
driving home the argument that under
CCPand XiJinping the primary driveris
full i tothe party andits

Butat its heart, it had el theold
feudal hierarchy. A person couldn’t tran-

come ernments. The
author asserts, “Years later, after wit-

rules. Today the party dictates every
aspect of the Chinese society, media, cul-

territorial i would
grapple with — Xinjiang, Tibet, Hong
Kong, and Taiwan — have roots inthe
Qingera”. Today the desire to control and
expand this “empire” is stronger than
ever within the CCPand Xi Jinping, and
is projected through the slogan of “reju-
venation of the Chinese nation”.
The reviewer is associate professor, O P
Jindal Global University



INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

POLICING CANNOT BE
AUNIVERSITY'S FIRST
RESPONSE TO PROTEST

NCE again, Jawaharlal Nehru University has found

itself in the middle of a political storm. The script feels

painfully familiar—a student protest, slogans caught on

video, police complaints, followed by threats of suspen-

sion and expulsion. From the 2016 Afzal Guru contro-
versy and the January 2020 violence to the latest protest, JNU
continues to be treated less as a university and more as a bat-
tleground. The issue this time was sloganeering against the
prime minister and the home minister: The university admin-
istration called the slogans objectionable and anti-national,
filed a police complaint, and warned of strict punishment.
Political parties jumped in, each reading the protest through
their own lens—frustration, conspiracy or sedition. But the
larger question is not about a set of slogans. It is about why
student dissent today is viewed with such deep suspicion.

Indian politics is full of leaders who came up through stu-
dent movements. The J P movement of the 1970s, campus poli-
tics in the 1980s, and the Mandal-era protests of the 1990s have
shaped the country’s democratic journey. Those movements
were loud, angry and often uncomfortable. Yet, they were rec-
ognised as political expressions, not treated automatically as
crimes. What has changed is not the nature of student protest,
but how the State responds to it. Today, dissent is quickly
pushed into the category of law and order or national security.
Students are no longer seen as young citizens testing ideas and
authority, but as troublemakers who need to be disciplined.
This shift has an ideological edge. The current ruling class

has positioned itself against left and liberal politics, and cam-
puses like JNU are seen as their natural enemy. In this fram-
ing, protest is not disagreement—it is disloyalty. Once that
line is crossed, dialogue becomes impossible and punishment
becomes the default response. History offers a warning. Sup-
pressing dissent does not eliminate anger; it drives it under-
ground. Universities become spaces of dread rather than
debate. Students are taught silence instead of citizenship. A
democracy that cannot tolerate student protests risks pro-
ducing leaders who know how to rule, but not how to listen.
India’s strength has always come from its noisy arguments,
not enforced calm. Treating every protest as a threat may
offer short-term control, but in the long run, it weakens the
very foundations of democratic life.

PUT BENGALURU CITIZENS’
INTEREST OVER REALTORS’

ENGALURU is set for a fresh layer of development, with

tweaked building bylaws kicking in. Despite the Supreme

Court advising the state government to rethink its civic

policy on vertical development and its effect on the city’s

severely strained infrastructure, the Greater Bengaluru
Authority (GBA) appears to be steaming ahead, brushing aside
citizens' concerns. In a deal that helps the GBA, land owners
and real estate developers, the government has come up with
the concept of premium floor area ratio (FAR), which allows
owners to buy additional building rights of up to 40 percent of
the original FAR. A plump ‘premium fee’, calculated at 28 per-
cent of the land guidance value, is to be paid to the GBA. An-
other 20 percent of the basic FAR could be added through
transferable development rights, giving owners 60 percent ex-
tra FAR. Fearing it would lead to large-scale construction,
congestion, and scarcity of water and other resources, citizens
had approached the Karnataka High Court, which upheld the
implementation of premium FAR. While conditions have been
imposed on the plot size, road width and parking space, it re-
mains to be seen if these factors are adhered to.

By further freeing up building norms, the GBA has re-
duced some restrictions for small residential plots, allowing
owners to make maximum use of space. By doing away with
occupation certificates for small plots, it has paved the way
for regularising violations to the SC-mandated check that
was seen as a hurdle to issuing e-khatas and registrations,
and consequently, revenue generation. The GBA has started
regularising almost 7lakh B-khata properties into A-khata,
which helps owners avail of loans and utilities. Premium
FAR is expected to generate ¥2,000 crore annually, which the
GBA plans to plough into urban infrastructure.

This ‘ease of building’ has raised concerns among old Ben-
galureans that taller buildings would mean higher popula-
tion—both human and vehicular—and whether the city’s
infrastructure would hold up. IT City’s notorious traffic and
monsoon flooding are well documented. The government
should pay heed to the SC's wisdom that citizens’ interests are
more important than that of realtors and builders. It should
also put in place tough checks to prevent unplanned growth
and rampant illegalities, especially a lack of compliance on
structural and fire safety, waste management, parking and
groundwater usage. The other road could lead to disaster.

Couick Taxe |
STRAYING FROM THE POINT

HE Supreme Court seems to be chasing its own tail in the

matter of stray dogs. While calling out municipal authori-

ties for failing to implement animal birth control (ABC)
rules, a three-judge Bench stated on Wednesday, “The only
thing missing is providing counselling to the dogs as well.
So that he doesn’t bite when released back.” On Thursday, it
said, “A dog can always smell a human who is afraid of dogs.
It will always attack when it senses that.” While the first
comment can be seen as a moment of levity, the second one
strays into an imperfect scientific territory. What pet lov-
ers—and even those not particularly fond of them—need is
clarity on rules and the effective implementation of ABC.

2026

ITH the rejection of their
bail pleas, Umar Khalid,
Sharjeel Imam and a few
other political prisoners
continue to be victims of In-
dian legal system’s failure.
In Gulfisha Fatima & Others
(2026), after considering the “individu-
alised roles” allegedly played by the
seven accused, the court chose to de-
cline bail to Khalid and Imam while
granting bail to the other five. Perti-
nently, there is no allegation of any
overt act of violence involving them.
Even according to the Supreme Court,
“the material relied upon against them
is predominantly in the nature of
speeches, meetings, digital communi-
cations and alleged strategic delibera-
tions” regarding agitations against the
Citizenship Amendment Act.

The judgement negates the bail juris-
prudence evolved by the court itself in
aline of cases. It repelled the argument
that prolonged incarceration without
trial violates Article 21 of the Constitu-
tion and, therefore, is a ground to re-
lease the accused on bail. The accused
in this case were in jail for five and a
half years. The court relied on the re-
cent judgement in Saleem Khan (2025),
where the two-judge Bench upheld a
Karnataka High Court verdict that de-
clined bail to one accused charged un-
der the Unlawful Activities (Preven-
tion) Act while granting it to another.
The court, in that case, simply en-
dorsed the Karnataka judgement with-
out laying down any legal principle.

A constitutional view on the issue
was taken by a three-judge Bench in K
A Najeeb (2021). In that case, the court
held that a statutory restriction like
Section 43D(5) of the UAPA per se does
not oust the ability of constitutional
courts to grant bail on the ground of
violation of fundamental rights due to
long incarceration without trial. Sec-
tion43D(5) contains an embargo against
granting of bail if there are reasons to
believe the accusation prima facie.

Another Supreme Court Bench, in
Sheikh Javed Igbal vs Uttar Pradesh
(2024) agreed with the law laid down in
Najeeb. 1t said that the seriousness of
the alleged crime should prompt the
state to expedite the trial, not to delay
it. The court even said: “When a trial
gets prolonged, it is not open to the
prosecution to oppose bail of the ac-
cused undertrial on the ground that
the charges are serious.” Thwaha
Fasal (2021) and Athar Parwez (2024)
also followed the constitutional view
expressed in Najeeb. In Javed Gulam

LEDITORIAL
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The Supreme Court's decision to deny bail to Umar Khalid and Sharjeel
Imam goes against its own jurisprudence. It erodes constitutional
guarantees that flowed from India’s freedom struggle

THE EROSION OF
RIGHTS IN A BROKEN
BAIL JUDGEMENT

Nabi Shaikh (2024), too, the court said
that prosecution cannot rely on the se-
riousness of an alleged crime when the
trial is inordinately delayed.

In the latest case, the court noted that,
“Prolonged incarceration is a matter of
serious constitutional concern and car-
ries great weight.” Yet, it denied bail to
Khalid and Imam with an unfathomable
claim that “this approach does not di-
lute Article 21” on the right to life and
personal liberty. It does exactly that.
Again, the issue of delay was not the
sole ground that Khalid and Imam
urged; the reliance was equally on the
fragility of the prosecution story.

The two-judge Bench said that the
three-judge Bench'’s judgement in Na-
Jjeeb “must be understood as a princi-
pled safeguard against unconscionable
detention”, yet somehow reached the

SOURAV ROY

opposite conclusion on Khalid and
Imam. The two-judge Bench is wrong
and unfair in bypassing the spirit of
the three-judge Bench judgement of
2021 that has been reiterated in several
subsequent judgements. Instead, it opt-
ed to accept a contrary view laid down
in cases such as Gurwinder Singh (2024)
and Dayamoy Mahato (2025). This ex-
poses a harsh legal reality in India—a
selective use of draconian laws by the
executive is often followed by a selec-
tive use of precedents by judges.

The judgement legitimises an execu-
tive that suppresses dissent and public
protest. Activities like road blockage,
which could be counted as an offence
only under conventional laws, has been
interpreted as an act of terrorism. The
meaning of Section 15 of the UAPA,
which defines ‘terrorist act’, has been

Nothing rankles more in the human
heart than a brooding sense of injustice.

Illness we can put up with. But injustice Jw"ﬁﬁ;f“
makes us want to pull things down Brennan

expanded by the court by making it
elastic and overbroad.

Even after taking note that the speech-
es in contention were explicitly against
violence, the court refused to deal with it.
Instead, it said, “Continued detention of
those alleged to be the architects of the
conspiracy may be required to safeguard
broader security interests and deter fu-
ture acts.” This will precisely mean that
mere allegation of a terrorist act will
equip the State to incarcerate dissenters
for an indefinite period without trial.
To deny bail, the court evolved phrases
such as “conceptual involvement”, “ideo-
logical drivers” and “command over al-
leged conspiracy”. In the absence of ex-
amination of evidence, these generic
phrases fail to support the conclusion.
The vocabulary is vague and abstract,
and the reasoning almost hollow.

The judgement does not convince one
about the alleged respective roles of the
accused and much less about the differ-
ence between them. According to the
verdict, “The chargesheets attribute to
them the role of formulating the protest
strategy, including the alleged transi-
tion from sit-in demonstrations to chak-
ka jams, selection of locations, and ar-
ticulation of the broader political
objective sought to be advanced.” This
indicates a trend where the court, which
Alexander Hamilton described as the
least dangerous branch of the State, is
abetting the executive, the most danger-
ous branch. No other Supreme Court
judgement in recent history has penal-
ised political dissent by conceiving it as
a terrorist act with so much verbosity,
without any material support.

The court did not show the courage
of even asking the State to finalise the
trial within a specified time. It was not
perturbed by a situation where the
process itself becomes the punish-
ment, when hundreds of witnesses in
the case are yet to be examined.

Article 19 rights are directly linked to
India’s freedom struggle. These include
the right to free speech and expression,
to peaceful assembly, and to form asso-
ciations. These constitutionally-guaran-
teed freedoms are practically nullified
by the court that is supposed to protect
them. That it set free five of the accused
does not dilute the deep wound it inflict-
ed on the idea of personal liberty. This
is clearly another ADM Jabalpur (1976)
moment for the Supreme Court, which
explicitly abetted the infringement of
fundamental rights. One wishes the
court would learn from its own past.

(Views are personal)
(kaleeswaramraj@gmail.com)

WHY OIL’S NOT WELL IN VENEZUELA

N the third night of the new year,

the Caracas skyline was dotted

with explosions. US military hel-

icopters whisked the first couple

of Venezuela from their com-

forts for a midnight ride to New

York—in an operation eerily

similar to a sequence from the 2001 movie

Spy Game, in which Brad Pitt and Cather-

ine McCormack'’s characters are flown

out of a Chinese prison. The intent and

outcome differed in real life. It was about
oil altering world dynamics—again.

Venezuela has figured for long on the

US presidential radar. A growing Chi-

nese and Russian influence in the South

American country’s oil industry trig-
gered a conflict of egos.

During a 2010 visit to the

RANJAN TANDON

the CEO before assuming the V-P’s office.
This brings to mind Libya in the early
1980s during Muammar Gaddafi’s re-
gime, and how its pristine Mediterrane-
an coastline and Italianate facades were

forever altered by US intervention.
Libya’s suspected involvement in the
1986 bombing at a West Berlin disco-
theque frequented by Americans led the
US to retallate by bombing Tripoli and
The D ber 1988 Pan Am

capital, Vladimir Putin, then the Russian
prime minister, was gifted a symbolic ‘Key
to Caracas’ as Hugo Chavez strengthened
ties with Russia. A 20-year cooperation
plan between Iran and Venezuela signed in
2022 included recovery of thelatter’s oil in-
dustry Despite sanctions, China continued
as thelargest customer of the state oil com-
pany Petroleos de Venezuela (PDVSA).
Asoil was the common denominator; the
strategic capture of Venezuela strikes at
the base of this growing nexus. Moreover;
to stymie West Asia’s dominance in oil, the
303 billion barrels of Venezuelan reserves
remain a piece de résistance. With US and

flight 103's explosion over Lockerbie in
Scotland was another defining crisis.

Frequent oil leakages at
la's Lake

Canadian participation, a for:
petitor to Opec seems to be on the anvil.

This column had earlier mentioned
the capability and inclination of the
US's Gulf Coast refineries to process
Merey, a popular Venezuelan blend fa-
voured by Chinese teapot refineries, and
heavy crude from the Orinoco belt pre-
ferred by select Asian refiners.

In 2001, a report by the Baker Institute
and the Council on Foreign Relations—
later presented to US Vice President Dick
Cheney and titled National Energy Poli-
cy 2001—mentioned the “fear of energy
vulnerability” caused by an erratic Sadd-
am Hussein keen on catapulting his pan-
Arab image as a power centre and emerge
as a key “swing producer” of oil. This
presented a growing danger to the world’s
capitalist economy and a “possibility
that Hussein may remove Iraqi oil from
the market for an extended period”.

What ensued was ‘Saddam’s weapons of
mass destruction’ narrative. No weapons
were ever discovered. Big Oil reaped sig-
nificant gains, securing access to large
reserves, as did major oil services subcon-

symbolise the country's decrepit
energy infrastructure. Despite
Trump's claims, the massive
investment needed to rejuvenate
the industry requires a guarantee
like what the US gave to Iranin 1981

As Gaddafiacceded toabillion dollars in
compensation to the victims, a gradual rap-
prochement led Libya to officially abandon
its own weapons of mass destruction pro-
gramme, including the surrender of
its nuclear missile development in Decem-
ber 2003 and shipping of nuclear materials
to the US in March 2004 under the watchful
eyes of US and UK officials. This was fol-
lowed by a 2008 meeting between Con-
doleezza Rice and Gaddafi in Tripoli, the
first witha US secretary of state in50 years.
But within three years, the Libyan strong-
man was assassinated in an uprising, leav-
ing Africa’s top oil-rich nation fractured.

In Venezuela, an infrastructure run
down in the absence of investments and
maintenance has led production to plum-
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responsible for 96 percent of government
revenues, in a state of decay. The 13,000-sq-
km Lake Maracaibo, situated in a region
that holds 15 percent of the Venezuelan
reserves, is a nightmare of spills and con-
tamination. With thousands of kilometres
of eroded pipelines lying at its bottom,
leaks and logistical failures are common.
Though Chevron remains active in Ven-
ezuela on an extended reprieve, it would
be a long haul for oil majors to commit
large capital expenditures in the prevail-
ing political situation. This recalls anoth-
er moment in history—the 1981 Algiers
Accord that provided for compensations
after the 1979 nationalisation of Iran’s oil
industry. With the release of hostages and
frozen assets, the US had pledged non-in-
terference in Iran’s internal matters. Sim-
ilar guarantee mechanisms would be a
prerequisite for the billions of dollars
needed to resurrect the ailing PDVSA.
As the global media showcases a blind-
folded Maduro, the message insinuated by
Trump is that he means ‘business’. Mos-
cow is watchful, though any reaction would
be calibrated against the Ukraine war: Chi-
na is refraining from overt defiance, with
Taiwan in its backyard. However, with
huge outstanding oil-linked loans to Cara-
cas, a mute Beijing is hard to imagine.
The failed nuclear talks with Tehran
stand out in sharp contrast. While the
situation differs vastly, a cue is conveyed
nevertheless. Iran and its oil could bolster
a sagging US hold in West Asia as much
as Venezuela and its resources could in
Latin America. Though Tehran stood iso-
lated in the Israel conflict last year, by vir-
tue of its oil wealth, Beijing’s patronage
and Moscow’s proximity remain its bar-
gaining chips. The Islamic state enjoys a
good ‘working relationship’ with other
Opec members. More adventurism in
West Asia could be counter-productive.
Learning from history, a pragmatic US
should refrain from interfering in Cara-
cas’s internal politics or from seeking
more geopolitical realignments. On the
other hand, a collaborative provision for
infrastructure and technological sup-
port would encourage Iran and North
Korea to begin trusting America.

MAILBAG

WRITETO: letters@newindianexpress.com

GDP worries

Ref: GDP growth buoyant (Jan 8). The
strong growth numbers are encouraging,
yet the uneven performance across sectors
calls for caution. Agriculture and mining
need urgent policy attention to sustain
momentum. External shacks must be
hedged through trade diversification, not
complacency over headline figures.

M Barathi, Bengaluru

Trump’s games

Ref: The unpredictable man (Jan 8). The

US president's statements show a pattern

of loud self-praise and calculated pressure
tactics. On India, his words appear less about
partnership and more a psychological game
meant to create pressure through public
claims. India should see through such mind
games and respond with calm diplomacy.
TKailash Ditya, Hyderabad

Dangerous statecraft

The article exposes how unpredictability,
when elevated to a governing doctrine,
degenerates from tactical ambiguity into
outright coercion. The real danger lies less
inany single action than in the growing
acceptance of unilateralism as legitimate
statecraft. Power exercised without restraint
orinstitutional moorings hollows norms.
Sanjeev Jha, New Dethi

Healthcare divide

Ref: The boosts needed from budget (Jan

B). Six percent spending on education is a
national necessity. The 2026 budget must
also address the rural-urban divide in digital
diagnostics. We cannot be ‘viksit' if quality
healthcare remains a privilege. Decentralised
financing must be coupled with aggressive
rural health-tech infrastructure.

Mohd Thulaib, Malappuram

SIR weariness

Ref: One more BLO dies (Jan 8). Removing
voters from rolls is like a juice vendor
repeatedly crushing sugarcane. The first
round yields plenty, the second less, and by
the third, only a few drops remain before the
cane is discarded. The Election Commission
must recognise a practical limit—beyond
which brings little gain and only weariness.
RSNarula, Patiala

Census preparation

Ref: Ist phase of Census to start on April
1(Jan 8). It will enable respondents to
give factual information for each itemin
the questionnaire of the houselisting and
housing survey, if the list of questions is
published well in advance.

tractor Halliburton, of which Cheney was met and a sanctioned oil industry, once (Views are personal) NRama Rao, email
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he authorities of
Jawaharlal ~ Nehru
University  (JNU)

seem to have erred in their
decision to expel, suspend,
or debar students for rais-
ing controversial slogans
that were allegedly raised
against  Prime  Minister
Narendra Modi and Home
Minister Amit Shah. They
said on X, “The Jawaharlal
Nehru University adminis-
tration has vowed the strict-
est action against students
found raising objection-
able slogans against Hon'ble
Prime Minister and Hon'ble
home minister. An FIR has
already been lodged in the
matter”

It hasn't mentioned what
was “objectionable” about

the slogans. If there was
any hint of violence to be
perpetrated against Modi
and Shah, or some obsceni-
ties hurled at them, action
against the protesting stu-
dents would be justified.
But penalising any slogan
against the duo, or anyone
else, is a gross abuse of au-
thority by the officials con-
cerned. Students :md others
have the d ic right to

permitted to be converted
into laboratories of hate.
Freedom of speech and ex-
pression is a fundamental
right. But any form of vio-
lence, unlawful conduct or
anti-national activity will
not be tolerated under any
circumstances. Students in-
volved in this incident will
also face disciplinary meas-
ures mdudmg immediate

Ision and

criticise and protest against
politicians, however senior
the latter may be. Senior-
ity, rank, and station do not
provide immunity to any-
one from criticism.

In a statement, the JNU
said, “Universities are cen-
tres for innovation and new
ideas, and they cannot be

permanem dcbarmem from
the university.

But the JNU authorities
have failed to provide any
details to the media about
the “form of violence, un-
lawful conduct or anti-na-
tional activity” that the pro-
testing students indulged
in. They have reportedly

identified nine students, in-
cluding the four office bear-
ers of JNU Students Union,
who organised an event “os-
tensibly to observe the sixth
anniversary of the violence
that occurred in JNU on 5
January 2020 At the event,
slogans relating to the “bail
pleas of Umar Khalid and
Sharjeel Imam” were also
raised.

So what? Newspapers
have written editorials
against the denial of bail to
Khalid and Imam. Should
those newspapers also face
action? It is troubling how
the elastic and often politi-
cally loaded terms such as
“anti-national” are used so
cavalierly.

Perhaps, this is a case of

FIR on JNU protests: Confusing dissent with disloyalty

more royalist than the king;
the university officials may
be trying to score brownie
points with their politi-
cal bosses. The top leader-
ship—that is, Modi and
Shah—must realise that
such cheap stunts by syco-
phantic officials do no good
to either them or to the na-
tion’s reputation. The duo
is too strong politically to
need any support from the
officials of a prestigious uni-
versity.

University officials would
do well to remember that
their primary responsibil-
ity is to nurture learning,
research, and critical think-
ing. Their job is not to po-
lice political opinion or act
as guardians of the reputa-

tions of those in power. Nor
should they confuse dissent
with disloyalty. A confident
nation does not fear slo-
gans; it confronts them with
arguments, evidence, and
dialogue.

IfJNU truly wishes to up-
hold its own stated ideals, it
must transparently explain
what rules were violated,
how those violations meet
the threshold of violence
or illegality, and why the
harshest punishments are
warranted. Failing that, the
disciplinary actions  will
rightly be seen as arbitrary
and politically motivated.
In a democracy, universi-
ties must stand as bastions
of free inquiry, not as echo
chambers of power.

( LETTERS

Controllingstrays requires a
multi-level approach

HIS refers to your editorial * Needed a dogged pursuit

to tackle stray menace” (THI, January 8). Onan aver-
age, India accounts for 35 percent of the rabies deaths that
occur across the world. An important point to note is that
the dogs, after being neutralised, are to be returned from
where they were picked up.

This clause has ruffled the feathers of a few citizens who
want the animals to be removed from their area altogeth-
er. It is so important not to feed the stray dogs near homes
because they may start guarding the area they were fed
from and form clusters. The significance of anti-- rabies
vaccination for dogs cannot be overstated. A combination
of scientific, practical and humane approaches can end the
misery of dogs as well as human beings.

Dr Ganapathi Bhat, Akola
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R]efemme to editorial ‘Needed a dogged pursuit to tack-
e stray menace! Stray dog menace is a serious prob-
lem g almost all parts of India, where unwary

Dysfunct

SURGICAL STRIKE

h | A
K. KRISHNA SAGAR RAQ

down as a private tragedy. I

see it as a public warning.
When families fracture, socie-
ties do not merely change, they
weaken. What we are witness-
ing today in rising emotional
instability, collapsing  disci-
pline, fragile relationships, and
institutional disorder is not
accidental. It is the cumulative
outcome of what is happening
inside our homes.

We have learned to talk
endlessly about economic in-
dicators, political stability, and
technological progress. But we
have stopped asking the most
fundamental question, what
is happening to the family as
a functional unit. The fam-
ily is not simply an emotional
arrangement. It is the first in-
stitution of leadership, values,
emotional regulation, and ac-
countability. When that insti-
tution becomes dysfunctional,
every other institution eventu-
ally pays the price.

Dysfunctional families are
not created by lack of love,
They are created by lack of
structure. Modemn society has
become deeply uncomfortable
with hierarchy, responsibility,
and authority inside the home.
We have mistaken freedom for
absence of order and equal-
ity for absence of leadership.
The result is fragmentation. A
family without hierarchy is not
progressive. It is unanchored.
And when homes become un-
anchored, societies begin to
drift into anarchy.

Istrongly feel the below five
distinctive drivers enable func-
tional and structured family
systems:

Ino longer see family break-

1. Clear hierarchy of author-
ity

Every functioning system
requires structure. A school
has a principal. An organiza-
tion has a leadership chain.
A nation has a constitutional
order. Yet we have convinced
ourselves that the family can
survive without hierarchy.

Children need leadership
before they need liberty. They
requu'e emotional security that

jonal families: A disturbing social indicator

comes from knowing someone
wiser is in charge. When par-
ents abdicate authority to ap-
pease their children, the home
does not become warmer. It
becomes unstable.

Equality of dignity does not
mean equality of decision-
making. A family is nota par-
liament. It is a leadership struc-
ture where responsibility must
be clearly defined and located.
When rules are endlessly ne-
gotiated, when every instruc-
tion becomes a debate, when
boundaries become optional,
whatdisappears is not just obe-
dience, it is emotional safety.

We must be honest enough
to say that structure is not op-
pression. Hierarchy is not cru-
elty. It is emotional leadership.
1t tells the child, you are not
alone, someone is carrying the
weight of direction for you.

2. Defined roles and respon-
sibilities

Dysfunction begins when
roles blur into entitlement.
Parents want children to be-
have like adults. Children
want adult rights without
adult responsibility. Spouses
want partnership without ac-
countability. No one wants to
own the consequences. There
are plenty of families which
are this chaotic, as they reflect
above conditions.

In a functional family, roles
are not about superiority.
They are about responsibility.
Parents are not merely com-
panions, they are providers,
protectors, and moral an-
chors. Children are not just
negotiators, they are learners
in preparation for future re-
sponsibility. When this clar-
ity disappears, resentment
replaces respect.

We see the long-term ef-
fects everywhere. Individu-
als raised without role clar-
ity struggle with authority in
workplaces. They rebel against
structure but cannot build it.
‘They demand rights but evade
duty. They interpret bounda-
ries as injustice and discipline
as hostility.

Role definition is not cul-
tural rigidity. It is operational
clarity. Without it, families
drift into emotional chaos.
And emotional chaos inside
homes eventually manifests as
institutional dysfunction out-
side them.

3. Value transmission over
emotional comfort

Modern parenting has been
reduced to emotional appease-
ment. We want our children

Modern parenting has been reduced to emotional
appeasement. We want our children to be comfortable,
confident, and constantly affirmed. What we have forgotten is
that comfort without character is social sabotage

to be comfortable, confident,
and constantly affirmed. What
we have forgotten is that com-
fort without character is social
sabotage.

‘The family is the first school
of discipline, ethics, restraint,
and resilience. It is where chil-
dren learn what is acceptable,
what is honourable, what is
non- negotiable. When parents
outsource value education to
schools, or society, children
do not become independent
thinkers. They become moral
orphans.

Love without

comes an incubator for weak-
ness.

4. Misinterpreted gender
equality between spouses

One of the most significant
and least discussed contribu-
tors to family dysfunction to-
day is the way gender equality
is being misunderstood within
marriage.

Let me state this cleary.
Equality between spouses is
a moral principle. But when
equality is interpreted as the
absence of hierarchy, final

ibili 5 leaderih

weakens resilience.  Praise
without standards produces
fragility. Protection without
challenge breeds entitlement.
We are not preparing chil-
dren for life. We are insulating
them from it.

In my work on emotional
intelligence, 1 have consist-
ently argued that emotional
strength is not inherited, it is
trained. That training begins
at home. Families that pnor

inside the family, it creates in-
stability rather than empower-
ment.

A family cannot function
when both spouses insist on
equal command in every de-
cision. Leadership does not
mean domination. It means
accountability, Someone must
carry the final responsibil-
ity for direction, especially in
moments of conflict, crisis, or
discipline.

itize happiness,

What we i ingly see

freedom over discipline may
feel compassionate in the mo-
ment, but they raise adults
who collapse under pressure,
avoid accountability, and ex-
pect the world to adapt to
their emotions,

Values are not absorbed
through lectures. They are
transmitted through  struc-
ture, consistency, and exam-
ple. A family that does not
consciously shape character
does not remain neutral, It be-

instead is marriage turning
into a negotiation table rather
than a leadership unit. Every
decision becomes a contest of
ego. Authority is challenged
in the name of independence.
Partnership is mistaken for
parallel sovereignty.

This has serious conse-
quences for children. When
spouses  routinely counter
each other’s authority in front
of their children, they do not
demonstrate empowerment.

They model confusion. Chil-
dren raised in such environ-
ments do not learn coherence.
They learn to exploit gaps be-
tween authority figures. They
learn that rules are negotiable,
that discipline is optional, that
values depend on which par-
ent is currently winning the
argument. Two equal partners
do not weaken a family. Two
competing authorities do.

Equality of worth does not
require equality of command
atalltimes. A household needs
leadership, not rivalry. This
does not mean one spouse is
superior. It means that author-
ity must be functional, con-
textual, and clearly respected.
Without that, power becomes
performative and responsibil-
ity disappears.

We must also confront the
emotional cost of this confu-
sion. Homes that operate as
battlegrounds of control pro-
duce anxiety, not confusion.
Children internalize instabil-
ity. They grow up uncertain
about boundaries, hesitant
about authority, and resistant
to structure,

5. Accountability and con-
sequence

Dysfunctional families
are allergic to accountability.
Everyone is “expressing them-
selves” No one is responsible
for outcomes. Discipline has
been caricatured as cruelty. In
reality, discipline is training.
It teaches cause and effect. It
teaches restraint. It teaches

that actions have conse-
quences. When children face
no consequence at home, so-
ciety becomes their first harsh
teacher, Shared power without
shared responsibility does not
create fairness. It creates eva-
sion. [n many modern homes,
decisions are collective, but
consequences are disowned.
Authority is enjoyed. Ac-
countability is avoided.

This is where private dys-
function becomes public dis-
order. Individuals raised with-
out internal discipline struggle
with law, with deadlines, with
social norms, with ethical
boundaries. They resent in-
stitutions not because those
institutions are unjust, but
because they never learned to
live within structure. Socie-
ties do not suddenly become
undisciplined. They are raised
without it, a family by family.

Restoring structure is not
regressive

The family is not merely
a space of affection. It is the
foundational institution of
leadership, values, emotional
discipline, and accountability,
When that institution weak-
ens, every other institution
eventually follows.

We did not destabilize

families because we loved
our children too much. We
destabilized them because we
feared structure. We confused
hierarchy with oppression,
discipline with cruelty, and
equality with absence of lead-
ership.
A functional family does
not eliminate authority. It hu-
manizes it. It does not erase
roles. It clarifies them. It does
notavoid conflict. It resolves it
within a framework of respon-
sibility.

The crisis of dysfunction-
al families is not a cultuml

public become victims to the predatory instincts of street
dogs. There can be several reasons why and how stray dogs
become aggressive to attack people, without provocations.

‘The Supreme Court gave clear guidelines to civic bodies
in tackling and control of stray dogs that some states are

not seriously i The strays are buting to
gmwmg road accldenls. resulhng in coslly lreaxmems and
The bodies must

P
expen]y execute the tasks nsslgned to them without any
fear of animal lovers coming in the way of creating road-
blocks.

§ Lakshrmi, Hyderabad
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HE stray dog issue has become a major problem not

only to citizens, govts and local bodies but also to ju-
diciary (THI, 8/1/26). Most of the times stray dogs roam
in the streets in groups and attack the people on the roads
‘many without any provocation for unknown reasons,

The sterilisation programme and isolation of dogs to
some distant places is not implemented as it might be dif-
ficult for any official to look after the dog centres perfectly.
If street dogs are poisoned and killed, the animal lovers
agitate for the love of stray dogs and they never realise the
severity of dog bites and agony of the victims, the children
in particular. If any one of their families get bitten by stray
dogs then they will experience the agony.

But Supreme Court did not advice how to tackle the
stray dogs issue perfectly with standard operating pro-
cedures. For this it should have advised central govt to
appoint a committee of veterinary doctors, civic body
representatives, social activists, animal lovers associations
to bring out operating procedures to tackle stray dog men-
ace,

J P Reddy, Nalgonda

Grappling with divisive ideologies

N entirely divisive Dravidian political ideology now

grips the nation. Amit Shah’s assertion that Hindus
are unsafe in Tamil Nadu, coupled with Stalin’s rebuttal,
underscores the colonial legacy of division that persists
even after their departure. The most profound impact of
colonialism is the colonial consciousness, which has per-
manently altered our minds to conform to colonial narra-
tives. The saddest chapter in India’ history is the mythical
and non-existent Aryan-Dravidian narrative, fabricated
by colonial intellectuals to fracture our unity.

Dravidians, tribals, Christians, Muslims, Buddhists,
Dalits, Sikhs, Jains, and Hindus all contribute to the rich
tapestry of this magnificent land and culture. However,
we still grapple with a lack of collective clarity regarding
terms such as ‘Hindu, ‘Hindutya, ‘Hinduism), or ‘Sanatanf.
‘The term ‘Dravidian’ is understood in both its historical
geographical context and its modern linguistic sense; ra-
cial interpretations are unscientific and irrational, merely
reflecting a colonial mindset.

Dr Pingali Gopal, Hanamkonda

No entry fee for Chennai Book Fair
Making the Chennai Book Fair free of entrance fees

footnote. It is a civili

warning, We can continue to
celebrate emotional freedom
while ignoring  structural
decay. Or we can rediscover

a truth that every enduring

society has understood, that
strong families do not emerge
from absence of hierarchy,
but from disciplined love, ac-
countable leadership, and val-
ues that are lived, not merely
spoken. The future of society
is being shaped, quietly and
relentlessly, inside our homes.
(The Author is a BJP leader,
Chairman for Nation Building
Foundation, a Harvard Busi-
ness School certified Strate-
gist, an expert in Emotional
Iuldhgcn[z)

Mandatory CSR spendlng can Iead lo Iow investor conﬁdence IIM study

New DeLt1

risk and the cost

ANDATORY CSR

spending can  reduce
perceived corporate benefits,
leading to lower investor con-
fidence and a higher cost of
equity for Indian companies
as investors may interpret the
mandated expenditure as a
compliance cost rather than
a strategic investment, a new
study by IIM Lucknow has
found.

Centric to the Indian mar-
ket, the study investigates
how mandatory Corporate
Social Responsibility (CSR)
spending can impact inves-
tors' perspectives, financial

at which firms can raise equity
capital. The findings of this re-
search have been published in
the prestigious Journal of Ac-
counting in Emerging Econo-
mies.

According to Seshadev Sa-
hoo, Professor, Finance and
Accounting, Indian Institute
of Management, Lucknow, to
gain in-depth insights into
CSRs financial implications
in the Indian corporate sec-
tor, the research team exam-
ined the data from 2014 to
2020 of 484 Indian companies
that spent on poverty allevia-
tion initiatives under the CSR
mandate of the Companies

Adt, 2013. By applying the
Ohlson and Juettner-Nauroth
(0]) model and multiple
econometric approaches to
analyse the data, the research
team investigated whether
mandated CSR helps or hurts
firms' financial positions.

The study specifically con-
centrated on the perspective
of investors, examining how
such spending influences their
evaluation of firm risk, their
confidence in the company,
and ultimately the price at
which the company can raise
equity in the market. Explain-
ing the Ohlson and Juettner-
Nauroth (O]) model, Sahoo
told PTI, “The model is widely

used in finance research as it
estimates the implied cost of
equity by incorporating ex-
pected earnings growth and
payout ratios. This provides
a forward-looking perspec-
tive on how markets assess
risk, which is essential when
examining policy-driven CSR
expenditure”

The study affirmed that
there is a positive correlation
between CSR expenditure on
alleviating poverty and the
implied cost of equity (CoE)
for the Indian companies.

“This signifies that there is
a great deal of CSR expendi-
ture that is mandatory and
that there is a greater return

on equity that is required
by the investors. Mandatory
CSR  spending can reduce
perceived corporate benefits,
leading to lower investor con-
fidence and a higher CoE.
Investors may interpret man-
dated CSR expenditure as a
compliance cost rather than a
strategic investment,

“The study outcomes re-
main consistent across alter-
nate analytical models, which
strengthens the validity of the
results. Service sector firms
have shown a contrasting
trend, where current year CSR
spending lowers their CoF,
unlike firms in other sectors)”
he said.

Sahoo explained that the
study suggests that investors
may reward service-oriented
companies for CSR efforts,
possibly because their busi-
ness models depend more
heavily on reputation, cus-
tomer trust and intangible
assets.

“Based on the findings,
the study highlights that so-
cially rcsponsxble m\,cston

is a boon for the underprivileged,
removing barriers to knowledge and literature, This in-
clusive step will inspire countless more visitors, encourage
book purchases, and foster a reading culture, paving the

way for an enlightened society.
T $ Karthik, Chennai

thehansreader@gmail.com
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BJP-JD(S) merger likely in
near future: Shivakumar

BENGALURU: Deputy Chief Minister DK Shivakumar on
Thursday said there was a strong possibility of the Janata
Dal (Secular) merging with the Bharatiya Janata Party in
the near future, based on the political stand adopted by
JD(S) leader HD Kumaraswamy.

“If one looks at Kumaraswamy’s approach, it appears
that JD(S) may soon merge with the BJP. If that happens,
it will actually be good for us as well. We can then fight
the BJP directly, and the confusion of ‘three parties in the
game but only two in the calculation’ will come to an end,”
Shivakumar said. He was speaking at the KPCC office af-
ter inducting JD(S) leaders, including former Chamarajpet
corporator Govindaraj, into the Congress party. Welcom-
ing the new entrants, Shivakumar said Govindaraj, his wife
Gowramma, Chandrashekar, former JD(S) president David
and several other leaders had decided to join the Congress
as they were unable to accept the growing understanding
between the BIP and JD(S). “Govindaraj is a family friend
and has been known to me fora long time. He worked hard
to build the JD(S) in Chamarajpet and even contested elec-
tions. However, he has now chosen Congress due to ideo-

often view
CSR asa lmbnlu) Hnwever, if
companies make an authentic
commitment rather than mere
compliance, by aligning CSR
with their core business val-
ues, they can unlock financial
benefits.

logical diffe 7 he said.

Shivakumar stated that the Congress follows a secular
ideology and that the new entrants were drawn to the party
under the leadership of Zameer Ahmed Khan.

~ Read more at
https://epaper.thehansindia.com
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India, despite 74% forecast
in GDP, cannot drop guard

e financial year 202526 has been one of the most volatile years for the

orld when armed conflicts and protectionism became a global norm

rather than an excepnon, helgh!enmg, global uncertainty and adversely

affecting emerging economies. India, however, has been a pleasant excep-

tion which, as advance estimates suggest, is poised to record better-than-expected

economic growth.

According to the First Advance Estimates of Gross Domestic Product released by

the National Statistics Office, India’s real GDP growth is projected at 7.4 per cent in

the financial year 2025-26, compared to the 6.5 per cent growth recorded in F'Y 2024-

25. Nominal GDP is estimated to grow by eight per cent, taking the overall eco-

nomic size to Rs 357.14 lakh crore ($3.97 trillion), indicating sustained income
expansion despite currency pressures and capital outflows.

This year not kind to emerging economies. US President
Donald Trump's unjust and unilateral tariffs played a major role in disturbing
global economic stability. He imposed an unprecedented 50 per cent tariff on
Indian goods due to the country’s continued purchase of Russian crude oil, affect-
ing several export-related sectors. Simultaneously, the rupee has remained under
pressure due to global dollar strength, while foreign institutional investors have
continued to pare exposure to Indian markets.

Nevertheless, Gross Value Added (GVA) is esuma(ed to grow by 7.3 per cent in

FY 2025-26, com] t0 6.4 per cent in the previous year, demonstrating the coun-
try’s ability to decouple domestic momentum from external shocks. This growth
has been driven primarily by the services sector, which continues to act as the
backbone of India’s growth model. Financial, real estate and pmfessmnal services,
along with public administration, defence and other services, are estimated to
grow by 9.9 per cent in real terms. Trade, hotels, transport and communication ser-
vices are expected to grow by 7.5 per cent, highlighting the revival of mobility,
tourism and logistics activity.

On the demand side, anam Final Consumption Expenditure is estimated to
grow by seven per cent in real terms, broadly in line with last year’s performance.
This suggests that household spending has remained resilient despite inflationary
pressures and global uncertainty. Government consumption also rebounded by 52
per cent, despite fiscal tightening bemg visible across many major economies.

ross Fixed Capital Formation is expected to show better-than-expected growth
at 7.8 per cent, higher than the 7.1 per cent growth posted in FY 2024-25, aided by
continued public i tructure spending and improved private sector confidence.

Manufacturing and construction are expected to ZTOW | by seven per cent, sig-
nalling steady industrial activity despite global supply-ch: and trade
frictions. Agriculture and allied acuvmes have 1egnstered moderate growth of 3.1
per cent, while mining has shown some contraction.

Though the advance estimates tell a story of India’s resilience, the government
and industry cannot afford to let their guard down. The world is on the cusp of a
major uausformatmm comparable to a moment like Bretton Woods,

India does in the next few years will determine its trajectory for the coming
decades.

Grand alliances won't sway TN

hat grandiosity cannot garner votes is something that the BJP does

not seem to bother about. For the way in which the -]

alliance in Tamil Nadu went about roping in the PMK faction, led by
Anbumani Ramadoss, reportedly offering close to 20 seats, only betrays a
sense of desperation to expand the coalition. Since it happened just as
AIADMK general secretary Edappadi K.
Palaniswami was getting ready to leave for New

Delhi for a rendezvous with BJP strongman _ Is it that the BJP
Amit Shah, it was construed to have happened just wants to tell the
at the behest of the BJP that is highly concerned rest of the country
about the slow pace of its alliance gathering in  that it has managed
the state that comprised primarily just two par- to make inroads into
ties. L

Since most political outfits in Tamil Nadu Tamil country by
shied away from joining that alliance at a time showing off a
when the DMK-led coalition remained steadfast  muylti-party rainbow
in its unity, desﬁ)lte several voices from within alliance in which it

king to break it, the BJP wanted to tell th

Svorid thet h froveg  even wants OPS and

world that it, too, has its own allies. It may have
told AIADMK, which prides itself as the T.T.V. Dinakaran?
alliance leader, to go for a tie-up with any party

that comes their way. So, the PMK faction of Mr Ramadoss was let in
Lhough it did not guarantee that PMK votes would not be splintered with
senior Ramadoss declaring that, as founder of the party, he was the boss.

t the BJP and the forgot was that the pushy attitude could
only help them make showy claims of spearheadmg agrand coalition but it
could not bring in what is required — votes. Or is it that the BJP just wants
to tell the rest of the country that it has managed to make inroads into
Tamil country, where it has eternally struggled to capture the unagmauon
of the people, by showing off a multi-party rainbow alliance, in which it
also wants the presence of former ATADMK ]eaders with no grassroots sup-

port like O. Panneerselvam and T.T.V. D ? Such efforts may, how-
ever, boomerang since politics is no commercial marketplace for loud
claims and sales pitches to sway
voters.
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Manash Ghosh

The students who
installed Yunus in
power are now
openly accusing him
of being involved in a
‘deep-roote

i over the

ith the passing
of Begum
Khaleda Zia,
former chair-
person of the
Bangladesh Nationalist Par-
ty (BNP), an extremely acri-
‘monious phase of that coun-
try’s politics has come to an
end. It also coincides with
the beginning of a new era
marked by the homecoming
of her 60-year-old son,
Tarique Zia, now BNP chair-
man, after 18 years of forced
selfexile in London.

Immediately on his return,
he is saddled with the
responsibility of navigating
his party through the tortu-
ous crosscurrents of elec-
toral politics and coasting it
to victory in the coming
polls, which will be a tough
challenge. The February
election will be totally differ-
ent from those in the past.
The big question is if
Tarique will measure up to
the challenges he will face
before, during and after the
elections despite inheriting
the rich political legacies of
his parents.

The coming election will
also severely test his leader-
ship skills and political acu-
men, besides his ability to
hold his own while steering
his party to victory at the
hustings.

For the first time, the BNP
will face the Jamaat-els-
lami-led 12-party Islamic al-
liance as its main rival. The
BNP had earlier always had
Jamaat as an electoral ally,
with which it formed gov-
ernments and even sl
key portfolios with. This
time both are fighting one
another ~with no-holds-
barred “josh”. With interim
government head Md Yunus
having unjustly barred the
Awami League and Jatiyo
party from contesting, the
BNP's chances of victory are
brighter. But there are many
imponderables that might
rob it of success, most impor-
tant being Mr Yunus' delib-
erate failure to create a level
playing field. His highly par-
tisan actions have bes-
mirched his “neutral” image

so badly that the election’s
credibility is undermined.

The poll process is on
amidst total lawlessness in
Bangladesh, with sophisti-
cated arms and jihadi outfits
abounding in the pnhtmal
arena. Besides,
ideology of those outﬁts are
linked with the Jamaat,
‘which will help it electorally.
Also, Mr Yunus’' proximity
to Jamaat is an open secret,
which may prevenl free and
fair elections. “neutral”

e has taken the hardest
hit from the very student
leaders _who had installed

interim government
head aﬁer Sheikh Hasina's
regime collapsed. They are
now openly accusi.ng him of
being involved in a “deep-
rooted conspiracy” over the
recent targeted killing of rad-
ical student leader Osman
Hadi in broad daylight in
Dhaka.

It's now clear why Hadi
was killed and with what
heinous intent, This accusa-
tion was further buttressed
by Hadi's brother who has le-
velled similar charges ag-
ainst the government. The
purpose, they claim, was to
indefinitely postpone the el-
ections, citing the worsening
law and order situation. Ha-
di was killed for having cam-
paigned for Bangladesh ma-
king a smooth democratic
transition and
fair elections and also for

i imself a candi-
date. The other objective was
to fulfil Mr Yunus' cherished
wish to prolong his unelect-
ed rule i

recent tai

killing of their leader
Osman Hadi in broad
daylight in Dhaka

Bangladesh an Islamic
republic. The Jamaat and
jihadists made no secret this
was their ultimate goal: to
run Bangladesh based on the
Sharia. What Khondokar
Mushtaque, Ziaur Rahman
and Pakistani-minded
Bengali military officers
who conspired to kill Mujib
failed to do in 1975, Mr
Yunus, with help from local
Islamic cohorts, besides
Pakistan, Turkey and the
Muslim “Ummah”, is trying
to achieve at any cost. The
recent spate of medieval-
style unprecedented killings
and the burning down of
leading newspaper offices
and iconic cultural institu-
tions are pointers to that
end. He wants to complete
ed task of
Mushtdque and Zia of ban-
ishing ism from the
statute as an ideal and estab-
lish Islam’s primacy inevery
walk of life.

Osman Hadi's killing sig-
nalled a series of unparal-
leled and well-orchestrated
vlolem incidents the likes of

desh had never
seen before. Taking ad-
vantage of the political in-
stability, Lhe Jamaat and
armed t groups, like
Hizbut Tahrir, Harkatul
Jihad, Ansar Bangla
Team and others had made
bids and are still trying to
establish Islamic rule in

Mr Yunus's undeclared
strategy remains to create a
situation that will plunge the
country into instability and
anarchy, maybe leading to
civil war. His government
knew such a strategy gave
an excellent opportunity for
the US-backed Jamaate-
Islami and ISIS-supported
jihadists to fish in froubled
waters as they have large
stockpiles of arms looted

m police armouries in the
2024 “uprising”, which they
could use for a power
takeover declaring

The other reason why
Hadi's killing was followed
by a spate of arson cases —
including the burning down
of the offices of two promi-
nent dailies, Daily Star and
Prothom Alo, and famed cul-
tural centres is to showcase
the message to the country’s
Muslim-majori th t “un-
Islamic activities” were
unfavourably viewed by the
Yunus establishment. Also,
the burning alive of a 30-
vear-old garment worker,
Dipu Das, on trumped-up
blasphemy charges, sent

Yunus’ mess: Can Tarique
tackle Dhaka’s cha]lenges?

shockwaves through the
country’s minority commu-
nities. Since August 5, 2024,
until November 30, 2025, 50
Hindus have lost their lives
at the hands of the jihadists,
according to Jatiyo Durga
Puja Udjapan Parishad. In
the past few weeks, seven
attempts to burn alive as
many Hindu and Buddhist
households were made by
Yunus-backed mobs.

The most common feature
in the latest round of vio-
lence is setting fire to people
and their properties — a
hallmark of the Jamaat,
widely resorted to by its
cadres — and also by the
nhadlsts durmg the 2024

“uprising” when over 3,000
policemen were lynched,
with their bodies strung up
on trees, house-tops and fly-
overs or burnt alive inside
police stations. The jiha-
dists, who recently setﬁreto
the offices of the dailies, di
not allow the staff to use the
fire escape but instead forced
them to their building tops
so that they would eventual-
1y be burnt alive. Fire ten-
ders were stopped from
reaching the inferno while
desperate SOS calls to Mr
Yunus and his advisers by
the editors of the two dailies
went unanswered. The
Army and the police, who
had arrived in time, were
instructed to be mere
spectators.

By killing Hadi, the Yunus
regime wanted to create
widespread fear among poll
contestants so that they
withdraw from contesting.
With the chief election com-
missioner expressing appre-
hension that more targs
killings of candidates might
happen, doubts have begun
to surface on whether the
February 12 elections will be
held at all

The best summation of the
17-month-old Yunus regime
was offered by one of the edi-
tors of the Dhaka dailies who
said that Mr Yunus' admin-
istration will be remem-
bered for being “an era of
murder, when freedom of
expression too was banished
from the country”.

Manash Ghosh is a veter-
an journalist who had cov-
ered the 1971 Bangladesh lib-
eration war, and is the
author of several books
including, most recently,
Mujib's Blunders: The
Power and the Plot Behind
His Killi
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MAKING TRUMP HAPPY

Apmoo’ the cartoon “How to
Trump happy in 30 days?”.
tch \mdev!lm; an mvourA

approac
een [crqmy ncut‘;] bold jﬂf’

shifting moods; it is the unpre-
dictability of Trump’s positi
often changing with circum-
stance, that complicates
engagement. India cannot be
expected to recalibrate policy
ersonality-
driven diplomacy: A steady, prin-
it i 4

rtoon’s humol
minder that
clarity matter more than
easement.
Abbharna Barathi
Chennai

PMK IN ALLIANCE

It is good to learn that the PMK faction
headed by Anbumani Ramadoss has
finalised alliance with the AIADMK for
the upcoming assembly elections. Of
course, it was expected. Anbumani
Ramadoss, it is learnt, has support of over
90 per cent of PMK cadres. As days
progress, there are likely to be many sur-
prises in the formation of alliances. The
BJP, alteady in the alliance, will endeav-
our to rope in many parties to defeat the
DMK-led government whose perfor-
‘mance is not considered sansfnclory All
said and done, this is gomg to be one of
the toughest e!ectwns ever in the state.
S.R: asayee
Chennai

MUSIC, BOOKS,
MARGAZHI

Books and music are widely recognised
as fundamental components of human
life, offering profound benefits. Both
serve as powe forms of expression,
communication, and connection that
have been integral to cultures worldwide.
However, Chennai is one city, where
these two intrinsic elements come togeth-
erto delight the eyes and ears of aficiona-
dos around the same time in the Tamil
month of Margazhi. Yes, the world-
renowned December Music Festival and
the Chennai Book Fair typically occur
around this month, with their dates often
overlapping. While the greatness of the
December music festival lies in its unpar-
alleled scale, cultural significance and
unique atmosphere, the amplitude of Lhe
nnai Book Fair lies in its
of event, and its role in promoting read
ing and connecting authors with readers,
and fostering a strong publishing ecosys-

tem.
R. SIVAKUMAR
Chennai
Mail your letters to
chennaidesk@deccanmail.com

Dilip Cherian
Dilli Ka Babu

Lateral entry:
Reform on
paper, retreat
in practice

as about how nervous the government

got the minute pol fed trouble.
Over a year after the UPSC published ads for 45
lateral-entry posts at joint , director
and deputy secretary levels, and then immedi-
ately pulled them amid pol.'ltical backlash over
reservations. We're back in consultation mode.
The department of personnel and training
(DoPT) says it’s talking to ministries about
changes, but concrete policy is still on paper.

If lateral entry were the sea change it's
touted to be, the bureau(:racy — one of the most
ossified institutions in the country — wouldn't
be wading through the same mudagam What's
striking is that about 60 domain
specxalvsts were brought in earlier, yet only 38-

40 remain. That attrition rate speaks louder
than anything else.

Lateral entry isn't inherently bad. India’s civil
services can benefit from outsutle  expertise —
— espe-
cially as policy challenges get more complex.
But the mechanics matter. Without rigour and

transparency, we risk the worst of both wurlds
eroding meritocracy while inviting

get the slogans. The story isn't about
I i t pening the doors” to experts so much

context of India’s legal framework and social
justice commitments. Merely resurrecting the
idea without addressing eligibility, assessment
standards, accountability and tenure security
won't cut it.

Lateral entry shouldn't be a flavour-of-the-
month slogan recycled every election cycle. If
it's going to work, it must be
institutionalised with clear rules. Certainly, it's
not something to be tossed aside at the first sign
of trouble.

MISSILE PRECISION, ADMINISTRATIVE CHAOS
The Central Administrative Tribunal’'s move to
scrap the appointment of Jaiteerth R. Joshi as
director general of BrahMos Aerospace is a
telling commentary on how India's babu
machinery continues to fumble even where it
can least afford to. When an institution as
strategically critical as BrahMos is told to
“restart the selection process”, it's a polite judi-
cial way of saying: your governance standards
need adult supervision.

BrahMos isn’t exactly the neighbourhood
innovation lab. It's a flagship Indo-Russian
defence collaboration, central to Ind.las deter-

and

and political interference.

‘The reservation backlash wasn't just political
theatre. It exposed an endemic problem — the
reform was never fully thought through in the

— o °

rence restige.
You'd expect the appointment of its chxef to be
the gold standard of transparency and institu-
tional rigour. Instead, what emerges is familiar
— contested seniority, questionable evaluation

and a lack of convineing justification.

The complaint from DRDO's distinguished
scientist S. Nambi Naidu is more than a per-
sonal grievance. It underlines our chronic dis-
comfoﬂ with mernocmcy when it clashes with

“other “most,
estranked canmdate 15 , the system
must have an unassailable rationale

on record. That's not a courtesy; that's gover-
nance 101.

However, the real concern is that this isn't an
lsolated incident. Whether it’s police chiefs,
PSU leaders, or regulatory heads, too many crit-
ical appointments end up litigated because the
government treats due process like an optional
accessory. Courts and tribi shouldn’t have
to repeatedly play the role of moral compass for:

administrative decision-making.

In defence institutions, leadership credibility
is not ornament the government wants to
claim efficiency and professionalism, it must
demonstrate it where 1t matters most.

CADRE EXPANSION IN UP
Uttar Pradesh has just bumped up its IAS sanc-
tioned strength. More posts, more senior posi-
tions, more neatly classified reserves. This
expansion signals two truths. First, the sheer
scale of UP’s governance challenge finally has
official acknowledgement. A state this large
cannot run on a skeletal level, with constantly

+

firefighting babus. But unless the culture
around postings, autonomy, and accountability
changes the government could simply be creat-

ing a larger administrative orchestra that will
still end up playing to political tunes.

Vacancies were never the only headache in
Uttar Pradesh. Chronic transfers, shortened
tenures, parallel power structures, and political
micromanagement have hollowed out adminis-
trative authority at every level. You can
appomt more district magistrates, more com-
missioners, more secretaries, but if their aver-
age lifespan in a job is measured in months, not
years, how exactly is that strengthenmg
governance?

UP doesn’t just need more officers; it needs a
system that trusts them to do their job. Stability
of tenure, protection from arbitrary interfer-
ence, clarity of responsibility, and outcome-
based accountability ave far more valuable than
any cadre expansion notification.

Otherwise, this entire exercise risks becom-
ing classic Indian babu theatre: unprmslve
paperwork, impressive numbers, impressive
announcements — and a governance reality
that refuses to improve.

Love them, hate them ignore them at

national peril, is the babu guarantee and Dilip's
Dbelief. Share significant babu escapades
dilipcherian@hotmail.com.
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‘US should know that drones cannot
establish democracy. — By Neeraj
Singh Manhas, Jyot Shikhar Singh
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Men have become the tools of
their tools.

— Henry David Thoreau
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH
INVOLVES USALL

Don’t count faith to kill a
college, lot at stake

MEDICAL COLLEGE in Katra that got the National
Medical Commission’s green signal to run an MBBS
course just four months ago is now asked to shut it

lown, fcurdaysaﬁeranmspecuonconductedmhas(e.

A grave injustice hasbeen
followed by a worrying silence

HESUPREME Courtsrefusalto
‘grant bail to Umar Khalid and
Sharjeel Imam, while accepting
the bail pleas of five other ac-
cused in the same case, is not
merely a judicial order affecting two indi-
viduals. It marks a deeply troubling mo-
ment for constitutional democracy in India.
While the ruling party, its army of toxic
trolls, and a largely captive media eco-
system celebrate this unjust and far-reach-
ing order, the political silence of much of
the mainstream opposition — with the ex-

Thelatest NMCc Ort- cepuon of the Left parties — remains con-
ther . § llege, noroom forap- d must be questi
peals. The voll il i d intoler- The order reinforces a pattern inwhich
feringtoit—ind fthe C: i i

laws, most notably the Un-

which guarantees the right to equality and protects against dis-
crimination. While the NMC justifies its action by pointing toa

lawful Activities (Prevention) Act (UAPA),
are normalised as instruments for the pro-

rather

shortageof tutors, library lect itisclear longed i -ation of dissi
that the real reason lies elsewhere. The Shri Mata Vaishno Devi than being used for the proclaimed goal of
it fMedical /DIME e« protecting “national security”. The bench

ing ground for protests ever since 44 of the first batch of 50 stu-
dents in its MBBS course turned out to be Muslim. This was the
resultofanational fairly and freely. But fora
groupofnearly 60 pro-RSS and pro-BJP organisations, this wasn't
the result they wanted — these groups argue the college was set

upwith Vaishno Devishris Hmdupxlgnms
country. And thi reflectin
incoming class.
That th hould ask for: of fa

particular religion from the classroom, and that the statutory
regulatory body for medical education and practice in the

of Justices Aravind Kumarand NV Anjaria
accepted the prosecution’s assertion of
prima facie involyement and held that
Khalid and Imam were “on a qualitatively
dlfferent footmg from the oLher accused
the, Ulu obvi

that neither of them was present in Delhi
duringthe period of the violence, Imam was
already in judicial custody, having been ar-
rested in January — nearly a month before
the Delhi violence — on the charge of mak-

country their per anddiscon- ing aninf y speech. Khalid was
i h tirely, isenor The costof here. These facts, which should have
the NMC'’s cave-in will be borne by the: sxudenls of course, and trengt their

by the faculty at SMVDIME. But there is a greater price to be
paid. Eversince the abrogation of Article 370 in August 2019, the
BJP-led government at the Centre has spoken of a “Naya Kash-
mir”, moreintimately integrated with the larger Indiastory, and
less weighed down by its turbulent history. In their speeches,
Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Home Minister Amit Shah
haveunderlined that promise. The NMC decision poses aques-
tion markagainst It
among the people of Kashmir.
Theit i

he court'sdoor before more
Tf makm

TheNMC

space for the: of minority

topreserve: alanguageor rehgtou but for[herest therecanbeno
headcount, nodi

To scatter these students in other colleges is a violation of their
rights—you cannot beequal if you: are keptseparate,wmus hap-
pening in the Katra coll letter
and spirit, it's  stain not only on the idea of “Naya Kashmir” but
also on that of the nation. The sooner it isreversed, the better.

Madhav Gadgil, the
people’s ecologist

NHISmemoir, A Walk Up The Hill, Madhav Gadgil recounts
aconversation with his father, the economist D R Gadgil,
who had just returned from a deliberation on the Koyna

Hyd ic Project. “Babx acheerful person.
Butwhen i togetherafter i Koyna, he
was chsrmugh( He said, 1do believe that we need electnmty to

butsurely, not

vironmental and social costs.” This was 1956. To the planners of
ayoungnation, the often-contradictory pullsof ecology and econ-
omic developmem were not always apparent. His father’s re-

marksleft 14 1d Madhav. Gadgil, who
died on Thursday, buﬂt acareer that stands asatestament to his
icwell-being wil
tionofforests, wildlife,and Hewa a whose
worki with the
Born in 1942 into a family s[eeped in public service, he was
deeplyi Hi

parentscounted BR Ambedkarand Irawati Karve as their friends
and they inspired young Madhav to be argumentative. Astintas
aresearch scholar in the US led to lively conversations with the
greatsofbiological sciences, such as EO Wilson. Gadgil, however,
gave up on anacademic career in the US tojoin the Indian Insti-
tute of Science, then headed by one of the country’s finest insti~
tution-builders, Satish Dhawan. The Centre for Ecological
Sciences, which he founded at the IISc, continues to set bench-
marksinenvironmental studies.
Gadgil was a publici

oftheterm. Oneofhismosti

that the country’s forestsare not ‘pristine wildernesses” but cul-
mml i human

m the most D sense

degradation di

harms
the poor. The report of an environment ministry committee he
headed on the Western Ghats made a powerful case for demar-

fthe: that needed to be pro-
tected agamst unregu.h(ed mmmu and tourism. He advocated
greater ofthese

areas. The report was vehemenﬂy opposed and rernzuns mtmly
on paper, even after:
Atatin i
India’s developmental trajectory, Gadgil’s scholarship is a rem-
inderthatinconvenient voices need to be heard and heeded.

In 2026, the case
for more friction

HERE IS much that parents and techbros disagree on.

‘The former are constantly trying to keep their kids

gadget-free, the latter are working hard to keep them

hooked. For parents, well-rounded growth matters,
while for techbros, efficiency is the goal. But the thing they dis-
agree on the most, perhaps, is the value of effort. To gtow, one
muststepout: one, say parents. Th -
con Valley dream of a world where every “inconvenience” has
beenironed outby ivery forfood, groc-
eriesand craft supplies, ic partner, think-
ingoutsourced to “intelligent” chat windows.

As 2026 kicks off, the scales seem to be tipping in favour of
Team Effort, going by the trending of the concept of “friction-
maxxing”. The idea is to bring back discomfort that leads to
growth. In stepping out, sxmngmtrafﬁc and wranglmg wu.h a
waiter, instead onecanlearn

ity tonavi i it 1 Inturning

tothereal world forconnecti for ipi

and deve]ops the fortitude to withstand rejection.
ingfrictioninaworld bent

mayseem hkearamcalxdea But. msa]soanmvltauon Life, with

alli inallit 1chaos, iswaiting.

mentinanyalleged conspiracy, weretumed
on their head, and absence from the site of
violence was perversely interpreted as evi-
dence of orchestration.

Inits order, the Court has reversed the
logic of earlier SC judgments that took a
more balanced view on granting bail

under the UAPA. The order adds new and
conian natureof the law. Under this inter-
pretation, one need not be involved in any

that the current will be felt in Shaheen
Bagh™?The BJPlost theelection. Thisdefeat
only strengthened the imperative, from the
xulj.ngpa[ty's perspective, lobrezk, sabotage,

lims, and the overwhelming majority of
those whose homes, shops, and places of
worship were destroyed were also Muslims.
Thi AT 3 e

act of violence, nor directly provoke viol- and sodesof vnolenoe, 1 1
ence. Participation in aroad blockade, dis- lec mnnmhzr or i bled mobstoop-
ruption of public spaces, or actions = penodbyKhahd Imam, and otheractivists  erate withimpunity.
deemed to affect “economicstability” can BRINDA onth hand, and by BJP! as Yet, believe that this viol-
now be treated as terrorism. KARAT Anurag Thakur, Parvesh Verma, and Kapil ~ ence was planned and executed by a group
Under such an expansive reading, Mishra on the other, clearly reveals whose  of 18 people, most of them young students.
workers going on strike, Adivasis blocking words incited hatred and violence. There isanother dimension that cannot be
roads to protest mining in their lands, or Tmswmer filed. complamtswm: thepo- :gumed ‘Thedemonisation of Mushmacuv»
slum dwellers resisting the illegal demoli- liceand petiti fideoevi- theCAAon i
tion of their homes could all potentially be dem:eagamsttheseBJ'P leaders. Notasmgle gmunds Ot(he 18 charved under UAPA, 16
arrested underthe UAPA and designated as FIR JusticeS re- omen. Ofthe
terrorists. What, then, remains of the lafterview- 751 cases filed at the time, in
“golden triangle” of the Constitution — Ar- ing the videos in open court, criticised the  case after case, lower courts have slammed
ticle14 right toequality), Article 19 (freedom Delhi Police for their failure to register FIRs  the Delhi Police for their shoddy investiga-
ion),and Article 21 (right tolifeand in cases of hate speech. He was transferred  tion and dubious witnesses.
liberty)? This interpretation opens the door soon after. Itisimperative for opposition parties —
for an authoritarian government to equate Theviolence began on February 23,fol-  particularly Congress — to speak out
d)ssentw:th sed.mon and systermncallyccr- lowing Mishra’s provocative speech. Yet, clearly i lyon
ralany fear there ypreventiveaction.On  lence transforms injustice, more so when
and incarceration. the contrary v1deo evtdence emerged of ith colour,into i V-
Atthe heart of theinjustice liesanother withrioters.  ernance. When there is hesitation to chal-
starkreality: The prima facie evidenceand On February 25, 1he Delhi Minorities Com- leuge u.must court orders, to oppose politi-
theactual chronology of events pointinan mission wrote an it letter to the -arried out through lawless
entirely different direction. The backdrop Lieutenant Governor, urging the immedi- laws likethe UAPA, whetherin the Delhi vi-
tothe violence was the widespread opposi- ate imposition of curfew. Onthesame day,  olence cases, the Bhima Koregaon prosecu-
tion to the amended Citizenship then Chief Minister Arvind Kejri-  tions or the NewsClick case, the ruling re-
Amendment Act (CAA). This op- wal and Police Commissioner gime faces no real political cost for its
position was, by and large, peace- Amulya Patnaik flagged the grave ion. Insucha political cli even
ful, secular, and unprecedentedin shortage of security forcestothe  the custodial death of a Stan Swamy —
its spread across ciste. commu-  Theabsenceofaclearstandin Home Ministry, which was the  causedby tj;e s‘l}eer cruelty ofdenying bail
nity, and regional lines. The de- . o . authorityoverlawand orderinthe  and basic facilities despite his serious
meonisation of this protest became e llkethat of Umar Khalid national capital. health conditions — becomes normalised.
one of the main planks of the and Sharjeel Imam by secular Who thelow b faclear stand in cases like
BJP’s campaign in the Delhi As- and democratic opposi[inn deployment of police forces? Why that of Umar Khalid and Sharjeel Imam by
sembly elections held in the first 3 o was the Army not deployed in  secular and democratic opposition parties
week of February 2020. Eyan.;]es;v;:akensftge b[mggle time? Why was curfew imposed ~ weakens the struggle for the defence of
‘Whocan forget the provocative or the defence of = em_ocracy late, and restricted toonlya few  democracy and the Constitution.
wordsofthe Home Minister, urging and the Constitution areas? Accordingtoofficial figures,
voters to “press the button so hard 410fthe 53 people killed were Mus- The writer is a senior CPI(M) leader

His environmentalism put

ADHAV GADGIL, India’s
foremost ecologist, passed

community at the

QM

behindalegacyof work that
ed from! ngomus scien-

centre

dia’sleading centres for ecology.

At the Institute, Gadgil launched new
work on issues as varied as sacred groves
inMaharashtraand Karnataka, the dry de-
ciduous forests in Karnataka and Kerala,
andth harvest of bamboo by

HARINI uon policy. He worked wnh grassroots  basket weavers. This work was fundamen-
NAGENDRA movements across diverse ecological sys-  tal in the creation of the Nilgiri Biosphere
<k temsm[ndm frommining-affectedcom-  in1986 and in launching India’s first wild
d andfromfor-  elephant census. With the renowned an-
est protection ities to coastal ist KC Malhotra, hebegan along
fishermen’s collectives. collaboration that examined the historical
To the Indian public at large, Gadgilis ~ shiftsin resource use of the pastoral com-
perhaps best known for chairing the highly — munities of the Western Ghats; and with
discussed Western Ghats Ecology Expert  the well-known historian and writer Ra-
Panel, colloquially known as the Gadgil ~machandra Guha, he wrote two now-clas-
commission, whose 2011 report delineated ~ sicbooks on India’s ecological history that
large sections of the Western Ghatsasan  have been used in hundreds of classrooms
ecologically sensitive zone. The report, across the world —This Fissured Land,
‘hich i d and Ecology and Equity: The Use and
controversy, was never implemented, but  Abuse of Nature in Contemporary India.
muchofwhat Gadgil warned of hascometo  Gadgil developed guidelines for People’s
pass — the unchecked economic exploita- ~ Biodiversity Registers and created the
tionofhillsides, forests, wetlandsand rivers ~ Western Ghats Biodiversity Network (at
has had devastatingimpactsontheecology ~ which point I joined him for my PhD),
d it ivei if bringing together college teachers to
Well is, he was that un- the rich biodiversity of the
usual scientist who sought to use hisre-  Western Ghats.
search to bring about real-life change. He was a keen mentor of 10 PhD stu-
Gadgil was born in Pune in1942tothe  dents, and inspired scores of young ecolo-
economist Dhananjaya Gadgil and spent  gists and naturalists across the country. His
much of his childhood amidst nature, work was recognised by numerous Indian
Gadgil whether on his grandfather’s farm in Nag- ~ and international awards, including the
launched new )7ur1 or chmhbmg t}dle hi.}ls of Smjiadmm an ;adma Shri, lfl;:adﬂ[};l }E[l;,\ish;x:l th? Vullvo
s carlyage, hewasdeeply inspired by thean-  Environment Prize, the Tyler Prize for En-
work 0'} ISSUES thropologist Irawati Karveand ii and, very re-
as varied as ogist Salim Ali, by whom he was cently, the UN Champions of the Earth
sacredgroves  informally mentored. award in2024. Gadgil'slifeand experiences,
i ahars - Hewasa naturalist policy
l:nlg]ih ‘:;:il;g: whohad, asheoften liked lare,a“life-  andj fartoorichand varied tolist
longloveaffair” with the Western Ghats.But i y.P way
the dry he was equally at home inall partsof the  tounderstand hislife and workistoread his
deciduous country. In 1971, after completing hisPhD  autobiography, A Walk up the Hill: Living
forests in withEOWilsonat Harvard (oneofthegreat-  with Peopleand Nature.

d esmaturahstsofa].l time), Gadgd with his In an especially evocative passage,
Karnatakaand ;¢ Gadgil wrote, “the purpose of scholarship
Kerala,andthe  Gadgil — returned to India, joining the In- s not merely tounderstand, but to deploy

sustainable dian Institute of Science in Bengaluruin  that understanding towards action”.
harvest of 1973. There, theyembarked onanillustrious ~ His message imbues us with hope in these
careerinscience, raisingtheirchildrenSidd- ~ difficult times.
bamboo by hartha and Gauri in the Institute’s green-
basket weavers  wooded campus. In 1983, Gadgil founded  Thewriter is director, Schoolof Climate Change

the Centre for Ecological Sciences, one of In-

and Sustainability, Azim Premji University

InSomnath, anew tryst
withthe civilisational past

ApVAITA
Kara

By invoking
Ghazniinthe
contextof
resilience, and
Somnath
without
insecurity,
Modiis
repositioning
Indian memory
away from
grievance

'HEN PRIME Minister Narendra Modi chooses
tospend two nights in Somnath, it sends a
message. Indian political culture places great
emphasis on where a leader goes: however,
how long a leader stays is of even greater sig-
nificance. A fly-in-and-out visit signals political courtesy, not
commitment. A pause, however, signals intention.

PM Modi's two-night stay in Somnath comes after his com-
ments on the long arc of civilisational memory and resilience.
This visit is a re-embedding of the Indian state in a geography
marked by ruptureand continuity. Dest  rebuilt, desecrated
and rebuilt every time — if there was ever a civilisational stress
test, Somnath has endured it and passed.

For decades after Independence, Somna[h was ueated wuh

Nehru, s firstPM. -

approval ofi
of the Indian state’s selective amnesla Trauma was to be recog-
ised only ifit could be uni wise, it
as rooted in “backward" LhouOh[ It wounds demanded repar-
ation, they denit
Modi it ly. Hed erase
wounds; he acknnwledges them. In domgso he prevents them
fromfes(exmg,By- i hazniinthesame nar-
h, Modi ler India doesnot
need toavenge its past. Itneedstounderstand it without apology.
Two nights in Somnath signal that this is not a speech-stop
but a contemplative pause. In Indic tradition, staying is sacred.
Kings did not merely visit temples; they resided, listened and ab-
sorbed, because even a king was meanl o leam and l.mblbe
Atatime Indiai:
state, symbols are loaded with greater meaning. The Islamic
wm]d anchors 1egmmacy in sacred geography. The West myth-
1ment. China
identity. Indla alone attempted to compress 1tself1mo constitu-
tionalism, 1

soeasily. Thi: ironi Indi
1 by the Ct 's framers.

1t i toempl Modi's stay is not
one that carries a message of division or supremacy, but one of
presence and ac} Itisa that clarifies:
‘We are no longer in denial of what we have lived through.

The usual naysayers will inevitably give this visit a negative
spin. Wordslike “majoritarian signalling” will be used. However,
India’s uvnl.zsauonal story does not belong to only one commu-
nity. anation that!
hasnouse for facile, perfonnauve seculansm

Byi hazniint of resili
without insecurity, Modi is repositioning Indian memory away
from grievance. By staying there, he is reminding the political
class that power, too, must sometimes bow to time.

Because civilisations do not shout. They endure.

inherit-

Kalais a writer, including of the novel, Almost Single

40YEARSAGO
January 9,1986
- INDIAN EXPRESS ;.a

Total US banon
lrnde l&ll !.Ihyu

Reaganactsagainstubya sanctionsagainst L|bya The UScallevoked natmnalanentmnfmmthe realissues by un-
s, Iran, rashofviolence.
us PRESIDENT Ronald Reagan hasan- the Soviet Umon and Chma Several develup-
impodtancer Gamblers’denraided

port trade wnh leya excep( for humamtar

move and thelslamic Conference has ex-
and said the threatagainst

American natlonals stillinLibya hcldlng lu-
crative jobs toreturnto the US or face pe-
nalties. Reagan urged US allies toisolate
Muammar Gaddafi.

Europe mayresistReagan
AMERICA'S EUROPEAN allies, with billions of
dollarsat stake in Libya, looked set toresist

Libyawasathreatto “all Islamic states”.

Barnalaonterrorism

PUNJAB CHIEF Minister Surjit Singh Barnala
alleged that there appeared to be a “link” be-
tween the forthcoming transfer of Chandi-
garh to Punjab and the recent spurt of viol-
encein the state. The CMsaid tha( forces

Inamassive raid at Maurya Sheraton Hotel
near Dhaula Kuan, New Delhi district police
arrested 13 gamblers and seized from them

Rs 85,000. I f
Maurya Hotel are also being questioned.
The raid came following reports that hotel
rooms are being used as gambling dens.
The police said there were also reports that
the hotel was being used as a meeting point
by drug smugglers. Eight grams of white

President ‘s call for

epaper.indianexpress.com .. .

New Delhi

iedtodivert  heroinwas seized from oneman.
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The chaos that Donald Trump is
causing in the world makes the case for
continental solidarity.

— The Guardian
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THEBESTOFBOTHSIDES

Aweekly column, which offers not this-versus-that, but the best of both sides, to inform the debate

MGNREGA overhaul

plugs gaps, keeps up
with changing times

aﬂ:‘

Soumya KANTI GHOSH

HE SWEEPING overhaul of

theerstwhile MGNREGA, to

align with the Viksit Bharat

2047 vision through VB-G

RAM G, has unleashed a
wave of criticism. Emotive outbursts in
acharged atmosphere, devoid of sup-
portive data, require us to analyse the
provisions of the new law factually and
comparatively.

First, the new law attemptsto attaina
goal of guaranteeing 125 days of employ-
ment per rural household. Thisshould in-

enhance the daysallo-

Recent strike by gig workers raises questions about their rights and the responsibility of companies

Exploitation is built
into gig work

HIMANSHU

N DECEMBER 31, gig and

platform workers declared a

strike with a call to log off

from their delivery apps in

protest against exploitative

working conditions, inhuman treatment

and lack of social security. While the pro-

test evoked muted response with de-

livery platforms declaring record de-

liveries, the issues raised remain

relevant. But they are not new. Govern-

mentsall over the world are struggling to

define the nature of work and finding it

difficult to regulate the conditions of

work and the nature of relationship be-
tween workers and large corporations.

Atthe heart of the matter is the nature

of the contract with the app-based aggre-

gators, who refuse to be classified as em-

ployers even though they employ the ser-

vices of these workers for delivery of their

goodsand services. It is this fundamental

rse, they tobe
glorified as partners even though the
partners have no idea of the nature of the
corporation, its profits or even its basic
functioning. But it is not just the corpor-

silent on treating them as workers. Take
the case of the recently implemented la-
bour codes, which were enacted in 2020.
Among the four labour codes, the most
ﬁmdamen[al is the code on wages. Wln.le
iti ywhere, it
workers. They are included only in the
code on social security, but again without
any corresponding rights. The only obli-
gation for the corporation is to contribute
to the social security fund with no corre-
sponding commitment onworkers' rights.
These workers are neither governed by
any limit on the number of hours worked
norare they eligible for any leave or bene-
fits in case of sickness or accidents.
Inacountry with asignificant popula-
tion living in precarious conditions and
with a huge unemployment problem, gig
work is unlikely to disappear. These are
the new casual workers disguised as self-
employed and partners, but their condi-
tion is as bad as, if not worse than, that of
casual manual labourers. Whilethere is no
sor:lal security, the uncertainty in case of
X

refusal to accept th
relationship that makes itdifficulttoregu-
late them using the existing labour laws
and social protection measures. Since for
all practical purposes the workersare em-
ployed by the corpoxamuns the nature of
the %

accidents is alsostructured in
away where they bear the entire risk.
The response tothe strike showed that
the urban middle class, which is the big-
gest beneficiary of their services, is un-
hkely tocomeoutin support. Itisalsonot

There are no casy
villains or answers

SRINATH SRIDHARAN

NDECEMBER 31, while India
counted down to a new year
with discounted meals and
10-minute deliveries, a sec-
tion of gig workers prepared
forastrikethat wasthe cumulativeresultof
long shifts, uncertain pay, algorithmic
pressure and physical risk without institu-
tional protection. Platforms’ response fol-
lowed a familiar playbook. Incentives were
(empomnly ralsed to ensure service con-

favour but merely enabling economic par-
ticipation. This i is all partially true.

Butiti Market pricing
does not absolve moral responsibility. Nor
does flexibility justify the transfer of all
downside risk to the worker while upside
value accrues elsewhere, including to key
investors, without the entities makingsub-
stantial profits. There is an uncomfortable
historical parallel here. In the early phases
of colonisation, economic extraction pre-
ceded any serious conversation about
rights. Labour was mobilised efficiently

yor

Rights, ashis-
tory shows, rarely arrive at the inception of
economicsystems. They emerge later, after

Much of the public discourse conveni-
ently forgets another contradiction. Most

tinuity. A thediscon- not prof
tent. The smkm,, workers were descnbed itable, despite payouts that workers argue
asasmallminority of i i il

Markets, afterall, donot ik
especially when valuations depend on the
promise of seamless convenience. Yet, this
framing missed the larger point about the
structural terms under which India’s fast-
est-growing labour segment now works.

India has seen this conflict before in
mills, mines and manufacturing ﬂoors,

acutely pri ive. Many who express

di iilingto
pay more for the services they praise.

Platform users, as much as other inves-

tors, participate selectively in this “moral

cated to willing households in future as
against the 100 days framework. The fact
that despite two decades of existence, the
average number of households that com-
pleted the desired 100 days of work re-
mained abysmally low ataround 7.5-8 per
cent and even the average number days
of employ provided per 1
has remained sticky (50.4 days during
FY21-25 as against 45.9 during FY07-13)
necessitates a shift. During FY25, 5.78
crore households worked under
MGNREGA, aligning towards the pre-
Covid level of an average of 5.0 crore
working each fiscal.

Second, concerns over the increased
fiscal costs to states on account of the
conversion of the
scheme from a central
sector scheme (90:10
ratio) to a centrally
sponsored scheme with
a generic 60:40 ratio is
not supported by hard
data. During the last19-
years (FY07-FY25), the
Union government has
spent Rs 995 lakh crore
under  MGNREGA,
around 80 per cent of
the of funds (Rs 7.8 lakh
crore) released during
FY15-FY25 period alone.
The budget allocation
for2025-26 stands at Rs
86,000 crore (Rs 11,300
crore during FY 2006~
07), the highest ever. In fact, the cumu-
lative final allocation from 2014-15 till
2024-25 has been higher by Rs 1.6 lakh

ror yared to budget as

" Platform trade
at i
efficiency and pricing power. Yet when la-

against the trend before 2014-15 when
the revised amount was mostly lower

bour, asks for or than (Rs 10,000 crore lower).

demanded legal recognition. What s differ- dis- The central sh ldgoup
ent now is scale and visibility, which plat- mp]me andthin marg.ns Thisiswhere the to around Rs 95,692 crore in FY27. Sep-
i and mis- luctive. arately, states’ borrowing is fixed at 3 per

forms recast as inc

chief, evenasconsumersconfront thetruth
that their expectation of instant gratifica-

fthe
nature of work performed. U

likelythatt on

inalmost all cases, they are treated as self-
employed without any explicit contract.
Or when there is a contract in technical
language,

these ser torespondtothe
workers’ demand. It is here that the role
of the government becomes important.
A first step in this direction would be to

stand the legalities of such a contract.

1t is this opacity of the relationship
with the corporations that allows them
to exploit the workers without any con-
sequences. Italsoimpliesa d

them as workers and corpor-
ations as employers. It isnot entirely un-
heard of, and many countries in the Glo-
bal North have moved towards such
status. But even many in the Global
South, i Mexicoand Brazil, have

punishment system that puts the
workers at the mercy of the corporations.
The incentive structure is built around a
system of self-exploitation, and any devi-
ation is punished through an algorithm
that no one understands. There is no
grievance redressal mechanism, with the
system designed to keep the workers
subservient and docile. Forget about any
provision of social security, even basic
wage compensationis determined by an
algorithm that has zero even

done so. There have been similar at-

has moved beyond

tionisis labour precarity.
India’s gig economy occupies an unre-
solved legal space. Workers are acknowl-

There are no easy villains, or simple sol-
utions. Gig platformsdid not create India’s

cent of GDP, and there is no possibility
of higher borrowing by states for what-

informal labour tradition. They

trialised it, digitised it and scaled it !'aster

man our regulatory reflexes have adapted.
. - e W

edyet 1.Socialse-
curity is promised but rarely enforced. The
law recognises their presence while with-
holdi inty of rights. Thi igui

risk

almost entirely ontolabour.
Gig work is a practical response to an

ficiency from the p

The government’s role cannot be to ar-
bitrage between capital and labour indefi-
nitely. It must balance growth with fairness
in labour pricing. That means moving
beyond symbolic recognition towards en-

econorr

for social security.

fe 1 andir ion but the protec-
tempts here in the case of Rajasthan, Workers opted for gig work not because it and
which enacted a law, and Karnataka, was ideal but because it was available, or-  algorithmic transparency.
which has proposed such alaw. Butnone ganised and m]medmteam timewhenun- The deeper discomfort this episode ex-
ingthe corpor- nstant worry. Gig Itural. We want market effici
ations to contribute a part of their profits employment is projected to grow from withoutsocial cost. We want speed without
roughly 77 million’ er23 ibility. Wewant innovation without

With gig workers emerging as the lar-
gest group of workers with the most pre-
carious and vulnerable occupational
structure, any regulation must begin by

ising them as 1 with all

for genuine mistakes.
For corpoxanons, these workers are
purview of any labourlaws. To

the rights available to them.

The writer is associate professor, JINU

tooy
millionby2030. That makesit oneof India’s
largest job-creation engines over the next
decade. And yet policy response remains
slow, fragmented and reactive.

Defenders of the platform model argue
that gigwork reflects market-drivensupply
and demand. That workers choose flexibil-
ity. That platforms are not doing society a

friction. That bargain never holds for long.
Every ic system con-

ever has been argued.

Third, MGNREGA fared poorly onthe
cardinal principle of adequate compen-
sation for labour-intensive works, with
wages unable to catch up. The average
wage per person per day has increased
froman average of Rs 88 during FY07-
FY12 to currently around Rs 267. How-
ever, in real terms, the average wage per
person has increased by 10 per cent in
FY25over FYO8-FY12ontl table

generation for rural areas through en-
gaging in works that may have little
economic relevance. This faulty ap-
proach, dotted with short-termism, has
often resulted in works that may not be
aligned with the core idea of productive
asset creation. No wonder there was an
average gap of 13.3 per cent in work de-
manded and work provided by the states
during FY21-25.

Since inception, around 9.6 crore
rural assets have been created, of which
a staggering 84 per cent were created
during the lastdecade (FY15-25). The CSS
structure, with works focused across
four interwoven broader areas of water
security, rural infrastructure, livelihood
infrastructure and climate resilience —
wherein assets are aggregated and geo-
tagged into the Viksit Bharat National
Rural Infrastructure Stack and spatially

with national 12

PM Gati Shakti — could ensure the har-
nessing of optimal benefits. Anexample
could be planning grain produce storage
godowns near a cluster of roads built
under PM Grameen Sadak Yojana that
loops into the highway network, ensur-
ing the availability of larger markets
beyond a small periphery.

Fifth, the shift to normative funding
as opposed to an archaic demand-
drivenapproach ensures that allocation
will be state-specific, keeping in mind
local parameters and uniquely optimal
requirements amidst competing needs.
This should reduce the fluctuation
ingrants to states across years, identify-
ing areas of utmost importance and
sharing best practices across states. We
have aimed to weave a
model similar to how
the FC tax devolution is
shared by allocating
weightage to equity (say,
the number of gram
panchayats) and effi-
ciency (share of women
participating). The
simulation results indi-
cate that most of the
states only stand to gain
through the central as-
sistance under such
normative allocation.

Sixth, the 73rd Con-
stitutional Amendment
brought in the concept
of rural local self-gov-
ernance through the
Panchayati Raj institutions advocating

ol ‘ment of y
and decentralising power. The changes
proposed nudge gram panchayats to be
aspmred partnerin kasn Bharatplans,
identifyis idst ground
realities and pitching projects that an-
chor the quest for sustainable and equi-
table prosperity coupled with trends like
newer skillsets, digital awareness and
physical connectivity that are rewriting
the game playbook.

Seventh, with rural poverty declining
significantly in the last decade, we esti-
mate that the share of MGNREGA as an
annual expenditure at theoverall poverty
line across states is on average minimal,
ataround 10 per cent, indicating that the
rural populace’s income sources have di-
versified manifold and thus the dis-
cussion of MGNREGA and rural poverty
does not serve any much purpose other
thani hara-kiri.

and low inflation. A centrally sponsored
scheme is expected to usher in better
compensation for workers. Also, consist-
ently lowinflation will ensure that, in real

'VB-G RAM G is a big step forward to-
wards ensuring a well-intentioned
scheme remains relevant in changing
times, bnugm,accoun(ahﬂny, responsi-

ottom of the pyra-

terms, wage growth will be to  bility,t

boost consumption. Further, thelawhas  and technological integration that simul-
expllcx(]v the di: itlement

provlslons under the old MGNREGA. midandalsothelocal economy Itcanbe
Staty to now ensure that legitimate i

fronts its moral accounting. The gig econ-
omyisnoexception. Labour may beflexible.
Dignity should notbe.

Sridharan is a corporate advisor and
author of Familyand Dhanda

workers are adequately informed well in
advance of the work to be undertaken so
thatthe question of disentitlement provi-
sion does not even arise at first instance.

Fourth, the current approach of the
MGNREGA has been towards income

fasocio- renais-
sance. Letus notkill this bold idea whose
time has just come.

The writer is member, 16th FC; member,
PMEAC: and group chief economic advisor,
State Bank of India. Views are personal

Sl
MAHESH KUSHWAHA

LONG AFTER media and researchers re-
ported on the issue, Nepal’s anti-graft
body finally filed a corruption case in the
Special Court against dozens of high-pro-
file politicians and bureaucrats over ir-
regularities in the construction of Pokhara
International Airport (PIA), funded by a
Chinese loan of $215.96 million. The
chargesheet has alleged cost inflation
through high-level political collusion that
led toatotal loss of $74.34 millionand are-
portedly substandard airport that has
struggled to attract a single international
passenger flight to date.

Although the airport was sanctioned
well before Nepal even signed the Memor-
andum of Understanding on the Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI), China had unilat-

IsChina'sgrip on Nepal loosening?

erally claimed that PIA was a flagship pro-
ject under the BRI, despite the Nepal gov-
ernment’s constant rejection and Nepalese
leaders’ protests. This “strategic blunder”,
manifested in China’s overall approach to
engaging Nepal, has led to a geopolitical
reset in Nepal’s political climate after the
Gen-Zuprising in

the years. It dislodged the pro-Beijing
communists, led by K P Oli, from power
and set the stage for newer, alternative
forces. Not only did the movement dis-
rupt the patronage network China had
cultivated over the years, it has also se-
verely reduced the chances of Oli’s party
ining the same position and powerin

Ever since India-Nepal relations
soured in 2015, leaving a vacuum, China
engaged Nepal more aggressively, which
was a departure from its traditional “low-
profile” diplomacy and in line with the
broader Wolf Warrior diplomacy. During
this time, China’s role and involvement in
Nepal's infrastructure landscape in-
creased significantly, with Chinese com-
panies and contractors securing most
large projects in hydropower, roads and
aviation and telecommunication.

Butthe Gen-Z movement was a major
setback for Chil inNepal,

the immediate political equation of
Nepal. This assessment was evident in
China’s measured congratulatory mess-
age for PM Sushila Karki, while India and
the Western countries extended hera
warm welcome.

In the aftermath of the Gen-Z protests,

If the government continues its crack-

s | other ionscandal
China will likely suffer more damage,
either due to its direct association or
through the dismantling of the political
networks that facilitated Beijing’s engage-
ment. The current political climate offers
India an opportunity to reset its ties with
Nepal and regain the trust and influence it
had lost over the years. By providing neu-
tral support for Nepal’s democratic safe
ingtechnical and finan-

Lerters To

THE EDITOR

Turkman Gate
‘THEFIRST detailed report on the
Turkman Gate demolitions (“Turk-
man Gate: Mughal gateway tosite ofa
dark chapter during the Emergency,
y8)duringthe
was published on the front page of
The Indian Expresson April 19,1977 It
was written by me, then aspecial cor-
respondent of the paper, based onin-
terviews of demolition victims. Itled
t oneofthe

cial assistance for its development, India
can reposition itself as a reliable and cul-
turally connected partner. The most sus-

China’sattitude markedly from
actively engaging Nepal toa cautious wait-
and-watch approach. That said, its invest-
ment inand cultivation of Nepalese elites
over the years leaves enough room for
China to bounce back in case India or the
West or overestimate their

at least in the form it had taken over

strategic leverage.

tainablewayto hould

political, technical, and economic assis-
tance for democratic consolidation, good
governance, and inclusive development.

The writer is non-resident fellow at the Centre
for Social Innovation and Foreign Policy
(CESIF). Nepal

epaper.indianexpressicom .. .

demolitions’ chief organisers against

me and The Indian Express. Thejudi-

cial process continued for 17 years.
Jawid Laig, New Delhi

GDP numbers

ONETENDS toendorse the
editorial’s view that the economy’s

New Delhi

slower nominal growth over time
could play spoilsport for the “opti-
mistic” projection ofa 7.4 per cent
growth rate in 2025~26 (‘Economy
grows faster, but there are concerns’,
1IE, January 8). Inhibiting external
factors may defy these estimates.
SKGupta, viaemail

GDP AND employment estimates
remain indispensable. The lacuna
liesin over-reliance on infrequent
surveys and red-herring indicators
(‘Economy grows faster, but there
areconcerns’, IE, January 8). GDP
estimates draw heavily from the cor-
thereby und

senting micro and informal enter-
prises. Employment data suffer
from similar blind spots

R Narayanan, Navi Mumbai
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» POLITICS

Inside Assam
govt’s contentious
ST status bid for
Six communities

Sukrita Baruah
Guwahati, January 8

AREPRESENTATIVE group of Assam’s Scheduled Tribe (ST)
communities Tuesday “rejected” the state government’s rec-
ommendation for the grant of ST status to six communities
that have long agitated for the same.

As Assam moves towards elections this year, this issue has
emerged as one of the most heated political questions over the

* ENVIRONMENT

Despite patchy record, US
climate exit will still pinch

AMITABH SINHA

‘THE US Thursday said it was pulling out of
the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) and more than 60 other

past few months. Ex:.slmgST ities have
anxietyabouta; their political rights. The

six communities—which account forajustunderathird of the

“nolongerserve American interests”.Onthe
lung listare several climate-related entities,

Panel on

nment.

Climate Chanve ([PCC), mlemanonal Solar

What’s Assam’s 'k for ST reservation?
‘The tribes currently recognised in Assam are divided into
two categories: ST (Plains) with 10% reservation and ST (Hills)
with a 5% reservation for state government recruitment and
educational institutions. ST (Hills) refers totribes from the au-
tonomous hill districts of Karbi Anglong, West Karbi Anglong
and Dima Hasao. Two of Assam’s 14 Lok Sabha constituencies
and 19 of its 126 Assembly constituencies are reserved for ST
Accordingtothe2011 census,
had a total population of around 38.8 lakh, which is 12.4% of
thestate’s total population. The major tribes are Bodo (35% of
the state’s tribal population), Mishing (17.52%), Karbi (11.1%),
Rabha (7.6%), Sonowal Kachari (6.5%), Lalung (5.2%), Garo
(4.2%) and Dimasa (3.2%).
Thesearethesixcommu-
nities that have longagitated
for a

Alliance(ISA),and
Energy Agency (IRENA).

Last year, immediately after Donald
‘Trumptook charge as President for his sec-
ond term, the US had withdrawn from the
2015 Paris Agreement. That decision will
become effective on January 20, after the
one-year notice lapses. Over this past year,
the Trump administration has also scaled
down funding and staffing of its national
agencies engaged in climate research.

Thursday’sdecision marks itscomplete
dlsengagement with the international cli-

President Donald Trump at the 80th

filling its responsibilities under the Paris
Agreement has been extremely poor.

It has done precious little in terms of
emissions reductions, or in providing fi-

and putsaseri
tion mark over the effectiveness of the
existing multilateral process to deal with
h
ge.

tribes: Tai Ahom, Moran,
Motok, Chutia, Koch
Rajbongshi,and Tea Tribesor
Adivasis. These communities
arecurrently included in the
state’s Other Backward
Classes list — which has a
27% quota — and are esti-

Assam Chief Minister Himanta

Flip ﬂnp on clzmate change

nance or
mandatory obligations under the UNFCCC
and the Paris Agreement.

However, the US, all thiswhile, never de-
nied the problem of climate change. It re-
mained fully engaged and continued to

withtheinterna-
tional climate regime is not new. The US
had played an important role in the final-
isation of the UNFCCC, which acknowl-
edged the problem of climate change and
laid down the basic rules and principles for

Biswa Sarma. an mated number
around one crore. The 2011
census had placed Assam’s

AHEADOFPOLLS  ioraipopulationatazerore.

® The ST status bid has become

aparticularly fraught issue Whatisthe Assam

ahead of electionsin Assam. government’s stand?

The Assam government
constituted a Group of Min-
mended the tag make up around ’::ee;sdﬁﬁ)ﬁ ?ﬂfﬁz;e::ﬁ
athird of the state’s population. repait, GibledintheAssemnbly
® Existing ST itiesh in found “fulljus-
expressedanxiety abouta tification” fortheinclusionof
potential weakening of their the communities in the ST list
political rights. and recommended the cre-
ationofacomplex “three-tier
classification” of tribes.

Essentially, in addition to the Plains and Hills categories, it
recommended the creation of an ST (Valley) category for the
larger communities: Ahoms, Chutias, Tea Tribes and Adivasis,
and Koch Rajbongshis (excluding those residing in the undi-
vided Goalpara region). The ST (Valley) category will have sep-
arate quotas with dlstmct rosters and vacancy reglsters forall

® The six communities for
which the state has recom-

that “existing ST(P) and ST (H) quotas will remain fully pro-
tected”. Itsaid "a propomonateshaxemnbededucted fromthe

aglobal . But it never became a
member of the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, an in-
strument under the UNFCCC that assigned
specific emission reduction targets to dif-
ferent countries.

In fact, the US led the efforts to put in
place an alternative to the Kyoto Protocol,
efforts that eventually culminated in the
2015 Paris Agreement. Butits record in ful-

« ECONOMICS

By disassociating from the climate
regime, the US may be jeopardising
its long-term interests, ceding
leadership to its main rival China

ardising its own long-terminterests, ceding
the leadership in this area to its main rival
China. Most countries are already com-
mitted to renewable energy pathways. Re-
newable sources like solar or wind promise
notjust

ity. They have also become slgmﬁcan(ly
cheaper. Forlarge partsof the world, renew-
able energy has begun to make economic
aswell as strategic sense.

The efforts of the Trump administra-
tion to go against the tide, by pumping in
more oil in the energy market through its
adventures in Venezuela or other
measures, might slow down the pace of
energy transition but are unlikely to turn
the clockback. And itis herethat Chinacan
press forward its advantage. Renewable
energy deployment requires equipment
and infrastructure, and China has an un-
disputed lead in their manufacturing and
supply chains. By vacating this space, the
US could be undermining its economic in-
terests as well as political leverage.

" Llvi "
the UN General y 2025. THENEW YORK TIMES/FILE What Indiacouldface

search, for example, can have long-term For India, the US decisions could result

implications, notjust forthe USbut forthe  in lower pressure to decarbonise fast, but

worldasa whole smce manyof theAmeri- its plans to attract aneslmems in clean

can with the best re- 1. Before

, all of which are its sources and networks for data-collection ~ Trump’s second Presidency, India had a

Impact and monitoring. long: ing strategic part iponcli-

. mateand clean energy with the US, which

onlIndia The fallout had been supportinga number of activities

For India, the US TheUSmove to slgn outoftheUNFCCC  in dlverse energy- related fields. Such col-

decisioncould ~ andother notsurprising, d tostop, which could

fee of USD

exert abigi on the climate dis- resultinlower evenif not entirely expected. The withdra-  force India to revise its energy transition
course. It invested heavily in scientific re- wal from the Pari: andthescal-
search oncli d in dev to ing down of funding on climate research One of the organisations the US has
1 Iti ivi in- decarbomse fast.  had already done mostofthe damage. The  withdrawn from is the International Solar
vestments, at home and abroad. While the ° world is sure to miss its 2030 emission re-  Alliance that Indiahad helped set up incol-
pace of transformation was slow, and not duction targets, and the US, even before  laboration with France on the sidelines of
commensurate with what was expected of ~ ButIndiasplans  trymp wasn'tona pathway tomakeany ~ COP21climate meetingin Parisin2015. The
it, theUS did work to minimise the impacts toattract ‘meaningful contribution to fill the gap. US had joined the ISA only in 2021 as the
of climare change. investments Inthe short-term, therefore, the impact ~ 101st member. It does not give any financial
But Trumpisa proud climate denialist, inclean ofthe US decisions onglobal climate might ~ support to the ISA. At its last assembly
and has repeatedly mocked the global ef- Fanla only inal. The fallout over meeting in 2025, the ISA had decided to
forts being made on clean energy transi- conldalsobe termwill d dontk charge an annual i
tion. Under his Presidency, the US has wa ffect:‘(;. cessors in the White House take. 50,000 from developed nations and USD

acted overtly to undermme the progress

madeso far. Tl re-

But by disassociating completely from
the climate regime, the US might be jeop-

25,000 from developing countries, but this
decision is still to be operationalised.

TN, a pioneer in pension reforms, reverses course 2 decades on

PVaidyanathan lyer
New Delhi, January 8

27% OBC reservation and be mad gOrY.

It recommended that the smaller Moran and Motok com-
munities and Koch Rajbonghis in undivided Goalpara—sub-
ject to anNOC from the Bodoland Territorial Council for parts
ofundivided Goalparaunder the BTC — beincluded in the ST

to retail inflation over the preceding six
months. Further, TAPS will ensure thatupon
thepensioner’s death, their nominee will re-

* RISING SALARIES & PENSIONSINTN

government's pension reform. In 1998, it

able pension system. The panel’s report,
pubhshed in2000, built the pension reform

AHEAD OF elections in April-May, Tamil ~ ceive 60% oftt as family pension. 1) = Wages &salaries (Rscr)
Nadu Chief Minister MK Stalin announced W Salaries & pension as % of State’s Own Tax R OTR)
the Tamil Nadu Assured Pension Scheme =~ What scheme will TAPS replace? 120,000 79.59% 0%
(TAPS). Dependingon the DMK’s return to Tamil Nadu became the first state tore- ~ ** O SB.SV' >
andeducati and power, the scheme will come into effect  form its pension system in2003, noting the 100000 - 73757 0%
from January 1,2027. unsustainability of rising pension costs. ~ 80.000 - 60%
Tamil Nadu has an estimated 9.3lakh  Then Chief Minister J Jayalalithaa took the 60.000 < 50%
goVi dabout705lakh  political call to replace the Old Pension 40,000 J . - 40%
While only a small Scheme, with a new Contributory Pension 200004 S8 30%
(2%) of the electorate, government em- hy PS). “Tamil Nadu hasthe higt T e= o
ployees are viewed as a vital cunstlruency pension-related commitments when com- L 2002-03 " 201516 202021 ' 202526 ' 202627 20%
by parties in the state. This is by pared inth y.Itisalso
aretheonestasked withimplementinggov-  one of the ing of FAERIBRINAICTZ.

(Plains)list. However, it recommended matmvhemseof ‘central
it allt 1

reser

under the common ST pool as there isa singlt
‘The GoM has sta[ed that 1( has tried to walk the nghuope

ernment schemes and, thus, are seen asa
U ST list. group thatcan public narrative.
What will TAPS provide,

d of the six c

and protecting the pohucal rights and SOCIO economic and
educational i existing ST ie

y T
The Coordinating Committee of Tribal Organisations of
Assam has rejected the GoM recommendation. A CCTOA con-
sultative group said the six communities cannot be “re-classi-
fied” as ST for “political expediencies” once the National Com-
mission for Backward Classes already identified them as OBC
and afterthey were not considered for ST status hlstonca]ly It
‘onlyto politi ationes-

pecially at the level of the Panchayats, Autonomous Councils,

whatis its cost to the government?

TAPS guaranteesa pension of 50%of the
last drawn monthly salary to all state em-
ployees retiring on or after January 1, 2027.
The employees are required to con[nbute
10%of their v

wards50%oftheemployee’ssalary. Accord-

the total revenue expenditure,” C Pon-
naiyan, then state Finance Minister, said
while presentingthe Budget for FY 2002-03.

‘The CPSapplied toall those whojoined
government service on or after April 1,
2003. Boththeemployee and the state con-
tributed 10 per cent of the salary (Basic Pay
+ Dearness Allowance) towards CPS.

*2026+

.andalso

“This figure excludes additional spending of Rs 13,000 cr (one-time), and Rs 11,000 er (annua),

apension regulator, pension
funds, etc — and moved from a defined
benefit regime to a defined contribution
system. The New Pension Scheme (NPS)
was thus introduced in 2004 and covered
all central government employees who
joined service on or after January 1, 2004.
Although AIADMK lost the subsequent
Assembly election in 2006, and the NDA
wonthe 2004 LokSabhaelections, succes-
sive governments in the state (both DMK
and AIADMK) did not revert tothe Old Pen-
sion Scheme. Neitheryielded to the temp-
tation of keeping the contributions of the

ingtoagovernmentstatement, the state will
incur a one-time expenditure of Rs 13,000
crore and anannual cost of Rs 11,000 crore.

Like serving employees, pensioners too

TAPSandTN
How does TAPS compare with CPS? H
Under the CPS, Tamil Nadu’s wages, sal- PEPSIOH?rS
aries and | asap fthe -.T
State’sOwn Ta; almost  investssumscol-
10 percentage points over the last two dec- !ECIEd under CPS
ade: i ionliabil-  Inlow-yield
instruments.

ity in 2020-21, then Finance Minister P

District Council egislati will benefit from salary increases twicea  Thiaga Rajan noted that the state had @ If TAPS follows the
hy edforthe OBCsin the Stat bly”. year, with hikesin DearnessAllowance(DA) 344,834 employeesinservicebefore Aprill,  UPS model, this may
The CCTOA itiesas “a d in January and July TheDAisessentiallya 2003, when CPS becameeffective. Thetotal ~ allow govtstaffto
populous”. It also says that the ities the granted i i dotherpen-  picki
‘Tai Ahoms who “ruled Assam for six hundred years”, do not ment: them fro sionary benefil {at Rs28.250.59 crore  avenuessuchas
fulfil the criteria for recognition as ST. prices,and il islinked  in2020-2L recruited onorafter  stock markets.

April 1, 2003, in Tamil Nadu, and enrolled
under CPS were 5,88,166, As marny as 28,893
pril 1,2003, the
CPS following retirement or other reasons.
TAPS will raise pension liabilities
sharply in 2026-27, the first year if the
Budget for the year provides for the one-
time expenditure as well as the annual in-
crease in cost. In subsequent years, the in-
crease may be moderate since there won't
be the one-time expenditure component.
Sofar, TamﬂNaduhasarrestedsharpm»
creasesin er
decades. This may change now, dependmg
on how the state

and the state government as
cash balancesinthe Budget.

As part of pension reforms, the Centre
introduced a Permanent Retirement Ac-
count Number foreach employee. Both the
employee and the government contribute
towards the pension, and these are in-
vested according to the employee’s choice
and risk capacity in the pension funds set
up by banks and financial institutions. The
Centre’s contribution has increased from
10 per cent in 2004 to 14 per cent in 2019.

Following sustained demands, the
Centre introduced the Unified Pension
Scheme in 2024, assuring each employee
50%ofthelast12monthly: average! basic pay

Thisled the C

‘Wheredid TN get the idea from?
Jayalalithaa's move preceded the NDA

contribution to 18.5% towards the pension,
while 10% ofthe employee’s basicsalary, plus
dearness allowance, is set aside for this.

® ENVIRONMENT

Recalling Madhav Gadgll s seminal Western Ghats report, and the opposition to it

Rec d

‘Tamil Nadu. It is

ions, restrictions

Nikhil Ghanekar

New Delhi, January 8

EMINENT ECOLOGIST Madhav Gadgil, 83,

died late on Wednesday in Pune afterabrief

illness. Inastoried careerasan ecologist, his
seminal work as chairman of the Western
Ghats Experts Ecology Panel (WGEEP)
stands out, despite the fact that the report
was eventually rejected by the then United
Progressive Alliance (UPA) government.

versity hotspot with a high level of endem
ism, meaning that certainkinds of treesand
animals are only found in this ecosystem.
In March 2010, the WGIIEP was consti-
tuted in view of

After Gadgil ledemensweconsulmnnns

on 1] with esand pub-
ives, the panel

[he entire 1,29,037 sq km extent of Western

sensitivity and it igni its

Ghats asan y Sensitive Area
(ESA). It assigned itivi

complex geography, and the threat of cli-
mate change. Ina 2014 article in the Econ-
omicand Political Weekly, Gadgil had noted
matthemggermrlhe panel wasameeting

for various zones, categorising them as
Ecologically Sensitive Zone (ESZ).

Gadgil continued to ch the
cause of protecting the fragile mountains
from mindless development. Despite the
report’s fate, its recommendations are
brought up whenever landslides and ecol-
ogical disasters occur in the region.

Need for a prescription
The Western Ghats are known as the
water tower of peninsular India, with the
Cauvery, Godavan Knshna Periyar, and
Thechain

oftheSave’ inthe
Nilgiris in 2010. “Unlon Minister of En-
vironmentand Forests Jairam Rameshat-
tended it and participated in the deliber-
ations, which culminated in setting up of
the WGEEP,” Gadgil wrote.

The official mandate was to assess the
Ghats’ ecology, demarcate sensitive areas
and recommend ecologmal ly sensitive

guidelines were ac
proposed foreach sector. These included a
oncultivati mod-
ified dth ionof

special economiczonesor new hill stations.
‘The panel said no new mining licenses were
to be issued, and called for phasing out
existing mines within five years in ESZs 1
and 2. ESZ1would not have new licensesis-
sued for quarries. It proposed no new rail-
way lines and major roads, except where

of hills spans from Guijarat to Kerala and

Gadgil died on Wednesday night aged 83. FiLe

the Environment Ministry under the En-

Political opposition

‘The initial report was submitted to En-
vironment Minister Jairam Ramesh in
March 2011, and a final version was sub-
mitted in August2011. Gadgil noted in EPW
that under Jayanthi Natarajan, who suc-
ceeded Ramesh in July 2011, the report was
not made public, but was circulated to state

Kasturirangan panel

Following the opposition to the report,
the Environment Ministry constituted a
High-Level Working Group (HLWG) under
the space scientist K Kasturirangan to
“examine the WGEEP report in a holistic
and multidisciplinary fashion™.

The HLWG report of 2013 proposed to

8255qkmofthe Gha i

governments to seek Gadgil
rotethatthe reportitself mac forin-

as ically sensitive. It too called for

clusionary
rakmc it to all Gram Sabhas, to replace ex-
clusionary ation.”

AfterRTIappealsand acourt battle, the
the Environment Ministry ordered in May
2012 that the report be made public.

The report was strongly opposed es»
pecially by the governments of K

curbs on polluting industries, mining, new
thermal plants, and large townships in
ESAs. Unlike the previous panel, the Kas-
turirangan panel identified some villages
as ESAsand published a listof such villages
across states, Based on these recommen-
dations, the Centre hasissued the draft no-
tificati ing the ESAssix times

. This v wis-
aged as an apex, multi-state authority for

zones. It with highly ial,in ESZ1and 2. ac-

uons on conservauon and rejuvenation, m, It ionofa24- ESZsi ix Western
itiesfora member Western Ghats Ecology Authority ~ Gh: — Gujarat, Goa,

authority for i 1t (WGEA), authorityappointedby ~ Tamil Nadu, Karnatakaand Kerala.

epapenindianexpressmm.. .

ra. Several states also opposed
onnew ic project:
Kerala said that the economy of Idukki
and Wayanad districts would be affected if
large tracts were demarcated as ESA, as
these areas were home to cash crops.

e prnly

New Delhi

so far, owing to a lack of finality over the
areas that fall under the category. The no-
tification still hangs in the balance, and an
expert panel under former Director Gen-
eral of Forests, Sanjay Kumar, is working
with states to finalise the matter.
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Census 2027

The importance of counting right

NDIA is governing a population of over 1.4 billion

using data that is nearly two decades old. The last

Census was conducted in 2011. It was before the

pandemic altered livelihoods, before mass migra-

tion reshaped cities and before demographic
shifts redrew social and economic realities. Census
2027, which is to begin on April 1, is, therefore, a neces-
sity to correct years of policy-making based on outdat-
ed assumptions. Accurate population data is the back-
bone of governance. Welfare allocations, urban
planning, health infrastructure and education policy
depend on knowing where people live and in what con-
ditions. In the absence of updated numbers, schemes
risk underperforming, cities remain overstretched
and regional inequalities deepen. Census 2027 offers
an opportunity to replace administrative guesswork
with evidence-based planning.

The proposed exercise also marks a structural shift,
being India’s first fully digital census. If implemented
carefully, digital tools can reduce errors, speed up data
processing and improve transparency. The option of
self-enumeration signals a modern, citizen-centric
approach. However, it must supplement — not replace
— door-to-door surveys to avoid excluding the digitally
marginalised. The most d element is the inclu-
sion of caste data after nearly a century. While political-
ly sensitive, the lack of reliable caste data has long
weakened social justice policies. Welfare programmes
cannot be evaluated meaningfully without knowing
who benefits and who remains excluded. Data must
lead to reform, not fuel political polarisation.

Equally important are concerns over privacy and
data security. A fully digital census demands strong
safeguards, transparency and accountability to main-
tain public trust. Census 2027 will also shape India’s
democratic future, forming the basis for delimitation
and fair representation. A credible census can
strengthen governance and democracy alike. But suc-
cess will depend on execution, inclusivity and
restraint in how the data is ultimately used.

Congress fee

Hefty sum may put off some ticket aspirants

’s not uncommon for the Congress to charge
application fee from ticket aspirants in poll-bound
states. However, the party’s decision to hike the
fee to Rs 50,000 for the Assam Assembly elections

raised eyebrows. This is not a small amount,
and it applies uniformly to all contenders for candida-
ture. Moreover, refunds will reportedly be made only
for those seats where the Congress will let its alliance
partners contest. The ostensible rationale for the move
is on familiar lines: a substantial application fee dis-
courages non-serious aspirants, However, in a state
with deep socio-economic disparities and intense intra-
party competition, the “one-size-fits-all” approach
seems to prioritise financial capacity over grassroots
work. The party had given a concession to applicants
from the reserved category in Andhra Pradesh, Kar-
nataka, Telangana and Haryana in recent years.

The Congress is certainly not the richest political par-
ty in India. Its fund balance of Rs 857 crore pales in com-
parison with the BJP’s Rs 7,113 crore, as per data com-
piled by the Election Commission for 2023-24. The saffron
party continues to dominate political funding and dona-
tions even after the scrapping of the controversial elec-
toral bonds scheme. The Congress, in contrast, does not
have adequate money to smoothly run its state units and
contest elections across the country.

However, the process of generating funds should not
cause resentment among the party cadre. Alienating
local workers by erecting financial barriers is nothing but
aself-inflicted injury. The Congress needs to counter the
BJP’s claim that it has turned the ticket application
process into a cash-driven exercise. Promising refunds
across the board with a clear timeline can be helpful. The
party should also go all out to refute the allegations that
it allots tickets to the highest “bidders”.

OPINION
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Civil-military gap must be bridged

Successive pay commissions have served to aggravate the asymmetry

¥

ADMIRAL ARUN PRAKASH (RETD)
FORMER CHIEF OF NAVAL STAFF

April 2006, the Chairman,
Chiefs of Staff Committee,
wrote a letter to Raksha
Mantri  (RM)  Pranab
ukherjee, seeking his
“...personal intervention for the
appointment of a Service officer
as a constituted member of the
6th Central Pay Commission
(CPC)" and reminding him that
“...a lack of Service representa-
tion was perhaps one of the main
reasons for the dissatisfaction
expressed by the Services post
5th CPCaward...” While express-
ing agreement in principle, the
RM regretted his inability to
comply with this request.

The recommendations of the
6th CPC initially evoked a posi-
tive response due to an overall
salary hike, but this quickly
soured as specific anomalies
emerged that were seen as
unjust to the military. In an
unprecedented move, the three
Service Chiefs delayed submis-
sion of revised salary bills, effec-
tively deferring implementation
to send a message to the govern-
ment. The reaction to the 7th
CPC was even more severe, with
the Service Chiefs, in 2016, tak-
ing the extraordinary step of
writing to the Prime Minister
about holding the i -

R o

POLICY: If Non-Functional Upgrade is considered a rational measure, it must not be denied to the military. e1i

which civilian control can be
maintained/enhanced only by
balancing and blunting the mili-
tary’s influence/prestige. An
indicator is the progressive blur-
ring of lines between the military
and the Home Ministry-helmed
1.1 million-strong Central Armed
Police Forces (CAPFS).

Since relative seniority in the
government hierarchy is based
on a functionary’s “basic pay”,
the easiest way of altering estab-
lished relativities is by changing
the pay structures. The best
instrument to effect such
changes is the decadal CPCs
staffed by bureaucrats. This is
how successive pay commis-
sions, all of which have excluded
military representation, have
served to this civil-

tion in abeyance; they executed
it only after “assurances at the
highest level” that anomalies
would be addressed.
Civil-military dissonance has
been an issue of long-standing
concern in India, and it consti-
tutes a major flaw in our national
security matrix. The root of this
problem lies in two convictions of
the politician; firstly, that “civil-
ian control” of the military
can/should be exercised on its
behalf by the bureaucracy, and
secondly, that civil-military rela-
tions are a “zero-sum game” in

military asymmetry.

Typical of the anomalies that
have caused serious concern to
the military leadership is a policy
termed “Non-Functional
Upgrade” (NFU), which guaran-
tees civilians automatic higher
pay entitlements, even without a
merit or vacancy-based promo-
tion. By according this unjustifi-
able benefit to the civilians and
then tothe CAPFs, but denying it
to the military, the CPC not only
depressed the latter’s relative sta-
tusbutalsodealt ablow to morale.

Itis incongruous that
the standing of the
armed forces should
remain unspecified
and open to repeated
misinterpretation
vis-a-vis civilian and
police organisations.

ination was further fuelled by
other measures, including a
drastic cut in pensions for sol-
diers disabled on duty and a sys-
tem of “hardship allowances™
that favoured civilians in peace
areas over the military in combat
zones. A dive into history is nec-
essary in order to get to the root
of these problems.

At the time of Independence, a
hurried reorganisation of the
imperial defence structure took
place to suit the new republic’s
needs. During this turmoil, the
military leadership remained
blissfully ignorant of a signifi-

This sense of diserim-

cant orchestrated

by the civil services; the armed
forces HQs, instead of being des-
ignated independent “depart-
ments” of the Ministry of
Defence (MoD), were reduced to
“attached offices” and made sub-
altern to the Department of
Defence. This “act of commis-
sion” was to be followed by equal-
ly significant “acts of omission”.
The Constitution, vide Article
312, created two new “All-India
Services” — the IAS and the IPS
(to be joined later by the Indian
Forest Service). Inherited from
the empire was another category
of bureaucracy, known as the
Central Civil Services, consisting
of 89 Group ‘A’and ‘B’ services.
In 1961, the President promul-
gated the Allocation of Business
(AoB)and Transaction of Business
Rules, which provided the admin-
istrative framework and guidance
for civil service functionaries of
the Government of India (Gol).
For 58 years, in none of these
documents was there any men-
tion of the military till, in 2019,
the 353rd amendment to the
AoB Rules incorporated the new
Department of Military Affairs
(DMA). However, the constitu-
tion of the Chief of Defence Staff
— a historic step — still did not
find mention in these rules.
Since their status vis-a-vis the
All-India as well as Group ‘A’

and ‘B’ civil services has
remained undefined, successive
CPCs, maintaining that the
armed forces do not fall into any
“recognised category”, have
employed whimsical logic to
depress their emoluments and,
consequently, their status.

Apart from upsetting historic
relativities with the IAS, IPS and
the CAPFs, such alterations
have created awkward situations
for military commanders. Civil-
ian personnel of organisations
such as Border Roads, Military
Engineering Services, Naval
Armament Services and Armed
Forces HQ Cadre, created to sup-
port the armed forces, having
overtaken their military superi-
ors in terms of pay grades, now
demand an altered relationship.

The Service Chiefs, too, receive
perfunctory attention from politi-
cians and bureaucrats because
they have no locus standi as per
rules of the Gol. It is the civilian
Secretary,  Department  of
Defence, whois deemed responsi-
ble forthe*.. defence of India,and
every part thereof” and speaks for
the Services. This is an iniquitous
situation which has stimulated
civil-military friction for decades.

As the constitution of the 8th
CPC has been promulgated, the
issues highlighted above assume
urgency. It is incongruous that
the standing of the armed forces
of the Union should remain
unspecified and open to repeated
misinterpretation vis-a-vis civil-
ian and police organisations. It is
similarly inappropriate that the
Service Chiefs and the CDS —
responsible for national defence
— should be denied due recogni-
tion in Gol rules and remain
“invisible” in the MoD.

A clear definition of the status of
the armed forces as being on a par
with the AllIndia Services and
spelling out the role and functions
ofthe military hierarchy willlead to
smooth and harmonious civil-mili-
tary functioning in the MoD and
the inclusion of a Service officeras
a constituted member of the 8th
CPCwill raise the military’s morale
and balster national security.

If NFU is considered a rational
measure, it must not be denied
to the military.

Leadership is all about taking responsibility, not making excuses. —Gen Bipin Rawat

Context matters on
the linguistic front

RAJBIR DESWAL

Ghalib seemed to have anticipated our present-day
dilemma when he asked, with gentle irony: “Har ek baat
pe kehte ho tum ki tu kya hai; Tumhi kaho ke ye andaz-e-

guftagu kya hai?” And Tasleem

Fuazli said: “Pyar jab hudd se badha

saare takallufmit gaye; Aap sefur tum huye fir tu ka unvan ho gaye.”

Language is never merely a vehicle of communication; it is a
mirror of relationships, social hierarchy, culture and power. The
recent doctor-patient brawl in Shimla compels us to reflect on a

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Trump upending world order

Apropos of “Trump sets a perilous precedent’;
the article is a timely reminder of how raw
power is being normalised as state policy. The
abduction of the Venezuela President under
the garb of “law enforcement” strikes at the
very heart of international law, state sover-
eignty and the UN Charter. If a superpower
can kidnap a sitting head of state for alleged
violations of its domestic laws, no leader any-
where is safe. The muted response of the glob-
al community only emboldens such brazen
adventurism. With threats extending even to
temitories like Greenland, the world must

ON THIS DAY...100 YEARS AGO

CTBhe Tribune.
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Police administration in Punjab

THE report on police administration in Punjab (1924), which has
just been published, is of more than ordinary interest, because it
deals notonlywith the annual statistics of crime in the province but
also with the much larger question of the re-enforcement of the
police force. The number of true cognisable cases of all kinds dealt
with by the police during the year was 45,566, as compared with
44,161 during the previous year; eliminating petty crime, the total
was 34,365 as against 34,395 in the previous year, a decrease of 30
cases. The figures for such crimes during the last four years are as
follows: 36,052 cases in 1921; 37,776 in 1922; 34,395 in 1923; and
34,365 in 1924, Tt would thus appear that in spite of the fact that the

itions governing th ission of crimes and their investi-
gations by the police have been abnormal during these four years,
there has been an actual decrease in the number of cognisable cas-
es (omitting petty cases) reported to the police. The figures relating
to more serious forms of crime disclose the same state of affairs.
There were 960 cases of rioting during the year, as compared with
757in1923; but this 203 casesis i for
by the registration in Lahore district of 301 cases under Section 145,
Indian Penal Code, in connection with the Bhai Pheru Morcha. As
to cases of murder, 653 were reported as compared with 748 in 1923
—adecrease 0f 95 cases. There were 211 cases of dacoity during the
vear, as compared with 333 in 1923 and 349 in 1922, The Inspector
General of Police regards this decrease as “real and satisfactory”.

subtler issue — can language, especially the use of honorific or
non-honorific forms of address, intensify or ease conflict?
InIndianlanguages, forms of address such as aap, tum and tu are
not mere grammatical variations; they carry cultural and emotion-
al weight. Aap conveys respect and formality, often creating a safe
distance, Tum suggests familiarity and equality. T, commonly per-
ceived as rude or abusive, is not universally so. In Haryana’s kha-
di boli, tu is natural and conversational, not inherently aggressive.
In parts of eastern Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, the use of hum instead
of meinis C i isunds d asarro-
gance or superiority, though it is simply a linguistic tradition.
Problems arise when we assume our own linguistic norms to be

universal. What feel. 1may feel intimate or
normal to another. This is why the doctor-patient relationship
demar i inguisti itivity. It i to

a doctor to use aap as a mark of professionalism and respect. It is
equally: to grant a patient linguisti 1y, given the pain,
anxiety and vulnerability. If tu-tadak escalates a situation, the fault
lies less with the word itself and more with tone, timing and context.

Ironically, the same tu that provokes offence in confrontation
becomes poetry in love and music. Consider popular Hindi songs
with lines such as “Tu meri zindagi hai...” and “Tu is tarah se
meri zindagi mein shaamil hai...” Here, tu is not vulgar or dis-
missive; it is intimate, tender and deeply human. Clearly, words
do not carry fixed moral values — contexts do.

The solution, therefore, does not lie in rigidly enforcing one form
of address over another. Aap is not an automatic guarantee of
respect, nor is tu intrinsically insulting. What matters is situation-
al awareness. In professions involving public dealing, especially
healthcare, language should lean toward courtesy and calm,
because words can either soothe or inflame. Simultaneously, soci-
ety must learn not to criminalise linguistic diversity or confuse
cultural speech patterns with deliberate disrespect.

In cities like Lucknow — celebrated for their etiquette, refine-
ment and constant use of aap — one often hears abusive words
uttered with impeccable politeness. Some people have even gone
to the extent of committing murder while addressing each other
with aap. This stark reality exposes a simple truth: respect does
not reside in vocabulary alone, but in intent and conduet.

epaper.tribuneindia.com

unite against the US’ actions before it erodes
rule-based order and pushes humanity
towards dangerous lawlessness.

HARBINDER S DHILLON, UNA

Teaching is a full-time vocation

Apropos of ‘A biting order’; it exposes the
absurdity and risks of deploying teachers to
count stray dogs, a task squarely within the
municipal domain. Education requires urgent
reform that prioritises quality infrastructure,
higher public spending as a share of GDP and
aprofessional environment that allows teach-
ers to focus exclusively on teaching. Instead,
they are routinely burdened with non-aca-
demic duties such as election work, surveys
and now civic enforcement. Teaching is a full-
time vocation involving lesson planning,
assessment, mentoring and continuous aca-
demic updating. Assigning unrelated admin-
istrative work amounts to a misuse of trained
human resources. While teachers can support
civic awareness, they cannot replace munici-

pal or veterinary personnel.

A wake-up call for civic bodies
The deaths in Indore due to the consumption of
contaminated water are shocking. The incident
must make the civic authorities sit up and take
immediate action. The tragedy must also act as
awake-up call for civic bodies across the board
to carry out preventive action by conducting
surprise checks at water treatment plants,
checking distribution water supply lines and
sewerage network. A meticulous action plan
and schedule needs to be devised to locate and
plug the leakages, and to replace old, rusty and
worn-out pipes with new ones.

KRISHAN KANT SO0OD, NANGAL

K KUMAR, PANCHKULA

Uncertainty looms large

Itis heartbreaking to see that while some peo-
ple are celebrating the shutdown of Shri Mata
Vaishno Devi Medical College, it is the affect-
ed students who will suffer the most. Their
future has been put at risk overnight, and
years of hard work, their dreams and hopes
now stand shattered. Celebrating the closure
of a college means celebrating the loss of
opportunities for our youth and the loss of
progress for the region. Such a mindset will
only push J&K backward. Shutting down an

educational institution is being treated like a

Legislation misinterpreted
Apropos of ‘Can’t read dog’s mind when it
wants to bite: SC’; the stray dog menace is
largely self-created. Earlier humans and
canines coexisted without friction, people
would offer food to strays and they in turn
would provide vigil at night. The problem
began with The Prevention of Cruelty to Ani-
mals Act, 1960. Prior to this legislation, when-
ever an abandoned or aggressive dog posed a
clear threat, the local authorities intervened,
even though such incidents were rare. Howev-
er, the Act inadvertently led to an unchecked
proliferation of street dogs, a problem that has
now spiralled beyond control.

VK ANAND, CHANDIGARH

solution instead of questioning the authori-
ties, demanding accountability and pushing
for better facilities and improvements.

SHIVANI VUYAL, JAMMU

Hindu killings continue unabated
The killing of yet another Hindu in
Bangladesh must raise an alarm. Incidents
of mob lynching hint at targeting of Hindus,
rising intolerance and a decline in effective
law enforcement, While the authorities have
initiated investigations and made arrests in
certain cases, the targeted killings have not
stopped that suggests that existing respons-
es are insufficient.

RUKMA SHARMA, JALANDHAR

Letters to the Editor, typed in double space, should not exceed the 200-word limit.
Theese should be cogently written and can be sent by e-mail to: Letters@tribunemail.com



DINESH C SHARMA
SCIENCE COMMENTATOR

OWARDS the
end of 2025, the
Department  for
Promotion of
Industry and
Internal Trade published a
working paper on 'Genera-
tive AT and copyright'. It is
the report of an expert com-
mittee to examine the vexed
question of copyright protec-
tion in the era of artificial
intelligence, and its findings
will most likely form the
basis of India's policy on the
subject in the near future.
Generative Al products like
ChatGPT, Gemini, Perplexity,
ete, are large language models
(LLMs) that generate content
based on prompts given by
users. For instance, one can
provide a brief storyline and
ask ChatGPT to write a short
story in the style of RK
Narayan or Premchand, and it
would generate it. Similarly,
Dall-E, Midjourney (and other
similartext-to-image and text-
to-video generation models)
can make a painting on a giv-
en subject based on prompts
1o generate it in the style of,
say, Jamini Roy or MF Husain
or a short movie clip in Satya-
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Jjit Ray's style. Such outputs
from generative Al models
are based on their training
that uses data from a variety
of types of sources (like novels
of Narayan or paintings of
Husain and others).

The data used for training
Al models may fall in differ-
ent categories — copyrighted,
copyright-expired works and
data in the public domain
available for 'fair use'. Ever
since  technology firms
launched commercial ver-
sions of generative Al prod-
ucts, the question of their use
of copyrighted material, such
as books, research papers,
photographs, films and other
forms of creative expression
has become central to the AT
debate. It has posed complex
legal, ethical and moral ques-
tions. Another unresolved
issue is the copyrightability
and authorship of Al-generat-
ed outputs.

Governments and courts in
many countries have been

OPED
Fair use or free ride? Al copyrlght dilemma

UNFAIR: The govt‘s proposal and industry's demands leave creaturs at the receiving end. SANDEEP JOSHI

well-accepted dictum of ‘fair
use’ of creative works.

To argue that Al models are
not 'copying’ original works
but only learning' from them
does not hold water. This is
because the process of train-
ing an Al system involves

strugglingtodealwiththisnew  multiple steps, including
phenomenon — data training ~ copying and storage of data
of Almodels. Technology com-  (original works), which, in
panies worldwide, includingin  effect, constitutes infringe-
India, have argued that AT  ment. This, the Al industry
modelsdonotviolatecopyright ~ says, can at most be consid-
laws as they are not copyingor  ered a 'technical infringe-
plagiarising copyrighted mem not alegal one.

books, hs, ete, but ing the notion that no
using them only as segregated  copyright  licensing i

datasets to train algorithms
using patterns, styles, struc-
turesin terms of statistical rela-
tionships to enable them to
generate new content. This,
they claim, amounts to the

required, and after studying
various models being dis-
cussed or implemented else-
‘where in the world, the expert
committee has recommended
ahybrid framework for India.

their work.

Indias copyright

framework must
place the interest
creators ahead of an

industry built on

s of

It has suggested a blanket
licence to Al developers for
the use of lawfully accessed
copyright-protected works for
training Al systems, provided
the copyright holders are paid
a royalty. But rightsholders
will not have the option to
withhold their works for use

ated from Al systems trained
on copyrighted content would
be payable asroyalties,and the
rates would be fixed by a gov-
ernment committee.
Technology companies
argue that regulating the use
of creative works and enforc-
ing new copyright laws to
make licensing compulsory
would hinder technological
innovation. They demand
complete exemption of text
and data mining (TDM) from
copyright laws to enable the
training of Al models. The
representative of the industry
body, Nasscom, in the expert
committee disagreed with its
recommendations and gave a
dissent note. Instead of a
copyright system based on
the revenue of Al models, it
wants a layered system of
using copyrighted materials.
Nasscom has suggested that
it was the responsibility of
rightsholders to prevent the
use of their publicly available
work for TDM, and for this,
they should be given an ‘opt

mined data from millions of
books thus available online.
The 'opt out' option also seems
impractical in this scenario.

In both cases, people who
create new works (rightshold-
ers) are going to be at the
receiving end. The expert pan-
el wants automatic availability
of copyright-protected works
for training of Al systems and
will make it a legal certainty to
help the Al industry, while
denying copyright holders the
righttooptout of the TDM sys-
tem. On the other hand, the
industry is not ready to accept
the royalty-based system pro-
posed by the government, but
wants to make copyright hold-
ers responsible for protecting
their works through means
like an ‘opt out' or individual
contracts. Both types of
regimes are unfair to the cre-
ators of original content. Inany
case, the creators will have to
depend on policies and whims
of the platforms (and other
mediators) where their content
is displayed.

The AI companies have
begun generating billions of
dollars of business, and the

in the training of Al systems.  out'option at the point of avail-
Acentralised non-profitenti-  ability of their work. For con-
ty cunslstmg of nghfsholder tent which is not publicly
by the govenunenl would be  should be able to protect their
responsible for collecting the rights through contract or
payments from Al developers.  license terms. All this puts the
This entity would have copy-  onus on rightsholders to pro-
right socmehes and industry  tect their work, which, under
i asits the present ci is

and these member-organisa-  very difficult because copy-
tions would be responsxble for n,ght is bemg violated openly
passing on th toindi- d material is avail-

vidual creators. A certain per-
centage of the revenue gener-

able online illegally. Technolo-
gy companies have already

volume is d to grow.
Yes, LLMs and other models
are a result of technological
innovation, but one that eriti-
cally hinges on the digital
theft of the work produced by
millions of creative people
around the globe over the
decades. The copyright frame-
work India is proposing must
place the interests of creators
ahead of those of the industry.

Indias Allanguage leap

SHASHANK REDDY
MANAGING PARTNER,
EVAM LAW & POLICY

DIA'S linguistic diversi-
ty, with 22 official lan-
guages and hundreds of
dialects, has limited digital

ccess for millions. A mul-
tilingual AI revolution now
bridges this gap, turning access
into empowerment and redefin-
ing inclusion as dignity. As
India hosts the India AT Impact
Summit 2026 on February 15-20
in New Delhi, it aims to build an
Al ecosystem empowering
every citizen through multilin-
gual, multi-access models,
embodying ‘Sabka Saath, Sab-
ka Vikas’. This ensures exclud-
ed groups participate in the dig-
ital future,

By bridging the technology
divide, India is unlocking its
demographic dividend and entre-
preneurial potential. When peo-
ple can dream, design and deliver
solutions in their own language,
innovation becomes truly bottom-
up, powered by the many, not the
privileged few. Al is revolutionis-
ing education, healthcare and
governance.

Yet, a critical gap remains. Most
Al systems are trained primarily
in English and a few global lan-
guages, sidelining billions whose
native tongues are underrepre-
sented. In India, barely 10% of the
population is fluent in English.

For the vast majority, digital
access alone does not equal digi-
tal inclusion. True empowerment
begins when people can engage
with technology in their own lan-
guage. India's approach is, there-
fore, a global model, showing how
Al can democratise the digital
economy.

India's multilingual AT revolu-
tion is anchored in BHASHINI,
the government's flagship initia-
tive under the National Language
Translation Mission. BHASHINI
powers voice, text and video
translation across more than 35
Indian languages using over 1,600
AT models. Integrated into plat-
forms such as CPGRAMS for
grievance redress, My Aadhaar
for digital identity and services
like the IRCTC and NPCI's IVRS
systems, it enables citizens to

translation and dialogue.

This ecosystem ensures that the
promise of Digital India reaches
the farmer, artisan, student and
entrepreneur in every corner. As
India's multilingual AT matures, it
will enable millions of new cre-
ators, coders, innovators and prob-
lem-solvers, fuelling a new wave
of vernacular innovation that
reflects the real voice of Bharat.

Initiatives like Adi Vaani, the
world's first Al-powered tribal lan-
guage bridge, are preserving
endangered languages and con-
necting indigenous communities
to public services in their native
tongues. Similarly, the Open Net-
work for Digital Commerce
(ONDC) uses BHASHINI to
enable small businesses to create
multilingual interfaces, expand-
ing market access for MSMEs.
These a uni-

engage in their own |

Complementing this are home-
grown large language models
(LLMs). They include Sarvam-M
by Sarvam.ai, the first indigenous
LLM supporting 11 Indian lan-
guages plus English, built with
over 500 billion parameters for
nuanced, context-aware interac-
tions and Al4Bharat's IndicTrans
and IndicBERT. covering all 22
scheduled languages for seamless

When people can
dreamand designin
theirmother tongue,
innovation becomes

truly bottom-up.

Saving Aravallis beyond height

studies to distinguish between natu-
ral and human-dominated land-
scapes. It recognised that ecological

sion for mining activity, it does not
yet outline the scientific discipline
expected of the new committee, the

systems cannot be captured by sim-  ecological thresholds that should
ple height metrics or administrative ~ guide future definitions or the
convenience. In contrast, while the  roadmap for retummg authority to

December 29 order acl y icall
= the fragility of the Aravallis, it does  accountable institutions, The result
SUDHANSHU GUPTA not mandate any land-  is a p ive pause that averts
INTERNATIONAL MEMBER, scape-based methodology. It pauses ~ immediate harm but leaves the
FOREST.STEWARDSHIF COUNGIL adefinition, but does not prescribea  long-term architecture of Aravalli

method. It raises questions,butdoes  governance open-ended.

HE Supreme Courts notyetrequire maps. ‘Theorderalsocreates a practical vac-
December 29, 2025 order This omission mattersbecause the  uum that merits attention. By keeping
on the Aravalli hills has ~ Aravallis are not geometric objects.  both the November judgment and the
beenwelcomedasanact  They are a two-billion-year-old erod-  earlier committee report in abeyance,
ofjudicial self-correction.  ed fold syswm amosaic of ridges,  the SChas temporarily suspended the
By staying its own ruling oftenfallbelow  operative definition of the Aravallis
—whxch had introduceda lO(}metre the 100-metre mark, yet they remain ~ withoutofferinganinterim framework
hreshold for id vital for v recharge, cli-  for states. Forest departments lack ari-
Aravalli hills —and by directingthe  mate resilience and ecological con- teria for identifying protected terrain;
formation of a new expert commit-  nectivity. Protecting such a system resuxamm projects face uncertainty;

versal truth ing

barriers unlocks participation, fos-
tering equitable economic and
social empowerment.

The AT summit will focus on
outcomes guided by three sutras:
people, planet and progress. For
multilingual AI, the summit
recognises India's linguistic
inclusion model as a global stan-
dard, emphasising the moral and
technological responsibility to
ensure Al speaks the full spec-
trum of languages. India stands
not only as a technological leader
but also as a champion of linguis-
tic inclusion.

Its message to the world is clear
— to empower people, speak to
them in their language. Only then
can we truly unlock the nation's
potential, harness its demograph-
ic dividend and shape a future
where every citizen is not just
connected, but truly included.

CROSSWORD

ACROSS DOWN

I Make progress with little I Getintouch with (7)
effort (5) 2 Free(2])

4 Puzzled (2.1.4) 3 North American

8 Nothing (3) Indian tent (5)

9 Attack vigorously (5.4) 4 Crafty (6)

10 Surrounding (7) 5 Transversely (7)

11 Very di ble (5) 6 ing to itself (3)

13 Painful struggle (6) 7 Mar(5)

15 Phlegmatic (6) 2 Involving maximum

18 Power of decision (3-2) effort (4-5)

19 Advise (7)

21 Provoke (9)

23 White ecclesiastical
vestment (3)

24 Strike out (7)

25 Treat wound with
medicaments (5)

Yesterday's Solution

Take to task.

Admit, 20 Habit.

14 State of feeling (7)

16 French composer of
ballets (7)

17 Awkward predicament (6)

18 River of Paris (5)

20 Overtum (5)

22 Undermine (3)

Across: 1 Half-witted. 8 Horde, 9 Propose. 10 Voucher, 11 Belie. 12
Adduce, 14 Send up, 17 Enact. 19 Inhibit, 21 Rampage, 22 Broth, 23

Down: 2 Aground. 3 Fresh, 4 Import. 5 Trouble, 6 Droll. 7 Fever
pitch, 8 Have a heart, 13 Cut back, 15 Dubious, 16 Direct, 18

V. EASY
epager.tribuneilznd?a.com

tee, the SC signalled a willingnessto  demands field-} based in inlimbo.
revisit concemsmlsedby ienti rathertt ion. Most importantly, the order does
conser and affected com- ~ Without addressing the conceptual — not require the new committee to
munities. Yet, eveninits caution, the  issues that triggered the earlier con-  adopt field-based methods, consult
orderrevealsaconceptual gap:itsus-  troversy, thereremainsarisk thatthe  local stakeholders or follow the land-
pendsa contested definitionwithout  next committee may inadvertently — scape-mapping  discipline  that
outlining a clear pathway for devel-  revisit similar assumptions. defined the Western Ghats process.
oping a more robust one. The order may be seen as astep  Thus, the Aravallis' governance
In doing so, the SC does not draw  taken in the interest of caution,but  risks becoming dependent on judi-
upon one of India's stmngest prece-  one that would beneﬁt from clearer  cial supervision rather than on trans-
dents for ge gover- methodological While parent, decentralised and scientifi-
nance: the Western Ghats frame- the SC has centralised interim  cally grounded decision-making.
work. The jurisprudence that oversight by requiring its permis- The legacy of the Westermn Ghats
emerged from the Western Ghats matters because it had offered a mod-
process, particularly the Kasturiran- elrooted in science, fieldwork and eco-
gan Committee's work, demonstrat- logicalliteracy. Without drawing upon
ed that environmental protection it, the SC order may set the stage for
must begin with the landscape itself, another definition vulnerable to con-
not with abstract criteria detached  The Western Ghats'  testation and another cycle of judicial
from ecological realities. That valu- 1 e e e ,  intervention. The Aravallis deserve a
able legacy finds little explicit reflec- €ZACY 1S MISSING I the framework thatunderstands theland
tion in the December 29 order: SC's Aravalli order; before attempting to define it. The
The Western Ghats exerci next committee will succeed only if it

ise
marked a methodological shift in
environmental governance. It relied
on remote-sensing, GIS-based map-
ping, vegetation analysis and terrain

Ecology, not geometry,
must define the hills.

begins where the SC paused — with

the recognition that ecology, not

geometry, must define the hills.
Views are personal
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Europe calling

Faced with US-triggered volatility,
India turns focus on Europe

nion commerce minister Piyush Goyal has joined
l I negotiators in Brussels to give political momen-
tum to ongoing talks on India's Free Trade
Agreement (FTA) with the European Union (EU) so that
significant announcements can be made at the India-EU
Summit at the end of this year. With European
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen and
European Council President Antonio Costa attending
India’s Republic Day celebrations on January 26 as chief
guests, the talks started in November last year are
reported to have reached final stages. In this backdrop,
Europe will be in sharp focus in India’s diplomatic calen-
dar over the next few weeks, with high-profile visits by
German Chancellor Friedrich Merz, European Union
(EU) leaders Ursula von der Leyen and Antonio Costa and
French President Emmanuel Macron. Coming at a time
when India-US trade deal is struck due to Trump’s tariff
tantrums, this indicates a subtle shift in India’s policy to
the West.

Europe has become a priority for India in the face of
the US unpredictability and China’s expansionism. India
is set to be the German Chancellor Friedrich Merz's first
destination during his Asia visit next week. Germany is
one of India’s most important economic partners in
Europe. Merz is expected to review ongoing initiatives
while exploring new areas of cooperation amid shifting
global economic and security dynamics with Prime
Minister Narendra Modi during his two-day official visit.
They will also engage with business and industry leaders
and discuss regional and global issues. This will be fol-
lowed by French President Emmanuel Macron’s visit
early next month. India’s external affairs minister Dr S
Jaishankar and commerce minister have already visited
these major European countries to prepare the agenda
for their high-profile talks with PM Modi during these
India visits.

As Dr Jaishankar pointed out, India is strengthening
its relationship with Europe and both sides can bring
more stability into the international economy and global
politics. The new global trade and security policies of the
US President Donald Trump have created a high level of
volatility and unpredictability in the world, and every
country, every region is reassessing its interests and cal-
culations. India’s outreach to the EU and major countries
in the European continent is a conscious effort to safe-
guard its national interests. Deeper bilateral and multi-
lateral engagement with the UK and major EU partners
like France, Germany is not only to “derisk” the impact
of changing US policies but chart out a roadmap for
shared prosperity and development in the times to come.
Apart from a growing market, India offers a large pool of
skilled professionals hemmed in by the US restrictive
visa regime to Europe. It’s a win-win situation for all.

ISI overhaul

Proposed law on Indian Statistical Institute
undermines its institutional autonomy

inety-four years after its founding, the Indian
| \ I Statistical Institute (ISI) faces a dispute over its
autonomy as a section of faculty, students and
alumni oppose a draft Bill they say would give the govern-
ment excessive control over the pre-Independence insti-
tution. The ministry of statistics and programme imple-
mentation released the draft legislation in September,
seeking to repeal the ISI Act of 1959 and introduce sweep-
ing changes to the institute’s governance. This fits into a
broader pattern of systematic dilution of institutional
autonomy and federal values through over-centralisation
of powers over the last few years. The Centre wants to
overhaul the governance structure of the Kolkata-based
premier institute, which is synonymous with India’s
early efforts to use statistics for policy and development.
There are growing concerns over how the hasty reforms
could dilute the autonomy and undermine the federal
spirit.

At the heart of the controversy lies the proposed
restructuring of ISI's governing bodies. The draft Bill
seeks to convert ISI from a registered society into a “stat-
utory body corporate” governed by an 11-member board
of governors (BoG). If the Bill goes through, this board
will replace the existing 33-member governing council,
which currently serves as the institute’s highest decision-
making authority and has a majority of elected members
from within ISI. The BoG will be packed by a majority of
government appointees who exercise broad powers over
the institute's affairs, including appointing a panel to
select the director to be appointed by the government -
authority that currently rests with the governing council.
This raises concerns of political interference, especially
in appointments and academic decision-making.

What is alarming is that the draft Bill, seeking to
repeal the Indian Statistical Institute (ISI) Act, 1959,
omits references to national development, social welfare
and planning but introduces new priorities such as
global excellence, interdisciplinary collaboration, inno-
vation and financial self-sustainability. Experts fear that
increased focus on revenue generation may shift ISI away
from basic research and the essential long-term research
could suffer under a corporate-style funding model. The
focus of the new legislation shifts from a nation-building
and welfare-oriented mission to one centred on global
excellence, institutional branding and innovation.
Bypassing the existing society registered under state law
amounts to an infringement of state jurisdiction and
risks undermining the established legal framework that
has guided ISI for decades. The Bill severely undermines
academic autonomy by enabling the BoG to override deci-
sions of the academic council.

1 more on www.epaper.lokmat.com/lokmattimes
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OPINION

Indore: Supplying deaths thru pipelines!

CAG had also warned of water-borne diseases due to unsafe water, including from tubewells

Abhilash Khandekar
POLITICS & BEYOND

he cleanest city competition

under  Swachh  Bharat

Mission was meant for

municipal solid waste segre-
gation and disposal. However, what
happened in Indore which wears the
‘India’s cleanest city’ tag is spine
chilling. So many deaths due to
drinking water, mind you, not
because of illicit liquor!

Indore is governed by BJP for 25
years and that indicates total failure
of its urban governance. Also, crim-
inal negligence. Heavily contaminat-
ed drinking water with fecal matter
mixed into it for months together
was being supplied to hapless cit-
izens. They had repeatedly com-
plained of ‘smelly, dirty water' to the
authorities but none listened, not
even their representative in the gov-
ernment - a senior Cabinet minister!

A city adjudged the cleanest for
eight consecutive years, had its
innate limitations. Indore set an
example for other cities in municipal
solid waste management, discourag-
ing open defecation and reducing
litter through behavioural changes.
Was safe drinking water supply not
their responsibility because the
cleanliness mission did not factor it
in?

Indore Municipal Corporation
(IMC) is now in the eye of a storm
following shocking deaths as it never
bothered about clean drinking water
despite a handsome budget allocated
for it. Amulya Nidhi, national conve-
nor of Jan Swasthya Abhiyan India,
says MP got Asian Development
Bank (ADB) loan of 800 crore many
years back for improving water
supply networks of municipal
bodies, including Indore. Then came
JNNURM, followed by Smart Cities

The catastrophic incident in the cleanest city may have been avoidable but under
the current pattern of governance in Indian cities, there is no guarantee that such
terrible human error will not occur again.

Mission and now AMRUT 2.0.

Clearly, top-of-the-surface garbage
of the city was cleaned up, but none
cared about other issues - mainly
drinking water. It also includes the
encroachments on step wells and
water bodies like Sirpur Lake, a
Ramsar site. The sunk well in 2023
exposed the fast-declining work cul-
ture of IMC. It is said that municipal
bodies' officials function under tre-
mendous political and other pres-
sures, pushing basic problems to the
backburners.

As the Sun set on 2025, 16 deaths
shocked everyone. Over 1,200 people
were admitted to hospital for drink-
ing their own sewer’s water. They
were from only one colony of
Bhagirathpura, the constituency of
a ‘powerful’ BJP minister Kailash
Vijayvargiya. Vijayvargiya is not
only the Urban development minis-
ter for two years in the Yadav govern-
ment, he was also the mayor for five
years besides holding important
portfolios since 2003 in the Cabinet.
What has he done for Indore?

The Bhagirathpura disaster is
the tip of the iceberg of the way
Indian cities are governed. The con-
taminated water carrying lethal
bacteria is unpardonable but is hap-
pening in other city areas too. The
horribly dirty narrow streets, join-
ing of the sewage lines with water
pipes, the quality of civil works by
shady private contractors and
absence of proper supervision by
engineering wings — all killed 16
innocent people.

In 2015, for example, the Sneh
Nagar area, a posh colony of bank
officers and businessmen, used to get
yellowish water for months on which
was undrinkable. Citizens com-
plained to officials but in vain. Many
housewives had to laboriously clean
up their underground storage and
overhead tanks almost daily and
wait for clean water to come from
their main taps. “The deaths like in
Bhagirathpura could have happened
in our colony too,” recalls a former
State Bank of Indore officer.

Urban governance in India, espe-

cially when the much-trumpeted
Smart Cities Mission is over, con-
tinues to raise doubts about smart-
ness. If city managers can’t provide
clean drinking water, how could you
call it a Smart City?

IMC is a known den of corrup-
tion. Public services have been way
below expectation despite digital
interventions and innovative help-
line mechanisms,

The Comptroller and Auditor
General (CAG) reports about Indore
had made shocking revelations a few
years back. It had observed that
Leakage Detection Cell did not exist
in IMC, fecal coliform and turbidity
were found in water samples and
city’s overhead water tanks were not
cleaned for many months. This was
at least seven-eight years back. The
CAG had also warned of water-
borne diseases due to unsafe water,
including from the tubewells, to res-
idents. But who cares about CAG?

The IMC budget for water works
was of about ¥1,500 crore out of the
latest total budgeted estimation
amounting to 8,500.

The sad part of the story is that
while the Constitution amendments
ensured dissolution of powers and
elected members began ruling local
bodies for many years now, city
mayor Pushyamitra Bhargava com-
plained that officers refused to listen
to him. The mayor convened meet-
ings and waited for the officers,
including commissioner and
additional commissioners, but they
did not show up indicating deep mal-
aise in our democratic system,
claimed to be people-centric.

The catastrophic incident in the
cleanest city may have been avoid-
able but under the current pattern of
governance in Indian cities, there is
no guarantee that such terrible
human error will not occur again.

The author is a senior journalist.
Views expressed are personal.
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Land encroachment

lands and

wetlands. So, the basic groundwater absorption and emptying
systems have taken a hit. Therefore, when heavy rains lash the area,
floods are the obvious result. However, the governments allow these
encroachers to pitch their tents, for "votes”, and then mercilessly
handle them to suit their convenience. Around 200 "illegal" houses
that encroached upon government land meant for the waste

system were
village. While the evacuated families were aghast, the state
government defended its action. Since the encroachers belonged to
the minority community, several “leaders" have voiced their eloquent
views on the matter. The bigger question is how and why the land
encroachers were allowed to settle by building full-fledged colonies.

recently at Kogilu

Dr Ganapathi Bhat,
Akola.

2025: Cybercriminals shift to threatening

Dr Khushalchand
Baheti

n 2025, cybercrime damages

touched the $10.5 trillion mark

globally. The GDP of only two

superpowers, the United States
and China, is more than this.
Indians lost 1.2 lakh crore.

Cyber scammers have shifted
from luring victims for lottery or
investment to paralysing them with
fear.

The top 10 types of global cyber-
crimes of 2025 are as follows:
Digital arrest: A Supreme Court
observation in November 2025 cited
losses exceeding 3,000 crore from
digital arrest nationwide.

It begins with a call claiming a
parcel containing narcotics, multi-
ple forged passports or illegal
weapons addressed to the victim has
been intercepted. Scammers imper-
sonating as CBI, FBI or Scotland
Yard inform the victim that they are
under ‘digital arrest’ and are strictly
prohibited from hanging up the call,
leaving their house or contacting
family members or lawyers, This vir-
tual confinement can be for hours,
days or even weeks.

The victim is told that to protect
their liquidity, they must transfer
their savings to ‘secret supervisory
accounts’, These are, in reality, mule
accounts controlled by the syndicate.
Once the transfer is made, the
money is laundered within minutes.
Deepfake: Deepfake scams exploit
human reliance on “seeing is believ-
ing”. A famous deepfake fraud of
2025 was with a multinational engi-
neering firm Arup. A video confer-

ence call was made by the chief
financial officer (CFO). Several
other colleagues were also present.
The ‘CFO’ instructed the employee
to transfer $25 million to various
international accounts. The visual
fidelity was perfect; the voice, man-
nerisms and appearance of the CFO
and the other colleagues were indis-
tinguishable from reality. Except for
the victim, every participant in the
meeting was a deepfake.

Pig butchering: The scam begins
with a “wrong number” text mes-
sage or a match on a dating app. The
scammer spends weeks or months
building friendships, sharing photos
of their daily lives, mostly Al-gener-
ated, discussing hobbies and build-
ing deep emotional trust.

Then the scammer casually men-
tions his/her success in cryptocur-
rency trading that funds their lavish
lifestyle. The offer to “teach” this
trading follows. Initially, the victim
invests small amounts and sees high
returns. Victim is allowed to with-
draw the initial profit. Once the vic-
tim (Pig) is hooked - “fattened” with
confidence - they are manipulated
into liguidating entire accounts, bor-
mwmg from friends to invest mas-
sive sums.

Sextortion: A young girl contacts a
victim and explicit photos are
exchanged. Then scammers send the
victim a collage of their nude photos
alongside the names and profiles of
their parents, relatives harvested
from the victim’s social media fol-
lower lists. Ransom of 5,000 to
23,00,000 is fished.

Employment deception:
Scammers scrape legitimate job
postings. The ‘hired’ is asked to pur-
chase a laptop immediately from a
“certified vendor” to connect to the

company’s secure network. A digital
cheque is sent to cover the cost.
Victim sends real money. The equip-
ment never arrives. The cheque
bounces.

Malvertising: Malicious advertise-
ments (Malvertise) are placed on
search genuine engines and social
media platforms. When a user
searches, the top result is often a
malicious ad labelled “sponsored”.
These ads lead to cloned websites
that look identical to official vendor
but deliver malware. The scammer
instructs the user to “fix” the issue
by copying and pasting a specific
“PowerShell” script into their com-
puter. With this the computer is
hacked leading to account takeovers
within minutes.

Peer-to-peer (P2P) payments: A
scammer sends money to a victim’s
account from a stolen credit card,
then tells the victim it was by mis-
take and pleads for return. If the vic-
tim “returns”, they send their own
clean funds. Later, the bank reverses
the original stolen transfer, and the
victim ends up loser.

QR phishing: Fake QR codes are
pasted over legitimate codes on park-
ing meters, restaurant menus, etc.
When the user scans, he is directed
to a fraudulent P2P payment prompt,

diverting funds to the scammer:
Virtual kidnapping: A call is
received from an unknown number
to hear their child crying for help. A
harsh voice then claims to have
abducted the child and demands an
immediate ransom transfer.

In reality, the child is safe. The
screaming voice is an Al clone, gen-
erated from a short audio clip har-
vested from the child’s social media
videos. A few seconds of audio is suf-
ficient to mimic the specific voice.

Supply Chain Hijacking: In the
business-to-business fraud land-
scape, the dominant model of 2025 is
“Triple Extortion”. For example:
Encryption: Locking the company's
data.

Exfiltration: Threatening to release
sensitive data.

Harassment: Contacting the vic-
tim's clients, stakeholders to pres-
sure the company to pay.

The healthcare sector remains a
primary target due to the life-or-
dea(h urgency of data.

ce frauds: T

nf temporary websites advertising
high-end goods at 80% discounts are
set up. Al tools generate product
descriptions, fake reviews and high-
quality images to flood search
results. The customers purchase a
product and receive a worthless
item.

‘Year of Sophisticated Fraud’
offers harsh lessons highlighting the
need for teaching individuals to rec-
ognise the emotional markers of a
scam.

The author is retired ACP and
general manager; public relations,
Lokmat Media Group, Chhatrapati
Sambhajinagar:
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